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dear reader,
in mid-2008, the american islamic congress launched “a modern narrative for muslim Women  

in the middle east” to give voice to the progressive, reform minded women’s movement in the 

middle east. our project focuses on five target countries—egypt, morocco, iraq, saudi arabia, 

and Jordan—and around five spheres of study—economic, legal, political, religious, and social.  

following our first meeting of muslim women activists in cairo, egypt in march 2009, we used  

the recommendations offered and concerns expressed by our participants not only as a platform  

for improving our January 2010 conference, but also as inspiration for future aic programming. 

an important objective in our women’s programming has been to highlight the struggles and achievements of women working in the middle 

east. for this publication, we asked leading female activists and politicians based in each of our five countries to reflect on the conditions 

influencing their daily lives. Their reports reflect first hand, reform-minded experience growing out of the specific conditions present in their 

home countries. This new “narrative” shows that change is possible from within. laws can be amended, but true reform comes from an 

active commitment to the advancement of women’s rights and an extension of new opportunities available to women: change is not only a 

political and social commitment, but a personal commitment as well.

While we see many similarities in the country reports, the narratives described by our writers are contingent on the different conditions 

women face in each country. despite this, a common theme stands out in all the reports: the conservative, patriarchal narrative written 

for women by islamic extremists is coming into conflict with a new, progressive narrative forged by women and reform-oriented leaders. 

defying the demands of radicals ousting women from public life, we find women starting businesses, earning seats as parliamentarians, 

achieving the rank of military general, or working as doctors throughout the region. The “modern narrative” casts aside this negative 

perception of women and emphasizes the positive steps they have taken, with government support or as a personal initiative, to improve 

their lives and the lives of their counterparts.  

Though much has already been done to improve the lives of women in the muslim middle east, there is still much to be done. changes in 

legal code and increased political and economic participation represent great leaps and bounds in the fight for equality for muslim women. 

however, many of these new opportunities are only available for urban women, or those who have grown up in more liberal households. 

We at aic hope to inspire women throughout the region, showing them that faith and modernity can go hand in hand in creating a new 

narrative  for muslim women. change, as we have seen throughout history, does not come through words alone. motivation and action 

precede all change; for those women who are unsure of what this “new narrative” looks like, our publication offers examples of muslim 

who embodied the changes they wished to see.

in peace,

Zainab al suWaiJ
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A Future up For GrAbs
With 70% of Middle Easterners under the age of 30, a new 
“bulge” generation is growing up in societies constrained by the 
dual challenge of authoritarian regimes and Islamist political  
movements. Neither seeks to develop a society where the 
inherent basic rights of the individual are respected. To the 
contrary, these forces rely on the suppression of liberties and 
the denial of individuality. This debilitating status quo affects 
many social groups, but perhaps none more so than women. In 
most Middle Eastern states, women – though a slight statistical 
majority – remain disenfranchised and hold an inferior status as 
a result of their gender. 

The examples of legal discrimination against women are mundane  
yet profound. Women in many countries cannot pass on citizenship  
to their own children. Male relatives who murder their female 
relatives over perceived issues of honor face few if any legal 
consequences. Thousands of young girls are genitally mutilated 
every year without any action against perpetrators. In Saudi Arabia,  
the Muslim world’s spiritual center, women are not even allowed  
to drive a car or travel without a male relative chaperone.

A rising Islamist movement is only further exacerbating the re-
pression of women by pushing for social and legal degradations  
of women’s status. These ideologues regard women as objects 
of dangerous temptation with a defined role inferior to their 
husbands – who are free to take multiples wives. Sometimes 
Islamists impose their will via law (e.g., public dress codes in 

Saudi Arabia), other times via social pressure (e.g., the sharp 
rise in Egyptian women covering themselves in full-body niqab). 

The Islamist depiction of women’s role in society has unfor-
tunately been accepted as a “cultural norm” by some Western 
observers. Yet it would be a mistake to acquiesce to subservient 
status for Middle Eastern women, who are actually agents of 
civil rights reform. Democratization efforts have paid insuffi-
cient focus to women’s potential as change agents, missing  
critical opportunities to engage a vital cohort of Muslim  
women. Indeed, women remain largely untapped agents of 
positive reform and a pivotal bloc affecting attitudes on  
liberalization, modernization, and pluralism.

For a growing cohort of Middle Eastern women (and their 
male counterparts) authoritarian subjugation and social repres-
sion of basic human rights have prompted them to seek a new 
narrative for their lives. Women and men across the region are 
re-appropriating their social and political agency, emerging 
as envoys of the democratic values they hope to institute in 
their countries. While this nascent group of Middle Easterners 
has not brought an end to the disenfranchisement of women, 
there are signs of change. These include: Internet technolo-
gies providing new avenues for self-expression; women’s rights 
activists forming regional networks; and harnessing the power 
of satellite television. Unfortunately, the efforts of these change-
makers often go unnoticed as the violent rhetoric and actions 
of Islamic extremists grab headlines around the world.

inTroducTion 
The need for a modern narraTive
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ConstruCtinG the nArrAtive
To understand how best to support this vital cohort of women’s 
activists, the American Islamic Congress convened a working 
group of change-makers from five target countries – including 
top thinkers in the region – to produce a study with recom-
mendations aimed at informing policymakers and others hop-
ing to affect change in the region. Our approach is premised 
on recognizing that the Middle East is hardly monolithic. Each 
country has its own set of legal and social challenges. Within 
the same country, different cities and even adjoining neighbor-
hoods within the same city have their own dynamics. While 
we could not research every social context, we have identified 
a diverse set of milieus across the region in which to conduct 
primary research, in the voices of women from the region. The 
work of these women’s rights activists has helped disseminate 
what we call “A Modern Narrative for Muslim Women in the 
Middle East.”

AIC’s featured writers reflect the diversity of experience across 
state borders. Approaching their reports with extensive, in-
country experience as activists, journalists, politicians, and 
scholars, these remarkable women have mapped the forces 
vying to determine women’s status in their home countries.  
Each nation’s report bears witness to a myriad of socio-political 
variables affecting the status of women:

• egypT is home to the region’s largest city, Cairo, which is the 
cosmopolitan heart of the Arab world. Here, secular modern-
ism and Islamist revivalism regularly collide. This has resulted 
in profound changes in the status of Egyptian women. The 
outcome of that struggle will be broadcast to the whole 
region.

• morocco is also a study in contrast: it epitomizes the un-
usual and often uneasy blend of French “enlightenment” and 
traditional culture that is played out in North Africa – yet 
neglected in many surveys of the Middle East. Some of the 
region’s most prominent women’s rights activists are based 
here, alongside some of the region’s most prominent Islamist 
spokeswomen. 

• saudi arabia is arguably the most misogynist country in 
the region. Draconian restrictions on women have managed 
to withstand external scrutiny and protest, but there is a 
growing demand among young Saudis for change. This activ-
ity comes despite legal restrictions banning the simple right 
to organize. 

• In iraq, the vacuum of power left by the fall of the Ba’ath 
regime has beckoned the return of religious extremists. How 
did this massive transition occur, and what are the possibili-
ties now for asserting a modern narrative for women follow-
ing such drastic change? In the context of the reconstruction 
process, the stakes are quite high: extremists had begun 
targeting professional women – a phenomenon that is not 
sectarian but rather ideological.

• Jordan is often considered a “moderate,” Western ally. 
However, young women in Jordan grow up under stringent 
social, religious, and familial expectations. Segregation of 
genders is still very much entrenched. In instances where bar-
riers erode in the face of forces of modernity, social repression 
of women often erupts to preserve the old system.

DuelinG nArrAtives
For each of our target nations, we envisioned an outline for 
our examination of the Islamist and of the Modern narrative. 
Though there exists a variety of Islamist parties and ideologues, 
the Islamists’ narrative vis-à-vis women is clear. Women should 
be subservient and dependent on men’s leadership in the fol-
lowing key areas of society:

legal: 

Islamists believe the exclusive source of legislation should be 
Shari’a law, or rather their particular interpretation, which 
refuses to cross “red lines” established centuries ago as bedrocks 
of Islamic jurisprudence. This standard rejects the concept of 
parity between genders in favor of “complimentarity,” which 
imposes specific legal limitations. For instance, a male – as 
de jure head of household - receives custody of children in 
a divorce. Male descendants – again as responsible heads of 
households – receive twice the inheritance of their sisters. And 
because children receive their identity through patrilineal links, 
citizenship also naturally flows only via the father.

In contrast to “complimentarity” in gender roles, the “modern” 
narrative aims at securing equality under the law regardless of 
gender. Specifically, this includes efforts to guarantee the right 
of women to pass citizenship to their children; to receive equal 
shares of inheritance; and to receive custody in divorce settle-
ments. Legal equality can also yield reform in various social 
arenas by protecting women from discrimination and repres-
sion. Specific changes to track include judiciaries treating honor 
killings as regular murders and ending civic restrictions on basic 
behavior, such as driving or visiting public libraries.

inTroducTion
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social: 

Islamist thinking sees a need for separating genders in all public 
social contexts. The emphasis is on preventing vice, placing the 
onus on women as objects whose improper conduct can tempt 
men. Rather than hold men responsible for their action, Is-
lamists assign preventive measures to women. In Saudi Arabia, 
for instance, women and men cannot even use public libraries 
at the same time. In most other countries, Islamists have not 
yet imposed such extreme social restrictions through law, but 
nonetheless have succeeded in creating a normative social stan-
dard that requires women to dress modestly.

Rather than regard women as objects of temptation that must 
be separated, the “modern” narrative rejects social segrega-
tion in favor of active collaboration. This includes the ability 
of women to achieve leadership positions in civic institutions; 
reducing public pressure that forces women against their will 
to dress in a particular manner; and ending separate sections 
for men and women at public events. The narrative envisions 
reformers working to make men and women equal participants 
in society. 

poliTical: 

Politics is an exercise of power, and in the Islamist conception 
women cannot have absolute power over men. The denial of 
women’s absolute authority was made explicit when Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood unveiled a provisional draft constitution 
for Egypt which stated specifically that no Copt or woman 
could serve as head of state. To contain the ensuing uproar, 
the Brotherhood revised the draft by removing the prohibition 
on non-Muslims. The Islamist vision plays on existing social 
attitudes and political restrictions, including a lack of women 
judges in most Arab countries. The Islamists’ twist is to remove 
traditional patriarchal social limitations and replace them with 
divinely-sanctioned limitations.

While the Islamist model refuses to accept that women can 
hold absolute authority over men in the political arena, the 
“modern” narrative promotes women as capable of absolute 
leadership regardless of gender. This vision includes initiatives 
where women achieve parliamentary representation not via 
mandated quotas but on the merit of their candidacy; women 
achieving leadership (rather than mere support) roles in opposi-
tion political parties; and the appointment of women judges.

religious: 

Islamists view all regulations on women in the context of reli-
gion. Regarding issues of personal faith, women are given equal 
roles in one key instance: performing jihad and martyrdom 
operations. Beyond this “progressive” vision, women remain 
subject to various religious restrictions, including polygamy, 
pre-marital sexual relations, and marrying non-Muslims. In 
addition, women are not accepted as authoritative religious 
scholars who can participate in Islamic jurisprudence at the 
highest levels.

The “modern” narrative, by contrast, advances a positive read-
ing of Islamic jurisprudence by promoting women’s emancipa-
tion in matters of family, faith, and sexuality. This is perhaps 
the most charged arena, but is nonetheless critical to developing 
a modern narrative. This includes campaigns targeting po-
lygamy and codes regulating women’s sexuality, as well as new 
scholarly efforts to assert women’s participation in religious 
jurisprudence.

economic: 

Islamist ideologues are fond of citing the example of Khadija, 
Muhammad’s first wife, who was an accomplished business-
woman who hired Muhammad to sell her goods in trade 
centers along caravan routes. But interest in Khadija and 
Muhammad’s relationship is primarily for how it highlights 
“complimentary” roles, rather than equality or women business 
executives. The problem is that a modern-day Khadija would 
need to have a mahram (male relative chaperone) to travel on 
business; could not be alone in a room with the head of Gen-
eral Motors—on account of him being a male and a non-Mus-
lim; she would require the consent of a male relative to travel. 
Ironically, if she were to enter into a commercial disputation 
with a male businessman, it appears her testimony would be 
worth only half of the man’s in court. The Islamist vision thus 
curtails the potential of women executives and entrepreneurs.

Drawing on the model of Khadija, the “modern” narrative 
celebrates women entrepreneurs and executives as positive role-
models whose innovation and leadership is not constrained by 
social codes. Specific areas include initiatives to challenge the 
“glass-ceiling” on executive positions, evaluating discrepancies 
in loans and investment provided to women-led companies; 
and media portrayals of female entrepreneurs.
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inTroducTion

the lArGer poliCy Context
This is the profound challenge placed before policymakers and 
others wishing to affect change: Given the multiplicity of vari-
ables and conditions impacting women and men in the Middle 
East, what is the most effective way to assist Arab women and 
men seize upon opportunities to define a new legal and social 
climate of equality?

Liberalization, pluralism, and moderation are unlikely to flour-
ish without women’s support. There is a need to understand 
what drives them and what could encourage them to support 
critical reform. Our “Modern Narrative for Muslim Women in 
the Middle East,” then, has a dual purpose. We strive to inform 
and educate policymakers and others on the initiatives and sup-
port necessary to uphold this march towards equality, and we 
hope to inspire the women and men of the Middle East to take 
action and draft blueprints for civil society in their nations.

Across the region, female reformers – backed by male support-
ers – are defining a modern narrative for their role in society. 
The challenge is to elevate their work to greater prominence, 
to synthesize disparate elements into a cohesive presentation, 
and to generate a collaborative spirit to refine a positive modern 
narrative to help inspire the next generation of Middle Easterners.



In the early and mid-twentieth century, Egyptian women 
benefited from a period of political liberalism and social 
reform. Though patriarchy remained a dominant influence 

in Egyptian society, the feminist movement of the 1960s suc-
cessfully combated deeply entrenched conservative values until 
it was confronted by the rising influence of Islamic extremism 
in the 1970s. Prior to this reform movement, women largely 
remained at home and had very limited access to education.

Though international studies often applaud Egypt for visible progress  
on reform to women’s rights, there is a vast chasm between these  
legal gains and women’s social reality. While women today have 
better access to education and employment opportunities, they 
continue to face many challenges in dismantling the influence of  
religious extremism and advocating for social, political and economic  
equality. Women still suffer from forms of gender discrimination  
on a daily basis either at work, in public or at home. It is clear 
that in Egypt, women’s rights exist on paper, but not in practice.

Nevertheless, access to the Internet has sparked hope among 
women for a better future. Many young Egyptian women have 
used the Internet as a forum to unveil their talents and ambi-
tions. Online, young women are not looked upon as sexual ob-
jects but seen as equals. The information technology revolution 
has empowered young women by giving them space to launch 
profitable projects and earn money, participate in political de-
bates, speak up about civil rights violations and communicate 
with the international community. Unfortunately, with a suffer-
ing economy and lack of access to technology, not all Egyptian 
women have equal access to the virtual world.

eConoMiC sphere
Poverty in Egypt affects both men and women. According to 
the 2009 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
Arab States Report, 19.6% of Egyptians live below the poverty 
line. Poverty disproportionately affects women as state regula-
tions meant to support women’s equality in labor compensa-
tion and access to education remain unenforced.1 With limited 
access to education, employment opportunities and legal 
protections, and under intense social pressure, Egyptian women 
have few economic opportunities. Hence, Egypt has one of the 
lowest rates of women’s economic participation in the Middle 
East and North Africa.2

Patriarchal attitudes dictate that women should stay at home 
and serve their husbands, while men contribute to household 
income. Some extremist Salafi sheikhs, espousing a radically 
conservative vision of Islam, blame women for leaving their 
homes and children to compete with men in the workforce. 
These sheikhs claim that women’s labor is the primary cause of 
widespread unemployment and demand that women leave the 
workforce. Egyptian women benefit from employment not only 
in terms of career advancement, but also as a result of self-suf-

counTry reporT

The arab republic of egypT 
               by dalia Ziada

daila Ziada is an activist, blogger, writer, and poet. she has appeared on 
several news outlets, including cnn, pbs, and bbc, and at many universi-
ties as a featured speaker on women’s rights. Ziada spearheaded several 
human rights initiatives, including the fearless fighters for faith and free-
dom campaign, promoting religious freedom and tolerance. Ziada currently 
serves as aic’s north africa bureau director in cairo, egypt.  

8     american islamic congress

The inTerneT has sparKed hope among 
Women for a beTTer fuTure
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The arab republic of egypT

ficiency gained through financial stability and in the ability to 
contribute to the family’s income. Still, for women, the balance 
between employment and household work can be difficult to 
manage; women are usually denied help from their husbands 
in raising children, cooking and cleaning because many men 
consider these activities emasculating.

Young women primarily find job opportunities in the private 
sector, which usually offers low wages in exchange for long 
work hours. The lack of government regulation in private sector 
employment often exposes women to sexual harassment and 
exploitation, with little opportunity for recourse. Many job 
listings advertise openings for “well-mannered house servants” 
or “attractive secretaries” in an attempt to recruit female 
employees. When qualifications for women’s work focus on 
her physical appearance or proper mannerisms, it is clear that 
stereotypes concerning women’s participation in the workforce 
remain deeply entrenched in the Egyptian psyche. With all of 
these burdens, the unemployment rate among young women is 
nearly 32%, almost triple that of young men.3

Middle and upper class women, like their lower class coun-
terparts, also experience violations of their economic rights. 
In Egyptian and Shari’a law, women have the right to control 
over their property. However, in practice, women usually waive 
this right to their husbands or male relatives out of respect for 
social norms. Women often fail to create contracts or other 
legal documents to protect their assets. As a result, women’s 
economic protection and welfare often depend upon the good 
will of their male relatives and husbands.

Another serious economic obstacle facing women is the right 
to inheritance. According to inheritance law 77/1943, women, 
regardless of their religion, are only entitled to half of the 
inheritance awarded to men when both have the same rela-
tionship to the deceased. In rural Upper Egypt in particular, 

women are customarily deprived of this half. Moreover, under 
current law, a non-Muslim woman married to a Muslim man is 
not entitled to inheritance upon his death. In 2008, Dr. Zeinab 
Radwan, a Member of Parliament, veteran professor of law, and 
leading member of the National Council on Human Rights, 
proposed an amendment to the law allowing non-Muslim wives 
to inherit from their deceased husbands.4 The Islamic Research 
Council immediately turned it down, claiming that it violated 
Shari’a law.5

recommendaTions
1. Use the Internet as a tool for creating economic oppor-

tunities for women. Launching businesses and earning 
profits online and from home negates the need to jump 
through bureaucratic licensing and registration procedures. 
Women can offer catering services, sell cosmetics or launch 
a sophisticated web-design business without challenging all 
social norms simultaneously.

2. Economic empowerment of lower class women through 
micro-credits has proven to be a failure in the past: a 
project initiated by the National Council on Women failed 
as a result of grantees’ inability to repay loans. Before giv-
ing money to disadvantaged women, rights groups should 
instruct on basic skills needed in executing these projects 
(e.g. literacy, basic accounting, how to use a computer and 
the Internet and creative thinking).

reliGious sphere
The rise of religious extremism in Egypt and radical political 
Islamism deny women basic rights based upon a strict and 
inaccurate interpretation of Islam. The politically motivated 
rise of Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), 
and the importation of Salafi propaganda on satellite televi-
sion programs and via the internet have helped to popularize 
these negative views of women with remarkable success. Egypt’s 
youth, who comprise approximately 60% of the country’s 
population, and uneducated, rural women, who are often 
sympathetic to religious conservatism, are vulnerable to Islamist 
propaganda and have been heavily influenced by the radical 
movement. The MB also courts the support of women because 
they are viewed to be influential within the family. 

online, young Women are noT looKed upon  
as sexual obJecTs buT seen as equals
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To demonstrate their commitment to Egyptian women, the 
Muslim Brotherhood placed three women among the 133 
candidates on their parliamentary election campaign platform 
in 2005. These women were politically weak and generally 
unpopular candidates. Makarem Eldiary, one of the candidates 
and the wife of a prominent MB member, included many items 
in her political agenda that were clearly discriminatory towards 
women.6 Eldiary proclaimed that protecting the integrity of 
the Egyptian family was “one of the priorities” of her elec-
tion platform. She would accomplish this by “fighting against 
the recommendations of the Beijing Conference on Women” 
because they challenged the tenets of Islamic Shari’a.7 Eldiary 
vowed to “fight whatever threatens the stability of the Egyp-
tian family, like allowing women to travel without taking the 
permission of her husband” and affirm that in Islam, “man is 
superior to woman.”

Women have been given 
a limited voice within 
the MB through  
the Muslim Sisters 
(MS) sub-group, 
originally established to 
provide a place for the 
wives of the Brothers to 
exchange ideas and  
helpful tips on mater-
nity and housekeeping.8 
The MB heavily recruited among women to boost the member-
ship of the MS and to quicken the spread of ideas throughout 
society. However, the MS are denied decision-making rights 
within the group: they are not permitted to choose topics of 
discussion for meetings, or vote for leadership of either the MB 
or MS. The leader of the MS is always a man appointed by the 
leading bureau of the MB.

The Muslims Sisters have started to re-evaluate their group’s 
subservience and have called for more rights. In September 
2007, they submitted an appeal to Mahdy Akef, the Higher 
Guide of the MB at that time, calling for their rights to mem-
bership in the MB leadership, which is currently reserved for 
men.9 They asked for an expansion of their roles, for the right 
to promotions within the MB hierarchy, and for the opportu-
nity to join media and political committees, membership to 
which even those who are media or political science experts are 
completely denied because they are women. The Brotherhood’s 
leadership also turned down their request to vote for the leader-
ship of the MS and the MB. No one listened to the demands of 
women, and they were then accused of betraying the group. 

The spread of Salafi ideology by charismatic young sheikhs has 
had a particularly harmful effect on Egyptian women’s cam-

paigns for equality and 
respect. Over the past 
few years, increases in 
investments from Salafi 
businessmen from Sau-
di Arabia and the Gulf 
have resulted in the 
establishment of many 
satellite television chan-
nels and websites aim-
ing to spread extremist 
propaganda to Egyp-

tians.10 So far, there are at least 21 Salafi channels broadcasting 
around the clock. Speakers and presenters on these channels 
are largely uneducated radicals, who have not attained rigorous 
training in Islamic Shari’a from a reputable institute of Islamic 
learning, such as Egypt’s al-Azhar University. In fact, these sta-
tions avoid hiring al-Azhar graduates because they are seen as 
too moderate to work for them. Salafism appeals to many  
Egyptians as they see strict adherence to this religious doctrine 
as a means by which to gain happiness and secure the same 
economic prosperity enjoyed in Saudi Arabia and in the Gulf.

Unfortunately, extremists have succeeded in rallying support 
behind their message. Many women now avoid involvement 
in social activities and forgo employment opportunities due to 
confusion over what constitutes a committed, Islamic lifestyle. 
There has been a marked increase in the number of Egyptian 
Muslim women wearing the veil (hijab), and the black niqab 
(face veil). The increasing influence of Salafism has prompted 
moderate members of Egypt’s religious establishment, includ-
ing the recently deceased head of al-Azhar, Sheikh Mohamed 
Tantawy, to weigh in on women’s issues. Tantawy issued several 

increases in invesTmenTs from salafi businessmen  
from saudi arabia and The gulf have resulTed  

in The esTablishmenT of many saTelliTe  
Television channels and WebsiTes aiming To  
spread exTremisT propaganda To egypTians.10
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The arab republic of egypT

controversial edicts on women’s attire during his tenure: he 
first attempted to prevent teenagers from wearing the niqab at 
schools, and tried to prohibit the niqab on university cam-
puses.11 From the outrage that followed Tantawy’s decrees, it is 
evident that the Egyptian people now look to the extremists for 
religious advice rather than home-grown moderates.

recommendaTions
1. Extremist Islamic rhetoric has strong negative influ-

ence on the advancement of women’s rights in Egyptian 
society. Women’s rights activists should change their 
rhetoric to suit the needs of a grassroots movement with 
moderate discourse adapted to the Egyptian context. In 
other words, women’s rights activists, not Salafi sheikhs, 
are the ones who should change their rhetoric when ad-
dressing the public.

leGAl sphere
Article 40 of the Egyptian Constitution states that “all citizens 
are equal before the law. They have equal public rights and du-
ties without discrimination due to sex, ethnic origin, language, 
religion or creed.” In the past decade, legal reforms in favor of 
women have attempted to reaffirm this constitutional decree. 
Activists have been aided by the state’s renewed interest in 
women’s rights, thanks to the tireless advocacy of Egypt’s First 
Lady, Suzan Mubarak. However, reforms have been superficial 
and ineffective because they remain opposed by patriarchal atti-
tudes and religious extremists and are not supported by proper 
enforcement mechanisms. 

The participation of women in judiciary proceedings can be 
used as a measure of the acceptance of women’s issues and 
voices in public matters in Egypt. In 2008, the Supreme 
Judicial Council gave women the right to hold judgeships for 
the first time. Female judges were only hired in family courts 
and were denied seats on criminal and administrative courts. 
Moreover, in 2010, the Council of State, a judicial body that 

handles cases involving government, barred women from serv-
ing on its board. Not only does this indicate the preservation 
of prejudices against women’s legal authority, denying highly 
qualified women from serving as judges in state courts, but also 
shows a systematic elimination of women’s voices in interpret-
ing and enacting law.12 Unfortunately, it is the judges, tasked 
with ensuring equality before the law, who have voted against 
women’s right to seek judgeship. When women’s rights activists 
protested this obvious injustice, the Council of State accused 
them of disrespecting the judicial authority and refused to 
overturn the decision. Extremists have supported this discrimi-
natory decision, claiming that Islam defines women as “lacking 
intellect and religion.” The Special Assembly, a governing body 
of the State Council, overturned this prohibition on female 
judges on March 22, 2010; however, officials claim that there 
are no vacancies for judge positions, continuing to exclude 
women from court.13

The state and effective-
ness of Personal Status 
Law reflect progress and 
setbacks to women’s rights 
in Egypt. Law 1/2000, 
known as khula, guar-
antees women’s right to 
seek divorce through the 
submission of a petition to 
Family Court. Before the 
application of khula, Mus-
lim men had a unilateral 
and unconditional right to 
divorce (talaq) their wives 
through a verbal renuncia-
tion. Now, women can ini-

tiate divorce, but must wait six months if she has children, and 
three if she does not, before it can be finalized. Women’s rights 
groups have reported that khula law remains flawed due to the 
lack of a precise description of the proceedings necessary to 
approve or deny cases of divorce, leaving room for the personal 
involvement of judges in each ruling.14 In other words, women 
applying for divorce must rely on the judge’s temperament 
and on his moral evaluation of each case. Another important 
amendment to Personal Status Law includes women’s right to 
travel without written permission from her husband or father. 
This has ended men’s legal right to control women’s movement. 
Despite this, social customs still dictate that women take oral 
permission from their male relatives.

The egypTian consTiTuTion sTaTes ThaT  
“all ciTiZens are equal before The laW.  

They have equal public righTs and duTies  
WiThouT discriminaTion due To sex, eThnic 

origin, language, religion or creed.”
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Parliament approved an amendment to Nationality Law in 
2004, giving Egyptian women married to non-Egyptian men 
the right to pass their nationality to her children; excluded 
from this amendment are the children of Palestinian fathers and 
those born before the passage of the amendment. Egyptian men 
can also pass their nationality to their non-Egyptian wives, a 
right that has not yet been accorded to Egyptian women. Even 
with its limitations, the 2004 amendment to Nationality Law 
has undoubtedly been a positive step towards equality.15

Egyptian law stipulates punishments for different violent practices  
against women. Often, laws protecting women against violence 
and providing conditions for prosecution come as a result of 
pressures from women’s rights activists. Laws prohibiting Female 
Genital Mutilation (FGM) are a prominent example of the gains 
of the women’s rights movements. In 2003, Suzan Mubarak 
launched a national campaign against FGM, and in response, 
Parliament passed a law prohibiting doctors from practicing 
FGM at hospitals or private clinics. This same law prevents these 
doctors from practicing medicine for up to five years. However, 
this law did not prevent people in rural areas from subjecting 
their daughters to FGM in private, justifying it as a religious 
practice taming a girl’s sexual desires in order to maintain her 
honor. The death of Bedoor, an eight year old girl from the 
Minya governorate, during an FGM procedure indicates that 
FGM remains in practice.16 Pressure on the government after Be-
door’s death led to the issuance of ministerial decree No. 271 for 
the year 2007, which criminalizes doctors who perform FGM 
procedures in hospitals, clinics or any other place. Ali Goma’a, 
the Supreme Mufti of the Republic, issued a fatwa, or religious 
ruling, supporting this decree.17 He asserted that the practice of 
FGM is contrary to Islam in that it exposes children to risks of 
physical harm. Despite all these efforts and initiatives, FGM is 
still widely practiced: reportedly, 80% of lower class and 30% of 
wealthy Egyptian families still subject their daughters to FGM.18

Sexual harassment is another form of violence experienced by 
women that has recently come to the attention of lawmak-
ers. The fact that sexual harassment is so rampant in Egypt is 
indicative of a deep acceptance of male superiority. It is only in 

the past few years that laws have attempted to prosecute harass-
ment. In 2008, Noha Rushdy, a victim of sexual harassment, 
insisted on holding the perpetrator accountable in accordance 
with the law. By taking the man who harassed her to the police, 
Rushdy challenged the social norms that blame women’s con-
duct or appearance in cases of harassment.19 Still, Egyptian law 
does not contain clear provisions banning or punishing sexual 
harassment. According to Ferkhanda Hassan, Secretary General 
of the National Council on Women’s Rights, “there is a remark-
able lack of security in the Egyptian street, which requires the 
provision of a safe environment for girls and women, and in 
the implementation of legal penalties for perpetrators of sexual 
harassment.”20 Similarly, honor killings in Egypt are defined as 
crimes of adultery rather than murder, reflecting the idea that 
women’s actions and appearances are responsible for crimes 
perpetrated against them. As a result of this classification, pen-
alties for honor killings remain very lenient. Moreover, the state 
prosecutes ‘honor crimes’ perpetrated by women as murder, 
and punishment is accorded as such.

In early 2010, members of Parliament sympathetic to the wom-
en’s rights movement promised that Egypt was about to pass a 
new law cracking down on sexual harassment.21 Unfortunately, 
the future of these promising legal reforms remains uncertain. 
 
 
 
 

by TaKing The man Who harassed her  
To The police, rushdy challenged The social 

norms ThaT blame Women’s conducT or  
appearance in cases of harassmenT.
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recommendaTions
1. There needs to be a clear commitment at the national 

level to a strategy for enforcing laws designed to prosecute 
gender-based harassment and discrimination. 

soCiAl sphere
Egypt’s 1952 Revolution, marking the foundation of the 
Republic, ushered in many important changes for women 
and more opportunities became available. The women’s rights 
movement grew increasingly powerful during the 1960s 
through the end of the 1970s, when the rising influence of 
Islamist extremism began to challenge women’s progress. While 
Egyptian women today have better access to education and 
employment than before, women remain marginalized. A com-
mon issue behind women’s unwillingness to engage in productive 
social activities is that women are not viewed as equal to men.

There are several factors explaining reasons for lasting conserva-
tism, the first of which is social norms and patriarchal stereo-
types that assume women’s role in society is limited to moth-
erhood and domestic activities: child rearing and household 
chores are her primary duties. Activities outside the household, 
such as employment, education, and other social activities 
are viewed as incompatible with this conventional image of 
women. The majority of women leave their jobs after marriage 
because they are unable to balance between family and employ-
ment. Unfortunately, some sections of Egyptian legal code sup-
port this stereotype (e.g. Article 11 of the Constitution).

Secondly, patriarchal norms, echoed in extremist’s misinterpreta-
tions of Islamic Shari’a, consider men the family breadwinners. 
Accordingly, women are not usually encouraged to seek work 
or education if they can financially afford not to. In lower social 
classes, the lack of economic resources usually pushes more 
women to seek work. But the kinds of jobs available for illiterate, 
poor women often violate their basic human 
rights. Most poor women prefer deprivation to 
humiliation and remain at home.

Thirdly, the perception of women as sexual 
objects has been perpetuated by the influence 
of Salafism. Women, they claim, should stay at 
home out of respect for the “sexual fragility” of 
men. In Salafi thought, God punishes women 

for tempting men by wearing perfume, revealing clothing or 
simply for talking to them. Therefore, when women plan to 
leave their homes, they should cover themselves with the niqab 
to avoid spreading sin in society.22 Some families in rural areas 
withdraw their daughters from school and deprive them of 
education using similar justifications.

Lastly, individual or collective incidents of sexual harassment 
in public places, and the lack of support for legal and social 
protection for women prevent activists from being more effec-
tive in calling for their rights: security and safety are essential to 
pursuing such activities.23

Advances in communication technology have offered women 
new tools with which to call for their rights. Many Egyptians 
find computers and Internet access fees relatively affordable. 
Internet access has allowed Egyptian women to step out of their 
homes without physically moving. In the middle and upper 
classes, many women are using social media (e.g. Facebook and 
other popular forums) to meet new people and get involved in 
various social activities. Though the virtual society of the Inter-
net does assist women by giving them a space to practice social 
freedom, it may indirectly encourage complacency in calling for 
their rights in public.

in June 2009, parliamenT approved a conTroversial 
bill inTroduced by presidenT mubaraK’s  

naTional democraTic parTy (ndp) proposing To  
allocaTe 64 seaTs for Women in The loWer house  
of parliamenT. The amendmenT Will TaKe effecT  

in egypT’s 2010 parliamenTary elecTions.

in The middle and upper classes,  
many Women are using social media  
To meeT neW people and geT involved  

in various social acTiviTies.
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recommendaTions
1. Invest more time and money in changing the patriarchal 

attitudes of Egyptian society towards women. This could 
be accomplished by promoting women’s rights in main-
stream media, creating websites to educate the public on 
women’s rights, holding rights-oriented training seminars 
and debate sessions in rural Egypt or shedding light on and 
rewarding Egyptian families that respect women’s rights.

2. The Internet offers women many growth opportunities. 
These courageous personal initiatives need to be adopted 
by the state and by women’s rights groups to strengthen 
the movement on the ground.

politiCAl sphere
Egyptians have been living under an authoritarian regime since 
the assassination of President Anwar Sadat in 1981. Political 
reform is a prominent concern for all Egyptians, but its urgency 
is felt most acutely amongst the youth. Women have also grown 
to be pillars of civil rights groups and political reform move-
ments, though they are not usually given leadership positions 
due to security fears or out of respect for patriarchal norms. 

The 2005 parliamentary elections marked the lowest presence 
by female voters and candidates in decades.24 On the ballots, 
there were only 131 women running out of 5,165 total candi-
dates, of which only four were subsequently elected. As a result, 
President Mubarak mandated the appointment of five more 
female representatives to Parliament, raising the total number 
of women to nine, or two percent of total representation. In 

June 2009, Parliament approved a controversial bill introduced 
by President Mubarak’s National Democratic Party (NDP) 
proposing to allocate 64 seats for women in the Lower House 
of Parliament. The amendment will take effect in Egypt’s 2010 
parliamentary elections.25 Officials in the NDP believe that 
“positive discrimination” in favor of women’s representation 
will empower women to run independently against male candi-
dates in future elections. This law will remain in effect for two 
five-year parliamentary sessions, after which it is hoped that 
there will be no more need for affirmative action. 

Ironically, political dissidents on both sides of Egypt’s political 
spectrum, from the Islamist to the liberal, are protesting this 
historic legislation. The liberal opposition believes that this 
measure represents the NDP’s exploitation of women for politi-
cal support in order to maintain its parliamentary majority. The 
NDP’s conservative, Islamist opponents argue that this quota 
will weaken the Muslim Brotherhood bloc, which currently 
holds one-third of the seats in Parliament, by filling more seats 
with women loyal to the NDP and the current regime.26

Some Egyptians are averse to voting in parliamentary elections 
as the process is often marred by violence, especially in rural 
districts. The 2005 elections were marked by a conspicuous lack 
of security, which resulted in the deaths of at least 10 people.27 
Disorder deterred many women from voting. Further, some 
candidates have been accused of hiring thugs to verbally and 
physically harass female supporters, voters and campaigners 
working for their rivals.28 Other situations, such as the “Black 
Wednesday” protest of May 2005, are indicative of a more omi-
nous trend toward gender-based political violence. At a protest 
leading up to a referendum, thugs attacked female journalists 
and dissidents gathered in support of the demonstration: they 
tore at the women’s clothes and physically assaulted them. This 
took place in front of security personnel, who did nothing to 
stop the perpetrators; considering this, some analysts have con-
jectured that the ruling party hired these thugs.29 The victims 
fired claims against the perpetrators, but the general prosecutor 
failed to hold them accountable.

The inTerneT has provided space for  
boTh men and Women To pracTice  
freedom of poliTical expression.
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The Internet has provided space for both men and women 
to practice freedom of political expression. It has encouraged 
many Egyptian women to participate in political discourse and 
to join in deciding the fate of their country by publishing opin-
ion articles on blogs and websites, participating in political de-
bates, lobbying for a presidential or parliamentary candidate on 
Facebook or advocating for civil rights. Beginning in 2004, the 

growing strength of the bloggers movement, also known as the 
cyber dissidents’ movement, paralleled that of the anti-regime 
movement on the ground. Many women, alongside their male 
colleagues, took advantage of the atmosphere of gender equal-
ity promulgated on the Internet to practice their democratic 
right to protest increased civil rights violations. Participating 
in the online political movement in Egypt is no less dangerous 
than campaigning on the ground: the government has already 
launched crackdowns on chat rooms and bloggers and arrested 
a number of cyber dissidents of both sexes out of fear of incit-
ing young Egyptians.

recommendaTions
1. The political participation of women either as candi-

dates or voters should be encouraged by the state and 
by women’s rights groups; international pressure is 
especially helpful. 



Jordan’s women’s rights movement began in the early 20th 
century with voluntary social and charitable activities. The 
first women’s organization, the Jordanian Women’s Union, 

was established in 1945 and was headed by the late Emily 
Bisharat. Following the country’s independence from Britain 
in May 1945, the women’s movement became stronger and 
women activists began demanding more political, social, legal 
and economic rights.1 Educated women were granted the right 
to vote in 1955, but in 1974 all women were granted the right 
to vote and run as candidates in the Parliamentary elections. 

Democratic life began in Jordan in 1989, when more freedom 
for the press, freedom of speech and elections finally opened 
the door for women to run in elections and 12 women subse-
quently competed for seats in the Lower House; none of these 
candidates secured a seat.2 In 1993 the first female candidate, 
Toujan Faisal, won a seat through direct elections and a second 
woman was appointed to the Upper House of Parliament. In 
2003, the government introduced a six-seat quota for women 
in the Parliament. Since then, six women have been guaran-
teed seats in the Lower House and a seventh women won a 
seat in direct elections. During these same years, activists, the 
media, the government and local organizations began tackling 
previously taboo issues, including violence against women and 
so-called honor killings.

From 2006 through 2009, the women’s rights movement made 
a number of important gains, including the publication of 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence 

Against Women (CEDAW) in the Official Gazette, which gave 
the Convention legal support. Other important achievements 
include increased exposure of domestic violence cases, women’s 
freedom of movement and access to education and political 
participation. During this same time, services dedicated to as-
sisting women, such as hotlines for abused women and health-
care services, improved dramatically. In 2007, the government 
opened the doors to the Kingdom’s first women’s shelter and in 
2009, a tribunal was appointed to try perpetrators of so-called 
honor killings. Since then, those convicted of killing a female 
relative have received prison sentences ranging from seven to 
15 years. Another victory was the government’s passage of the 
Family Protection Law in a bid to identify and fight domestic 
violence and to impose punishments on perpetrators.

Despite these achievements, women continue to suffer from 
discriminatory clauses in penal, nationality and citizenship 
laws. Violence against women and the murder of women in the 
name of family honor remains a problem, although the judi-
ciary’s collective attitude towards these so-called honor killings 
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and acts of domestic violence has improved. Jordanian women’s 
rights activists, organizations, the government and the media 
must continue to prioritize women’s issues as key in order to 
achieve full legal and social equality for women.

eConoMiC sphere
One indicator of women’s improved economic status in Jordan 
is the widening range of job opportunities available to women. 
Over the past decade, women began breaking social barriers by 
assuming positions as mechanics, electricians, taxi drivers and 
plumbers. Other women broke barriers by becoming pilots, 
rally drivers and traffic officers. While increases in women’s 
employment, especially in positions requiring technical training 
or advanced degrees, represents a significant shift in the accep-
tance of women in the workplace, the overall unemployment 
rate among women in 2009 remained 24.4%.3 

Statistics collected by the government are reflective of women’s 
continuing economic handicap in the Kingdom. According 
to a 2008 report, only 15.1% of women own land and 19.4% 
of females over the age of 15 own apartments, a sign of poor 
economic mobilization and independence.4 Although many 
women, both single and married, contribute to their household 
incomes, women’s contribution to the gross domestic product 
in 2007 was only eight percent.5

Female employees constituted 37% of the workforce in the 
public sector and 12% in the private sector in 2007.6 These in-
creases in the percentage of employed women are encouraging 
because they show the impact of gains in women’s education 
and a growing acceptance of women in these new economic 
roles. However, women often occupy subordinate positions 
in the workplace: the percentage of women holding manage-
rial or administrative positions rose from two percent in 1998 
to 11% in 2005.7 While all such increases are positive signs 
of women’s economic growth, the number of women in more 
senior positions remains low overall. Additionally, the percent-
age of female entrepreneurs in 2008 was only six percent in the 
formal sector.

challenges
Social workers cite early marriage and leaving school at an 
early age as reasons why poverty is increasing among women. 
Women born into underprivileged families are expected to 
remain poor because they are married off at a young age to 
alleviate the economic burden of caring for them.8 Patriarchal 
attitudes, especially in rural areas, hinder women’s ability to 
obtain economic resources, particularly in land ownership 
and finance. According to a report by a group of activists in 
2007, gender-based violence also plays a role in undermining a 
women’s ability to fully participate in the economy.

recommendaTions
1. The government and Parliament should pass legislation 

banning gender-based discrimination at all levels of em-
ployment and within employment benefits.

2. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) should expand 
efforts to educate women on inheritance and property 
rights under the law.

3. NGOs and the government should launch campaigns 
encouraging families to keep their daughters in school and 
to support their pursuit of higher education.

reliGious sphere
Jordanian Shari’a courts have jurisdiction over Muslims 
personal status, including jurisdiction over marriage, divorce, 
custody and inheritance. Women are guaranteed the right to 
inheritance under Shari’a law as it is applied in Jordan, but in 
many circumstances women are entitled to only half the share 
of a male heir. In some instances, females are encouraged or 
forced to give up their rights in favor of their male relatives. 

Women can ouTline condiTions in  
Their marriage conTracTs, including Their 

righTs To WorK and pursue educaTion
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In other cases, the assets are transferred to males in the family 
prior to the owner’s death to prevent women from inherit-
ing as stipulated in the Shari’a. All of this is done to maintain 
property ownership within the family, a strictly male affair. 
NGOs, government institutions and religious leaders have been 
active in increasing women’s understanding their rights regard-
ing inheritance, for example, several awareness campaigns were 
launched in 2009 and 2010.

Women can outline conditions in their marriage contracts, 
including their rights to work and pursue education, but many 
are afraid to exercise this right due to the fear that they will re-
main unmarried or because they are unaware of this right. The 
minimum age of marriage was raised to 18 in 2001, but the 
chief justice can marry anyone at 15 years of age, if he deems 
that it is in his or her best interest. This arrangement has caused 
problems for young brides including, in some cases, psychologi-
cal, sexual and physical abuse. In April 2010, the Chief Islamic 
Justice Department finished amending the Personal Status Law 
and forwarded it to women leaders for feedback before sending 
it to the government for approval.

Specific marriage laws particularly impact women in Jordan, 
the first of which is polygamy. Polygamy is legal for Muslim 
men, but a judge must first verify that a man is capable of 
financially supporting an additional wife and it is required that 
each wife know of the others’ existence. If a man can satisfy 
all legal and financial requirements, he may legally marry up 
to four women at one time. Due to shifting social norms and 
strict requirements, polygamy is now an uncommon practice in 
the Kingdom. A second set of laws that greatly impacts women 
surrounds divorce. A woman may file for divorce in Shari’a 
court, but only if she can cite one of a limited number of 
justified reasons, which require extensive evidence and witness 
testimony, since the testimony of the wife alone is considered 
insufficient. Furthermore, divorce cases filed by women usually 
take five to seven years in the court system and many women 
are unsuccessful.

Because of this long and frustrating process, the government 
introduced khula, a form of divorce permitted by Shari’a in 
which the wife can unilaterally end her marriage by returning 
her dowry and giving up all rights to future financial gains, to 

the Personal Status Law of 2001. She is not obliged to provide a 
justification in court and must only state that she does not want 
to live with her husband. The court will ask her to reconsider 
but, if she insists, the divorce will be granted after a certain 
period of time. After the divorce, the woman has the right to 
child custody until her children reach puberty and the children 
then decide with whom to live. If the mother remarries, she 
loses custody and the children return to their father, his mother, 
or the wife’s mother, as decided by the judge.

challenges
Lack of information and misinformation among some women, 
particularly in rural areas, regarding their rights of inheritance 
has kept them financially weak and dependent upon male 
guardians. Additionally, many women are not fully aware of 
their religious rights regarding marriage, divorce and child 
custody, resulting in disempowerment.

recommendaTions
1. The government and NGOs must continue to raise aware-

ness among women on inheritance, marriage and divorce 
rights by organizing lectures, campaigns and other activi-
ties, particularly in rural areas.

2. The government should appoint females judges to Shari’a courts.

leGAl sphere
The Jordanian government has passed many laws that support 
women over the past five years, but it also continues to support 
laws that discriminate against women. Though the government 
published CEDAW in the Official Gazette in 2007 and lifted 
its reservations of Article 15(4) on freedom of housing and 
movement in 2009,9 discriminatory laws are still in place. This 
discrimination is in violation of Article 6(1) of Jordan’s 1952 
constitution, which states that all Jordanians are equal before 
the law and that discrimination is prohibited on the basis of 
race, language or religion.

afTer The divorce, The Woman has  
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An important law issued by the government and enacted by 
Parliament in 2008 is the Family Protection Law (FPL). The 
FPL imposes regulations on the way in which the police, courts 
and medical authorities deal with victims of domestic violence 
and specifies the procedures each institution must follow as it 
proceeds with such cases. One clause gives police the authority 
to detain suspected abusers for 24 hours and imposes penalties of 
up to six months and small fines for those convicted of abuse. 

Unfortunately, there are many gaps in this law. Abusers are 
permitted to return home after fulfilling a number of condi-
tions, which include apologizing to the victim and establishing 
a mediation committee to resolve family problems. To date, a 
mediation committee has not been formed. And, reconcilia-
tion is often pushed upon the parties involved, so that the case 
is never heard in court. Critics of the FPL also argue that it 
should have created a specialized family court to handle cases 
of domestic violence and that the provision requiring follow-up 
meetings between government, social workers and perpetrators 
has been inadequately enforced. Further, if a suspected abuser 
apologizes to the victim and they reconcile, he can return 
home. The same can be said for Article 308 of the Penal Code, 
which addresses cases of rape and molestation: the perpetrator 
can avoid punishment if he marries his victim and maintains 
the marriage for a period of time.

Two other areas are in desperate need of reform. First, the 
government has not amended critical laws, such as to Article 
98, which offers leniency to the perpetrators of so-called honor 
crimes, but criminal courts have begun issuing stricter sentenc-
es to perpetrators of these crimes and a new, specialized tribunal 
for these cases was created in 2009.10 Second, the Citizenship and 
Nationality Law must be revised; until now, Jordanian women 
married to non-Jordanian men cannot pass citizenship to their 
husbands and children. This law causes enormous suffering to 
these women and their families.

challenges
Long-standing cultural attitudes that blame women for violence 
inflicted upon them or that justify violence as normal continue 
to affect women on a daily basis. Crimes such as rape and mo-
lestation often go unreported due to shame or because of a fear 
of reprisal, in the form of blame or murder. In some instances, 

female victims are pressured by their male family members to 
drop charges against perpetrators to avoid scandal or shame.

Meanwhile, Jordanian women married to non-Jordanian men 
face significant burdens, since their husbands and children are 
treated as foreigners in the Kingdom. Children cannot attend 
government schools or benefit from free healthcare. Instead, 
they must pay high school enrollment fees, pay for expensive 
medical care and pay yearly residential fees.

recommendaTions
1. Amend the nationality and residency laws to ensure that 

women have the equal right to their male counterparts to 
pass on Jordanian citizenship and related privileges to their 
spouses and children.

2. The government and civil society organizations should 
expand legal aid services dedicated to women, especially in 
rural areas, to educate them on their rights and assist those 
who cannot afford to retain an attorney.

3. Amend Article 98 of the Penal Code to eliminate leni-
ency for murders committed in the name of family honor 
and introduce new laws to increase the penalties for such 
murders.

4. The government should remove remaining reservations to 
CEDAW regarding citizenship rights and Personal Status 
Law and further steps should be taken to implement and 
enforce the Convention domestically.

soCiAl sphere
Women in Jordan enjoy freedom of movement and pursue 
wide-ranging educational opportunities. However, family-level 
restrictions are commonplace: families limit opportunities by 
imposing curfews on their female relatives, dictating their field 
of study or removing them from school altogether at a young 
age. The Jordanian government has taken a number of steps in 

Women in Jordan enJoy freedom of  
movemenT and pursue Wide-ranging  

educaTional opporTuniTies. 
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recent years to improve women’s personal security and social 
status. For example, the country opened its first government-
run shelter—Family Reconciliation House (FRH)—in 2007 for 
victims of domestic abuse. In addition to providing housing, 
the FRH employs social and legal experts to mediate conflicts 
between victims and their abusers. Women can stay at the FRH 
for approximately six months, depending upon the severity of 
their situation and other extenuating circumstances. A small 
number of women’s organizations also run temporary shelters, 
but their capabilities and resources are extremely limited. The 
government also passed the Family Protection Law, highlighted 
earlier, which imposes regulations on the way in which the 
police, courts and medical authorities deal with victims of 
domestic violence.

Women’s participation 
in NGOs is on the rise 
and women’s groups 
are engaging in debates 
over domestic violence 
and women’s political 
participation. These 
outlets provide key 
spaces for civic engage-
ment and mobilization. 
However, the percentage of women working in NGOs and 
other such forums outside of Amman and other urban areas 
is extremely low and it remains difficult for rural women to 
benefit from services provided by these organizations. 

challenges
Social norms play a major role in restraining women’s freedom 
of movement, particularly in more conservative rural areas. 
The decision made by families to withdraw their daughters or 
other female relatives from school at age 16 or refusing to allow 
them to enroll in university weakens women’s independence 
and her future chances of obtaining a good job. Further, there 
is a continuous clash between women’s activists and conserva-
tives, both men and women, on the kinds of demands made 
by women’s groups for equality, independence and the right to 
work. Conservatives find these calls for change destructive to 
social cohesion and the family structure. 

recommendaTions
1. Open more government-run shelters, similar to the FRH, 

in remote governates so that all women are able to access 
shelters and services.

2. Women’s rights organizations and governmental bodies 
should actively engage men in their grassroots outreach and 
educational campaigns to combat gender discrimination.

3. Women-focused NGOs should continue to focus on educating  
women and raising awareness on legal and education rights.

politiCAl sphere
Women have had the right to vote and run as candidates under 
successive election laws since 1974. The government has taken 
some steps to encourage women’s participation in the political 
sphere and there are currently two female ministers, 215 elected 
municipal council members, one mayor, one governor, seven 
members of each house of Parliament and two ambassadors. 
Women remain underrepresented in political parties, profes-
sional associations and other positions of power in the govern-

ment and legislature, 
but they have been in-
creasing their political 
and civic participation 
in recent years.

In 2007, the govern-
ment added a 20% 
quota for female 
members of municipal 
councils to an exist-
ing rule that reserved 

a small number of seats in the Lower House of Parliament for 
women. During elections that same year, female candidates 
won more seats than were allotted to them in national and 
municipal quotas. A female won a seat in direct elections in 
the November 2007 Parliamentary elections; some observers 
attribute this achievement to society’s growing acceptance of fe-
male lawmakers since the quota was first introduced and to the 
fact that her excellent performance in the previous Parliament 
garnered significant support from her constituency. 

Currently, 48 of 700 Jordanian judges are women; this figure 
includes two female judges appointed as chief justices of the 
West Amman Court of First Instance for three consecutive 
years. However, no women currently serve in the Court of 
Cassation or the high courts. Also in 2007, the Ministry of 
Justice set a 15% quota for women’s membership in the Judicial 
Institute of Jordan. Further, women constitute nearly 21,000 of 
the 100,000 members of professional organizations in Jordan, 
including those for engineers, journalists, physicians and law-
yers.11 However, they remain underrepresented in these associa-
tions and their governing bodies. Professional organizations 
and associations are not part of the formal political process in 
Jordan, but they do have their own internal and significant 
political processes, which have an impact on the Jordanian 
economy and beyond. 

There are currenTly TWo female minisTers, 215  
elecTed municipal council members, one mayor,  
one governor, seven members of each house of  

parliamenT and TWo ambassadors.
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challenges
Women’s groups argue that the one-person, one-vote system 
limits women’s chances to win additional seats in the Lower 
House. Individuals generally cast their one vote based upon 
tribal and family affiliations, which usually support a male 
candidate, minimizing women’s chances of gaining seats in 
the Lower House of Parliament. Additionally, women’s weak 
presence in political parties prevents them from receiving their 
party’s backing if they run in elections.

recommendaTions
1. The government should appoint more women as min-

isters, senators and governors, and as senior officials in 
Jordan’s diplomatic corps and civil service.

2. The government should appoint female judges to the 
Court of Cassation and other high courts.

3. Professional associations and political parties should take 
steps to ensure that women have full and equal oppor-
tunities to participate as members and leaders in their 
organizations.

4. The government should reform the voting system for the 
Lower House of Parliament to improve women’s chances 
of winning more seats or designate a 30% quota at mini-
mum for women.
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Over the past two decades, reforms in Morocco have 
confirmed the Kingdom’s commitment to democracy, 
modernization and human rights. Reforms include 

narrowing the gap between the two sexes and empowering women  
on political, cultural, economic and social levels. King Mohammed  
VI has played a significant role in accelerating the implemen-
tation of these reforms by hiring women in decision-making 
positions and signaling a commitment to women’s rights in the 
media. He has emphasized the notion that Morocco’s develop-
ment cannot be successful without the involvement of women.

The women’s rights movement in Morocco can be divided into 
three stages, beginning with the 1940s. During this decade, Women  
mobilized and formed associations involved in philanthropy 
and charity. They also joined the call for Moroccan independence  
from France. Groups formed during this period include: the 
Sisters of Purity Association, the Union of Moroccan Women, 
and the Feminist Movement of the Independence Party. By 
channeling political consciousness through these groups, women  
increased their presence and participation in Moroccan society, 
paving the way for advances in employment and education.  
It also prompted a rise in women’s involvement in political parties. 

The second significant period was during the 1970s and1980s, 
when awareness about the specificity of women’s issues began 
increasing, leading to the creation of independent divisions for 
women within political parties. In 1975, the Socialist Union of 
Popular Forces was the first party to integrate women’s issues 
into its policy platform, calling for women’s equality, defending 

women’s demands to change unjust laws and involving women 
in the party’s decision-making process. 

Lastly, in the 1990s, the women’s rights movement achieved significant  
milestones. Women’s issues came to the forefront of public debate  
regarding their rights, freedoms and equal opportunities in society. 
Activists published numerous books and articles addressing  
issues facing women. New groups were established apart from 
those affiliated with political parties. The rights movement 
became more proactive, suggesting solutions to policy makers. 
This transformation was the product of the successful coordina-
tion of the various actors in the women’s rights movement. By 
merging minor, isolated initiatives into a larger entity, women 
gained more leverage with which to push communities into facing  
women’s issues as a priority on the agenda of democratic reform. 

Today, the women’s rights movement works on gender taboos, 
including: the issues facing single mothers, violence against 
women and sexual harassment. 

eConoMiC sphere
Economic development is directly related to human devel-
opment. Awareness regarding women’s contribution to the 
labor market, and thus to human development, is on the rise. 
Increases in women’s economic power can increase women’s 
power generally and contribute to the elimination of poverty 
and the marginalization of women across the Kingdom. 

counTry reporT
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Currently, Moroccan women represent more than 30% of the 
active labor force in urban centers and more than 40% in rural 
areas. Gains in education have had a significant impact on the 
types of jobs available to women. Thanks to increased levels 
of education, women now hold higher positions in educa-
tional institutions: today, there are 86,000 female teachers 
at pre-college schools, in addition to 2,413 female university 
professors. Women have also increased their presence in other 
occupations that require additional training and education: 
in Morocco, women constitute 24.6% of doctors, 38.7% of 
pharmacists, 31.3% of dentists, 38.8% of notary public of-
ficers, 30% of lawyers and 20% of judges. In addition, women 
now occupy positions once reserved for men, including those in 
law enforcement, in management and in labor. With more and 
more women represented in the workforce, 20% of Moroccan 
families are now supported by women’s income. 

Moroccan women have 
benefited from government 
commitments to women’s 
employment. In May 2005, 
the government launched a 
national initiative to combat 
gender discrimination in the 
workplace, a reflection of the 
Kingdom’s commitment to 
achieving gender equity and 
asserting equality in economic 
and political development. 

Government intervention in gender-based discrimination 
has been particularly helpful in its consideration of women’s 
need to balance employment with household duties, such as 
maternity leave. Several programs have been established to 
prepare Moroccan women for employment. The “Qualification 
Program” focuses on augmenting women’s marketable skills 
in accordance to the requirements of the labor market; 34% 
of the program’s participants were women. Similarly, the “My 
Contracts Program” proposes to prepare women for contractual 
work; 30% of the approved project proposals under this pro-
gram were submitted by women. Government programs have 
also taken notice of traditional economic activities available to 
women, including artisanship and agricultural work, and have 
provided new marketing opportunities in these fields.1

Despite these successes, preparing women to join the labor 
market and offering them effective legal support requires fur-
ther action. Women’s participation in all sectors remains low. In 
general, women are still marginalized in the workplace, or are 
only able to find employment in informal jobs. 

recommendaTions
1. Implement literacy programs to increase women’s ability to 

participate in the economic sector.

2. Encourage collaboration among projects and organizations 
aiming to empower women in different sectors, thereby 
improving their chances of success. 

3. Enhance women’s marketable skills through formal and 
informal education, supported by the government and by 
non-governmental organizations.

reliGious sphere
Islam is the main pillar of Moroccan society: it plays an im-
portant role in framing the role of women because it regulates 
rights, traditions and the relationship between the two sexes. 
Islam offers many rights to women and often refers to them 
as the equals of men. In the Qur’an, God equally addresses 
“believers and worshipers either female or male,” and Prophet 
Mohammed refers to women as the “sisters of men,” implying 
equality among the sexes before the power of God. The Qur’an 
also asserts the importance of education for both men and 
women, and promotes the lives of the wives and daughters of 
the Prophet as leading examples of women’s capacity to engage 
in business and contribute to their communities. Today, Mo-
roccan women view Islam as a source of strength and support and 
as a means by which to partake in Moroccan society and politics.

Moroccans have increasingly embraced a wave of religion that 
mirrors a growing commitment to gender equity. Society has 
begun to value women’s intellectual contribution to religious 
debates and in spiritual guidance. Women today have better 
access to institutions of religious scholarship and are able to 
become members of and contribute to local religious councils. 
Morocco is the first Islamic country to allow female religious 
leaders. These leaders, called the Mourchidat (“guides”), can 
perform all the religious functions of male Imams except lead 
prayer.2 The Mourchidat started as a government initiative to 
recruit female religious leaders; it came as part of an effort to 
institute liberal reforms in Morocco by King Mohammed VI. 
To be accepted to the competitive program, women must first 
have completed university, and have prior extensive knowledge 
of the Qur’an. The first 50 Mourchidat graduated in 2006, 
after completing a rigorous educational program that included 
classes in Islamic studies, psychology, sociology, economics and 
business management.3 These women have also been invited to 
participate in the Supreme Council of Clerics, led by King Mo-
hammed VI Women, and as such are expected to uphold and 
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spread an image of moderation and tolerance in Islam to com-
bat the growing influence of extremism within the Kingdom.

recommendaTions

1. Combat extremism by encouraging moderate religious 
programs aimed at women. 

2. Expand government initiatives that encourage women to 
study religion for themselves.

leGAl sphere
Morocco’s new Family Code, announced by King Mohammed VI  
in 2003 and passed by Parliament in 2004, crowned the dynamic  
struggle of women’s rights activists in Morocco. It mandates 
partnership between men and women in child care and financial  
planning, in addition to establishing a minimum marriage age  
and ensuring equality in inheritance for sons and daughters. 
Notably, the Code has forged many important changes to 
divorce proceedings: new provisions ensure equal access to 
divorce for both men and women and provide women financial 
support after divorce. Now, children can chose to live with 
either parent after divorce, whereas fathers previously assumed 
custody of children. Under the Nationality Law of 2007,  
Moroccan mothers can pass their nationality on to children born  
to non-Moroccan fathers. The Code also opened the gate for 
the acquisition of further rights for women: the passage of the 
2004 Family Code prompted the establishment of a strategy for 
gender equality in government policy and included a new pro-
gram for fighting violence against women in the state budget.

Women have also benefited from laws related to representation  
within political parties and in governing bodies. For example, 
Article 22 of the 2006 Political Party Law stipulates the necessi-
ty of including a percentage of women and youth in party lead-
ership. Further, an amendment to the House of Representatives 
Law was proposed in 2002 at both the regional and national 
levels and, as a result, women took 30 seats in Parliament.

There has been a considerable effort to revise laws that allow for 
gender-based discrimination and to create new laws that protect 
women. As a result, certain chapters of criminal law providing  
different standards for the punishment of men and women 
have been changed and sexual harassment is now a criminal 
offense. Some other examples of changes promoting women’s 
rights include extending maternity leave and providing legal 
protection for working women.

Despite these successes, women continue to face many obstacles.  
The new Family Code is often misinterpreted, preventing the 

full application of its many beneficial changes for women in 
the Kingdom. Generally, violence against women remains a 
prominent and under-addressed issue in the legal sphere. Few 
laws exist protecting female domestic workers, who sometimes 
face abuse at the hands of their employers. In spite of the major 
efforts of women’s groups and human rights organizations to 
build facilities providing support and legal aid to the victims 
of violence, and state strategies aimed at preventing violence 
against women, Morocco still needs a comprehensive, well-
supported law to eliminate gender-based violence. 

recommendaTions

1. Ensure the implementation of the intended application 
of the Family Code. 

2. Issue laws that regulate fields in which women are pri-
mary employed, especially focusing on banning young 
girls from working as house servants. 

3. Issue a comprehensive law to eliminate violence against women.

4. Look to the successes of the women’s rights movement as pre-
liminary gains and continue to mobilize for further legal gains.

soCiAl sphere
Morocco, under the leadership of King Mohammed VI, has 
enacted many measures to improve the status of women in the 
Kingdom. Changes in legal and political codes, however, do 
not always translate into large-scale social transformations. 

One of the most important issues facing women in Morocco is  
widespread gender-based violence that is often “justified in social  
or even religious terms.” The Ministry of Justice has attempted 
to publish reports detailing statistics concerning violence against  
women, but their efforts have been hampered by women’s fears 
that exposing sexual and physical violence could prompt them 
to be ostracized; only a small percentage of women who have 
suffered from physical or sexual violence report these occurrences  
to authorities. In cases of domestic violence, women face a debili-
tating burden of proof: they must produce medical certificates and 
witnesses in order to argue before a court, requirements that often 
deter women from seeking legal intervention in cases of violence.4

Women have also benefiTed from laWs  
relaTed To represenTaTion WiThin  

poliTical parTies and in governing bodies. 
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Fouzia Assouli, the head of Morocco’s Democratic League for 
Women’s Rights, summed up the challenges facing women in 
the Kingdom today. While the upper echelons of Moroccan 
society have “embraced the idea of women’s rights,” many are 
“still behind in terms of society’s expectations.”5 While there 
has been an acceptance of women’s essential role in society, and 
an effort to improve their legal standing through reforms and 
educational campaigns, social change comes more slowly that 
government-led reforms. 

recommendaTions
1. Encourage public awareness campaigns supporting 

women’s rights, especially in rural areas.

politiCAl sphere
Women entered Morocco’s political scene in the 1950s when 
they joined in the fight for independence from France. Women 
were given the right to vote in 1960, and since then have par-
ticipated in many of the country’s political developments. Mo-
roccan women have been deprived of political decision-making 
positions within political parties and within local and national 
governments. In recent years, social and political liberalization 
has allowed female community leaders and politicians to make 
their voices heard, especially with the increase in the number 
of female parliamentarians from two in 1992 to 35 in 2002. 
Women’s groups today have benefited enormously from the 
continued support of King Mohammed VI. 

Increasing political representation allowed for the flourishing of 
the women’s rights movement as a result of increased communi-
cation and collaboration between different women’s groups and 
women in political parties. The “National Coordination Com-
mittee of Political Parties,” which includes nine parties of both 
the majority and opposition, is a prominent example of this 
kind of collaboration, as these parties united under a common 
passion for women’s rights. Other coordination efforts exist 
between civil society organizations working on women’s issues, 
many of which focus on women’s representation and participa-
tion in the political process. In 2002, the government approved 
a national quota for women’s representation in Parliament pro-

posed by these 
women’s groups. 
In 1992, there 
were only two 
female members 
of Parliament. 
Under the quota 
system that went 
into effect in 
2002, 30 of 250 
seats were re-

served exclusively for women.6 The quota law was accompanied 
by a number of measures encouraging political parties to nomi-
nate women. They include the provision of financial support 
for women nominated by each party, and the establishment of 
a fund supporting projects led by civil society organizations to 
augment women’s education and marketable skills.

The dominance of patriarchy is one of the many obstacles 
women face in increasing representation and the effectiveness 
of their participation in politics. Tradition dictates that political 
involvement is a masculine activity, leading male (and female) 
constituents to disregard female candidates. In campaigning, 
the maintenance of deeply entrenched political networks by 
male politicians to ensure community support results in the 
exclusion of female candidates, who cannot access financial and 
communal resources. This is indicative of the tensions between 
government sponsored reforms and changes in the attitudes of 
Morocco’s citizenry: the King and Parliament may mandate a 
certain percentage of women be present in governing bodies, 
but this does not necessarily translate into an acceptance of 
women in politics. Even within governing bodies, decision-
making often takes place without the contribution of female 
legislators. It is clear that laws supporting women’s representa-
tion in the political process need to be strengthened to ensure 
the equal contribution of men and women.

recommendaTions

1. Civil society should mobilize around female legislators 
to show their support, thus strengthening their power in 
decision-making bodies.
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In Saudi Arabia, state literature on women does not recog-
nize the concept of a women’s rights movement because 
of its association with women’s movements in the West, 

and with secular, modernizing Arab voices such as those of 
Egyptians Qasim Amin and Huda Al-Sha’arawy. Traditional 
social and Islamic norms dominating governmental and civil 
organizations in Saudi Arabia reject the philosophical basis of 
a women’s movement: they consider it a threat to Islamic social 
values governing women’s role in society and as a disturbance to 
family cohesion. Despite strong opposition, the women’s move-
ment in Saudi Arabia has taken three distinct paths.

The first of these paths is government-led. Many in the 
Kingdom assert that the women’s movement in Saudi Arabia 
cannot be compared to that of the West. Saudi Arabia lacks a 
civil society to support the political and economic freedoms 
that could serve as a foundation of a women’s movement 
through political and economic training. Therefore, changes in 
the status of Saudi women usually occur as a result of govern-
ment initiative and reflect the decisions of political authority. 
Women’s access to education, for example, has been facilitated 
by the intervention of Saudi Arabia’s ruling family. In 1960, 
King Saud granted women access to education. His successor, 
King Faisal, further supported this measure by taking an official 
stance against religious authorities who rejected women’s right 
to education at that time. The current monarch, King Abdullah 
Ben Abdul Aziz, experienced similar controversy after his deci-
sion to permit both men and women to study together at King 
Abdullah University of Science and Technology when it opened 

in September 2009. Prior to this, men and women mixing 
in places of work and education was nonnegotiable. Analysts 
believe that this measure paves the way to more substantial 
changes allowing women to contribute more effectively to 
Saudi society and economy. We can see that these changes are 
slowly taking hold: in February 2009, a woman was appointed 
to the Ministry of Education, which is regarded as the most 
conservative and traditional ministry.

The second, distinct path is the indigenous, Saudi-led women’s 
movement initiated in the 1940s by intellectuals such as Abdul-
lah Abdul Jabbar, Mohamed Hasan Awad, Hussein Shehata and 
others. These intellectuals focused on women’s rights to educa-
tion and employment: they established a school for girls in the 
western district in the 1950s, well before the state granted girls 
access to Saudi schools. Later, they encouraged Saudi citizens, 
particularly educated women, to work in educational institu-
tions and volunteer for charity associations. In the early 1990s, 
the Right to Drive Movement, launched by a group of female 
professors from King Saud University and other female intel-
lectuals in Riyadh, further popularized women’s rights issues. 
The movement went public on November 6th, 1990, when 47 
women launched a public protest by driving cars in the streets 
of the capital.

counTry reporT
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The Right to Drive Protest generated significant controversy: 
not only was it the first demonstration led by women, but also 
the first demonstration in Saudi Arabia’s history. Researchers 
believe that this protest was a landmark in Saudi women’s his-
tory as it encouraged discussions between liberals and conser-
vatives and alerted the world to the status of Saudi women.
Journalists’ and researchers’ interest in addressing women’s 
rights in Saudi Arabia increased after this demonstration. The 
protest also prompted pressure from both sexes for a solution 
to the major deficiencies in Saudi women’s rights, including the 
right to education and work and for legal amendments sup-
porting women.  

Additional groups formed after this initial mobilization of 
women, including the Sunday Women Group,1 founded in 
1997 in Riyadh with the purpose of spreading awareness on 
human and civil rights issues. The 9/11 attacks prompted the 
government to reevaluate the influence of religious groups, 
some extremist, within its institutions and began to encourage 
the rise of new, moderate voices. As a result, freedom of expres-
sion increased, and the government became more tolerant 
towards advocates of women’s rights. Even King Abdullah has 
emphasized his interest in empowering women. Freedom of 
expression in Saudi Arabia has also benefited from the spread of 
modern communication technology tools. The number of non-
governmental groups calling for women’s rights increased as a 
result. Among these is the Saudi Women Writers Coalition2, 
founded in 2006, which seeks to coordinate and facilitate the 
cooperation of female writers addressing women’s rights in their 
work. Similarly, the Saudi Society for the Defense of Women’s 
Rights, formed in February 2007, supports women’s rights 
activists such as Fawzia Ale’uny and Wajiha Alhwaider. There 
are also women’s rights groups dedicated to more specific causes 
such as Hayfaa Khalde’s Saudi divorce website, which calls for 
the legitimate, Islamic rights of divorced woman. Others in-
clude the Family Safety Program, which fights violence against 
women and children; the Unemployed Female Graduates Cam-
paign; the Business Women’s Campaign which aims to remove 
male guardianship on women’s economic activities; and the No 
to Young Girls’ Marriage Campaign run by Sydaty magazine. 
The Saudi press has played a key role in supporting women’s 

rights groups and activists, serving as a forum for the ideas of 
liberal activists. Many female activists, including Dr. Haaton 
Al-Fasi, Dr. Hasnaa Alqunai’er, Dr. Fawzia Abu Khaled, Samar 
Al-Mogren, Amal Zahed, and Halima Mozafar, have flourished 
thanks to access to the press.

The women’s rights movement in Saudi Arabia has also ap-
peared as an Islamic movement, known as Islamic Revivalism; 
this is the third and final path through which women’s rights 
movements are framed. According to its literature, the move-
ment aims to protect Saudi women against intellectual West-
ernization by reinforcing their “natural role” within the family. 
This emerged as an element of the Islamic Revival Movement, 
launched in the 1980s by extremist Juhayman al-Otaibi, who 
led the military seizure of the Grand Mosque in the holy city 
of Mecca in 1979. The intellectual basis of the movement was 
strengthened after the Gulf War of the 1990s strengthened the 
intellectual basis of this movement. Groups and individuals 
recruited women through family connections, at schools and 
universities and in charity associations. The extremists shared 
many of the same recruitment and propagandistic mechanisms 
as the liberal movement: they pressured government officials 
to support their movement and used the Internet as a tool 
through which to spread ideas. There are many web forums tar-
geting women, including Laha Online and Islam Online. These 
forums encourage women to work at organizations such as the 
World Assembly of Muslim Youth, for schools dedicated to the 
memorization of the Qura’an, charity associations and as reli-
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gious leaders for Muslim women. They also encourage women 
to hold weekly gatherings for others in order to facilitate the 
transference of the ideals of the movement. Some women who 
label themselves activists contribute to Salafi newspapers; they 
include Dr. Nawra Al-Sa’ad from King Abdul Aziz University 
in Jeddah, Hessa Al-A’ouen, Dr. Omaima Al-Jalahema from 
King Faisal University in the Eastern District, and Dr. Noura 
Al-Oudwan from King Saud University in Riyadh.

eConoMiC sphere
Ministry of Labor 20063 statistics state that women consituted 
34.07% of government employees and only 2.19% of private 
sector employees. And, in a recent study by Booz and Com-
pany,4 women now represent 14.4% of employees in Saudi 
Arabia, with 95% of these women working for the govern-
ment: 85% of female employees are found in administrative 
and educational jobs, 6% work at health facilities and 4% are 
in administration of educational facilities. Only 5% of private 
sector employees are women, with the most opportunities in 
banking and independent businesses. Though their participa-
tion remains limited, the number of Saudi women working in 
the private sector increased from 2005 to 2007 by 27%. And, 
the number of women working in banks jumped by 280%, or 
from 972 to 3,700, between 2000 and 2008. 

Unemployment rates among women have reached 26.2%; 78% 
of these women hold undergraduate degrees. Reports published 
recently in Al-Sharq Al-Awsat newspaper note that the percentage 
of unemployed women in Saudi Arabia is 36%, a statistic that 
includes only recent graduates who applied for governmental jobs. 

In the past several years, laws have been issued in favor of 
women’s employment. However, application of these measures 
has been slow. For example, in 2004, a new law mandated the 
establishment of special departments at various governmental 
institutions to address issues pertaining to women, includ-
ing the ministries of education, health and justice. Despite 
this, women are still denied access to positions within these 
institutions. The government passed another law to end male 
guardianship of women in businesses, but women have yet to 
enjoy this freedom as most businesses still require a legitimate 
male guardian for women’s participation. Such contradictions 
between laws and application limit women’s participation in 
economic endeavors. 

In 2007, the state announced that one-third of jobs at gov-
ernmental institutions would be given to women. Seventeen 
technical colleges were established to train women in com-

munication, tourism and technology skills in order to increase 
their participation in the labor market. However, Article 149 of 
the Labor Code amended in 2005 includes a provision exclud-
ing women from “jobs which are inappropriate for her nature,” 
preventing women from working at night or in jobs perceived 
to be dangerous.5 As a result, women have been prevented from 
working as lawyers, engineers, contractors, in the military and 
in most agricultural jobs, as they are deemed inappropriate.

challenges
There are several obstacles hindering Saudi women’s engage-
ment in the Kingdom’s economy. Negative traditional and 
cultural norms towards women’s right to work have a seri-
ous consequence on women’s economic empowerment as 
they prevent women from seeking opportunities. Moreover, 
government policies in favor of women, such as removing male 
guardianship restrictions and increasing the number of women 
working in government, lack application in the real world. 
Women seeking employment in government agencies continue 
to struggle as a result of the dominance of favoritism, tribalism 
and personal relationships rather than merit in hiring. 

recommendaTions
1. King Abdullah has adopted effective strategies aimed at 

supporting women’s economic rights and increasing work 
opportunities through training and education. We recom-
mend the continuation of these strategies and recommend 
adding supportive laws and regulations. There should 
be follow-up committees working with a great degree of 
transparency and in close contact to decision-makers to 
ensure that procedures are implemented.

2. Include positive images in school curriculum in support of 
women’s economic participation.

reliGious sphere
Due to its guardianship of Islam’s holy sites and as the place of 
Islam’s revelation, religion plays a significant role in everyday 
life in Saudi Arabia. For Saudi women, participation in both 
official and non-official religious activities remains heavily 

in The pasT several years, laWs have been is-
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restricted. Women are not allowed to join ministries related 
to religious activities such as the Ministry of Justice or the 
Commission to Promote Virtue and Prevent Vice. Women 
are only permitted to work as service providers or supervisors 
in women’s groups at 
worship houses and in 
mosques, and are not 
allowed to participate 
in any activity related 
to decision-making. 

On the other hand, 
women play an impor-
tant role as religious 
leaders for Islamic 
Revivalism groups. These groups assign women to lead study 
sessions in order to spread the movement’s ideals to women and 
children in the home, at schools, and in charity associations 
during weekly or monthly meetings. Saudi women religious 
leaders are also active in Internet forums, typically espousing 
Salafi and Wahabi thoughts. 

Citizens of Saudi Arabia include adherents of the four Sunni 
schools of Islam (Maliki, Shafa’i, Hanafi, and Hanbali) and the 
two largest Shia schools (Twelver and Ismaili), in addition to 
some other minority groups. State law derives from the Hanbali 
doctrine. The state recognizes the other schools of law but does 
not accept their interpretations of holy texts; subsequently these 
doctrines are not represented in law or taught at school.6

Women are only allowed to go to mosques for Friday prayer, 
to pray for the deceased or for Ramadan prayers. They are not 
allowed to enter through the mosque’s front doors and must in-

stead enter through the back. Women practice prayer in closed 
spaces separated from men, making the Imam leading prayer 
hardly visible. Gender discrimination in prayer is also prevalent 
in the holy mosque of Mecca. Women are only allotted a small 

fraction of the space 
in the Kaaba’s main 
hall for prayer, while 
men can pray wherever 
they want. Women are 
also prevented from 
circumambulating the 
Kaaba thirty minutes 
prior to the time of the 
calling of each of the 
five prayers; men can 

perform this act at any time. At the holy mosque of Medina, 
women are prevented access to the Holy Rawdah and can only 
pray there during limited hours, while men have unlimited ac-
cess to the Rawdah.7

challenges
Obstacles preventing women’s complete participation in reli-
gious affairs remain strong in the Kingdom. Extremist Islamic 
thought, dominant in many religious institutions, rejects 
women’s right to leave the household and accordingly prevents 
her participation in religious practices outside of her home, at 
mosques or in decision-making. Fearing retribution and exclu-
sion from religious and social establishments, women do not 
demand their right to freedom of religious practice as a result 
of extremist influence. Women are also barred from working in 
the administration of religious institutions, marginalizing them 
from the decision-making processes. 

These reforms Will help bring in legal professionals 
specialiZing in family affairs, Who can proTecT The 
righTs of Women and children, To replace Judges  
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recommendaTions

1. Give women religious rights in accordance with Islamic 
Sharia and remove traditional, patriarchal misinterpreta-
tions.

2. Allow space for the participation of religious minorities 
in the judiciary system and in school curriculum. 

leGAl sphere
Article 8 of Royal Resolution A/90 dictates that “the country 
will facilitate work opportunities to those capable of do-
ing them and write laws that shall protect the employee and 
employer.”8 This allows both sexes access to work opportunities, 
possession and protection of financial assets, framing men and 
women as equals before the law. However, these measures re-
main rhetorical: in application, women are not legally qualified 
for these protections and opportunities because her economic 
involvement remains tied to her male guardian. 

The bottom line is that Saudi law does not acknowledge 
women to be adults before the law. Men become legally ac-
countable at age 18. Women remain under the guardianship of 
male relatives for their entire lives: even their sons, at the age 
of fifteen, have the legal capacity to act as guardians to their 
mothers. Women must be represented by a male guardian for 
all legal procedures; male guardians must, for example, autho-
rize a woman’s passport, or act as witnesses in the signing of all 
employment contracts.9 In court, two male relatives must file 
on a woman’s behalf to substantiate her claims. Though they are 
not recognized as legally accountable, women are still subject 
to the same punishments as men under criminal law and in 
Islamic Sharia. Human rights groups have recognized the nega-
tive effects of women’s legal dependence on men. The Saudi 
National Association for Human Rights 2006 report noted that 
“preventing adult woman from acting, in some cases, except 
through a guardian, harms her in most cases and deepens the 
perception of her legal incapacity, even when she needs to file 
a legal claim.” The fact that “women’s education, work, public 
activities, and movement are subject to her male guardian re-
gardless of his age or level of education and regardless of her age 
or level of education” has a significant impact in the continued 
repression of Saudi women. 

Currently, the Saudi judicial system is reforming. These reforms 
include the establishment of new courts focusing on personal 
status cases. We hope these reforms will help bring in legal 
professionals specializing in family affairs, who can protect the 
rights of women and children, to replace judges with back-

grounds in Islamic education. These reforms might also help 
in opening new work opportunities for women and allow her 
access to judicial positions. 

Women gained the right to study law in 2008. Despite this, 
women are still prevented from working as lawyers and from 
opening independent law firms. We do not expect that Saudi 
women will be allowed to serve as judges since this position 
is referred to as “general jurisdiction” in Islamic Sharia and 
women are completely barred from seeking positions in this 
field. In this regard, Saudi Arabia remains more deeply en-
trenched in patriarchal tradition than its neighbors: in some 
other Gulf countries, such as Bahrain and Qatar, women have 
recently been hired as judges.

Saudi nationality policies demonstrate the Kingdom’s denial of 
women’s claims to the rights accorded to the country’s citizens. 
The national identity card was only available to male citizens 
prior to 2003. Most government institutions did not accept the 
national identity card issued specifically for women. In 2002, 
the government amended the 1973 nationality law preventing 
Saudi women married to non-Saudi men from passing her na-
tionality to her children. This law did not apply to Saudi men 
married to non-Saudi women; moreover, Saudi women married 
to a non-Saudi were forced to relinquish Saudi citizenship if 
they took their husband’s nationality.10 Now, children of Saudi 
mothers and non-Saudi fathers can claim Saudi citizenship at 
the age of 18 if they meet certain criteria. In accordance with 
these standards, the daughter of a Saudi mother and non-Saudi 
father cannot marry any Saudi man working in diplomatic, 
military or governmental positions unless the Ministry of Inte-
rior approves the marriage.11

There is a long list of laws that clearly discriminate against 
women. For instance, women cannot drive, and cannot receive 
a passport, travel abroad, seek employment, or enroll in univer-
sity or any other educational program without the permission 
of her guardian. Because women are not considered legally 
accountable at any age, they cannot authorize their own official 

alThough public educaTion for  
saudi Women began relaTively recenTly,  

iT has conTribuTed significanTly To  
The empoWermenT of Women. 



a modern narraTive for muslim Women in The middle easT: forging a neW fuTure     31

The Kingdom of saudi arabia

documents or 
open bank ac-
counts for them-
selves or their 
children without 
the permission of 
a male guardian. 

challenges
Saudi Arabian 
women face many 
legal obstacles 
impeding their 
economic, social 

and political development. Perhaps most importantly, there is 
no specific age at which women are considered legally account-
able. As a result, reliance on a male guardian restricts women’s 
free will on matters such as education, work, travel, marriage, 
official papers, trade and supervision of children. Moreover, 
lack of written records in jurisprudence means that legal deci-
sions are usually left to a judge’s personal evaluation, all of 
whom have different educational and cultural backgrounds; 
this exposes women and children to grave injustices under the 
rule of traditional values. 

recommendaTions

1. Emphasize women’s legal independence and remove 
male guardianship. This means developing new laws and 
regulations, including but not limited to: 

a) Assign a certain age at which women are considered 
legally accountable, as in the case of men. At that age, 
she should be able to represent herself before a court. We 
suggest that this age be 21 and that this serve as a first 
step towards reform. We hope that in the future this age 
will be decreased to 18, the same standard held for men. 

b) Codify laws and regulations and establish a timeline for 
creating a Personal Affairs Court with judges specialized 
in these issues.

c) Amend marriage regulations to allow women freedom of 
marriage when they reach the age of legal accountability 
and remove discrimination against Saudi women mar-
ried to non-Saudi men and their children. 

d) The judiciary should reject claims for forced separation 
among married couples that destroy stable families for 
unmerited reasons. This is embodied in the famous case 
of Fatima and Mansour Al-Timany, who were sepa-
rated by the court because Fatima’s half brothers filed a 

divorce claim stating that Mansour had lied about his 
tribal background before the couple married. The couple 
suffered for four years until the King himself interfered. 
There are many other situations like this one that have 
yet to be resolved.

e) Specify a minimum marriage age, at least 18 years old, 
for young girls to stem the increase in the number of 
child brides among rural and Bedouin families.

soCiAl sphere
Although public education for Saudi women began relatively 
recently, it has contributed significantly to the empowerment 
of women. Though the government has failed to fulfill laws 
issued in 2004 obliging all Saudi citizens—especially girls—to 
acquire a minimum public education, it has opened a number 
of schools close to residential areas in cities, despite the high 
financial burden of these measures. This is intended to encour-
age girls to join schools close to home. The number of schools 
increases by 10% per year and the total percentage of girls 
enrolling in primary schools increased to 94%.

More and more young women have enrolled in universities as 
well. The number of female students at the undergraduate level 
is now equal to that of males. Moreover, many government-
sponsored projects aim to increase women’s involvement in 
higher education; these include the completion of women’s 
buildings at the King Saud University in Riyadh by 2012 
and the establishment of Princess Noura University, which is 
expected to receive more than forty thousand female students. 
The humanities and Islamic studies are of great interest to 
female undergraduates, and nearly 72% of female graduates 
specialize in these fields. Universities reacted to this trend by 
increasing the number of technical and scientific programs—
rather than those in the humanities—in order to encourage 
young women to acquire concrete skills desperately needed in 
the labor market. Women today have access to different edu-
cational programs allowing them to specialize in the fields that 
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were not previously open to them, including those in law and 
media. However, women remain barred from the oil and steel 
industries, engineering, military, navy and aviation. 

Female students often go abroad to specialize in subjects from 
which they are prohibited access at local universities. Some 
university planners hope that the number of Saudi women 
studying abroad will continue to increase. Even for those 
women studying abroad, discrimination against the university 
system remains clear. A female student cannot travel abroad for 
study without the approval of a male guardian, who is required 
to accompany her for the duration of her studies; if her male 
guardian leaves at any point during her studies, law obliges that 
the female student terminate her education and return home to 
Saudi Arabia. 

Social services are provided to poor families and those in need 
through 87 bureaus in major districts of the country. Yet, the 
quantity and quality of the services are limited because govern-
ment providers are incapable of covering increases in popula-
tion, immigrants and minorities, either Saudi or non-Saudi. 
Increasing the number of charity associations run by women 
plays an important role in filling in the gaps of state social ser-
vices. These associations provide financial aid, education, work 
opportunities, health care for women and children and housing 
and sponsoring the disabled, as well as hosting various cultural 
activities. 

The number of programs offering protection for female victims 
of domestic violence has increased in the past few years. They 
help spread awareness about domestic violence and encour-

age civil society organizations and governmental authorities 
to develop more programs for the protection of women and 
children. Examples include the Family Safety Program, several 
committees established in 2004 that are affiliated with the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and various programs initiated by the 
National Society for Human Rights, an NGO addressing hu-
man rights violations. 

challenges
There remain significant obstacles to women’s social engage-
ment in Saudi Arabia. The rural/urban divide in the Kingdom 
has a significant impact on women, as the majority of social 
services available to women are in urban areas. Rural and Bed-
ouin communities, on the other hand, do not have access to 
these charity services, which include health care, education and 
work opportunities, counseling and protection. Furthermore, 
the tribal traditions dominating social affairs in Saudi Arabia 
continue to embrace certain notions contradictory to the tenets 
of human rights, especially those relating to the father’s/hus-
band’s right to control the lives of his children or wife. This is 
detrimental to the empowerment of women and exposes them 
to verbal and physical violence, among other violations. 

recommendaTions
1. Distribute equal health, education, social and family 

services to all districts and add new, specialized programs 
targeting areas with increased rates of poverty in addition 
to rural and Bedouin areas. 

2. Change the negative stereotypes concerning women and 
children through school curriculums and the media. Work 
to offer protection for women and children against vio-
lence through clear, effective legal amendments that allow 
for state interference to end domestic violence. 

politiCAl sphere
Women do not participate in Saudi politics, are not represented 
by any state political authority and hold only one percent of 
appointed government positions. There is only one female vice 
minister, one female chancellor at a governmental university 
and one female chancellor at a private university. Women are 
not allowed to join the Shura Council as members, only as 
part-time consultants on issues related to women and chil-
dren; the number of these consultants increased from six to 
twelve in May 2009. Moreover, women are not represented in 
governmental charity associations and governorate assemblies, 
or in state, regional, civil service, social security, economic and 
university councils that address women’s issues.12
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Recently, women gained the right to vote in the elections of 
industrial and commercial chambers in Jeddah, Dammam 
and Riyadh. They were even allowed to run as candidates: in 
2010, voters elected a woman to serve as the vice president of 
the Chamber of Commerce in Jeddah. In 2005, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs allowed women to apply for diplomatic job 
vacancies. As a result, several Saudi women were hired as diplo-
matic attachés in the United States and Canada, among others. 

Saudi Arabia’s first state-level municipal elections took place 
in late 2004. Women could not cast ballots because they were 
deemed unfit for the financial and administrative burdens of 
voting. In April 2010, media outlets noted that in municipal 
council surveys of male voters, 90% responded negatively to 
the idea of female voters claiming that political participation 
was “not appropriate for the nature of Saudi women.” 

challenges
Women in Saudi Arabia face significant obstacles in political 
participation. The dominance of the royal family in the nation’s 
politics continues to impede all political development, not just 
that of women. The lack of civil society organizations, trade 
unions, popular committees, or student leagues to advocate for 
citizens’ civil rights and provide proper training to potential 
politicians is a direct result of the hegemony of the royal family 
in the decision-making processes. Little is being done to change 
this system, which can be seen in the absence of a democratic 
culture still in place in the country’s schools and in public life. 

recommendaTions

1. Spread awareness about human rights and provide skills-
based training related to political leadership and institute 
voter-based political institutions. 

2. It is important to include democratic values and world 
history in school curriculum. 



With a population of approximately 30 million, Iraq 
is often referred to as the most diverse country 
in the Middle East and North Africa due to the 

multiple religious, political, social, and tribal affiliations of its 
citizenry. Within such a diverse nation, reaching a consensus on 
women’s rights has been very difficult: each group has its own 
opinions on women’s issues, exacerbating efforts to institute a 
unified agenda. Political instability in recent Iraqi history also 
presents a formidable challenge for women seeking to implement  
human rights standards in Iraq.

Warfare and insecurity have done much to shape the lives of 
Iraqi women. The Iran-Iraq War of 1980-1988 and the 1990 
invasion of Kuwait had a huge impact on the women and 
children of Iraq; massive casualties among Iraqi men left many 
widows and orphans. More recently, sectarian violence following  
the deposition of Saddam Hussein has led to a severe deterioration  
of women’s safety. Escalation in violence between 2005 and 
mid-2007 claimed the lives of thousands of men and women. 
Due to the marked increase in honor killings as well as the  
abduction and targeted killing of women, it is clear that women’s  
security needs remain neglected in the reconstruction period.

Nevertheless, Iraqi women have challenged many of these ob-
stacles. Some have achieved positions of prestige as civil society 
leaders, or as politicians at the communal and Parliamentary 
levels. So far, the number of women who have been able to 
take advantage of new opportunities has been limited by social 
instability, lack of security and destruction of infrastructure. 
Despite increases in violence and the resurgence of religious 
extremism, the introduction of the democratic process promises 
to increase women’s social freedoms and political empowerment. 

eConoMiC sphere
The inclusion of Iraqi women in the workforce was, intermit-
tently, an important policy objective during the Ba’athist years. 
The Iran-Iraq War emphasized the need for women’s participa-
tion in Iraq’s economy, as women’s economic engagement was 
essential in filling the vacuum left by the large-scale conscrip-
tion of men into the armed services. As a result, the percentage 
of women employed in industry increased from 13% in 1987 
to 21% in 1993. By 1993, female employees constituted 79% 
of the services sector, 43.9% of the professional and technical 
sectors, and 12.7% in administrative and organizational posts.1 
These statistics, however, must be contextualized by the social 
conditions following the war: with thousands of widowed 
women left as sole breadwinners, gains resulting from women’s 
economic mobilization do not necessarily reflect improvements 
to women’s standing in society.

counTry reporT

The republic of iraq
              by safia al-souhail
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The overall weakness of Iraq’s economy amid ongoing violence 
has resulted in job shortages throughout the nation: private 
businesses cannot afford to hire, and prefer to hire men when 
positions become available. As a result, unemployment rates 
rose quickly following the onset of war in 2003. Women now 
comprise less than 18% of the workforce in both the public and  
private sectors.2 Moreover, many of Iraq’s educated elite fled the 
country to escape violence and seek better opportunities, resulting  
in a significant “brain drain” in Iraqi society. Lack of employment  
and discontent with the conditions following the deposition of 
the Ba’athist regime prompted others to enlist in the militias 
of Iraq’s many armed religious factions. The increasing promi-
nence of sectarian militias and religious political parties not 
only exposes families to violence but also results in a widespread 
exclusion of women from the public sphere. Gender-based 
violence perpetrated by religious extremists—including rape, 
kidnapping, and murder—has prevented many women from 
seeking higher education and forced many to leave their jobs. 

Women have confronted these job shortages by launching their 

own initiatives. NGOs such as the Baghdad Women’s Associa-
tion (BWA) and the Women’s Empowerment Center (WEP) 
focus on increasing the visibility of women in the public sphere 
through programs intended to prepare women for leadership 
positions. In raising awareness of issues related to women’s 
rights, holding discussion panels and leadership seminars, and 
providing peacebuilding workshops, NGOs are preparing Iraqi 
women for a larger role in shaping Iraqi civil society. Despite 
opposition from conservative voices, it is important to note 
that Iraqi women have ascended to many positions tradition-
ally held by men; in Iraq we find women serving as judges and 
Parliament members, and presiding over businesses. Ironically, 
the deterioration of economic conditions in Iraq has encour-
aged women to seek jobs in unfamiliar fields.  Recently, Iraqi 
women have enlisted in local police forces and in the national 
army, jobs from which they had previously been banned. 

 
recommendaTions

1. Encourage women to launch private small projects by 
increasing the number of NGOs, banks, private sector 
organizations, and state institutions providing micro-credit 
loans for women. 

2. Support rural women’s roles in increasing the national pro-
ductivity by providing them with proper funds to finance 
small and medium projects related to agricultural activities. 

3. Provide women who run small private projects with legal 
protection against the exploitation of men. 

4. Woman’s educational programs should address market 
needs, especially after the prospected economic openness 
in the near future. 

reliGious sphere
The dismantling of Saddam Hussein’s totalitarian regime 
exposed the political, social, economic, and religious fragmen-
tation of Iraq’s citizenry. Competition among religious factions 
has resulted in increasing fanaticism and aggression that is often 
directed at and used to marginalize women. 

There has been some debate within Iraqi society over the appli-
cation of Shari’a law to national jurisprudence. Some political 
parties, including the Shia United Iraqi Alliance and the Islamic 
Da’awa party, have called for implementation of Islamic Shari’a 
as the source for jurisprudence for the nation. The results of 
a 2008 survey show that 64.7% of Iraqis wanted Shari’a law 
to dictate women’s role in society. Moreover, 37.3% found it 
necessary to keep women’s role in public as limited as pos-
sible.3 Shari’a law is already a central tenet in Iraq’s constitution 
and has had a strong influence on the formation of Personal 
Status Law. However, it is important to remain conscious of 
the fact that Shari’a law can be interpreted in different ways 
and readapted to meet desired changes in legal codes. Shari’a 
law can be interpreted to emphasize patriarchal values, which 
could result in amendments to Personal Status Law that further 
weaken women’s independence and women’s rights in Iraq. 

In 1994, Saddam Hussein instituted a program called the 
“Faith Campaign” aimed at restoring and promoting conserva-
tive Islamic values in Iraqi society through mandatory Qur’an 
study in schools and mosque-building campaigns. Crackdowns 
on Iraq’s non-Sunni population accompanied these “Faith 
Campaigns” bringing renewed violence against Iraq’s Shi’a and 
Christian populations. The latest return to conservative values 
in Iraq is the increase in women wearing the hijab. Religious 
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extremists have forced women – sometimes by law – to cover 
their heads and bodies by veil, and to forgo western-style cloth-
ing. Laws such as these reflect attempts by extremists to increase 
control over women’s minds and bodies. 

In Iraq’s religious establishment, both Shia Imams and Sunni 
Sheikhs insist on banning women from leadership positions. 
Only men are allowed to preach in public, though women from 
both sects have been permitted to work, in private, as preachers  
for other women. Many female Parliament members begin their  
careers as preachers for female audiences. Still, women are not 
allowed to interpret the holy texts or issue fatwas, or religious 
rulings, even if they hold advanced degrees in Islamic studies. 
The Shi’a allow women to study in Islamic religious institutions,  
but this does not qualify them to interpret the texts. Unfortu-
nately, issues of discrimination in this context go unaddressed 
because women’s rights group have not focused their efforts on 
mobilizing women from within the religious establishment. 

recommendaTions

1. Increase the number of moderate Islamic clerics and 
sheikhs from different sects and encourage them to fight 
the extremism of religious rhetoric in different places all 
over Iraq, especially in the south. 

leGAl sphere
The Iraqi constitution mandates equality for all its citizens,  
regardless of gender. National laws are supported by the  
international conventions signed during the Ba’athist regime,  
including the UN Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights. These two documents helped shape domestic policy 
concerning women’s rights and bolstered the political, social,  
and legal empowerment of Iraqi women. A number of laws 
were passed or amended reflecting this commitment to women’s  
rights. These included amendments to Personal Status Law No. 
77 of 1983, supporting women’s right to housing after divorce, 
which was further amended in 1994. Law No. 127 of 1999 also  
supports women after divorce, offering protection for her dowry.

Domestic policy during the 1990s also focused on increasing 
women’s presence in decision-making positions in the public 
sector. During this time period, the percentage of women hired 
in the public sector increased to 15.1% in the judiciary and 
to seven percent in the public prosecutor’s office. Today, only 
13 out of 738 judges in Iraq are female despite efforts by the 
Supreme Judicial Council to support and encourage women’s 
participation. 

Women’s rights activists believe that the new constitution and 
new legal codes are lacking in stipulations to support women’s 
rights. The constitution does not protect women against any 
violence, an oversight that has particularly strong implica-
tions in the prosecution of domestic violence. Perhaps the 
most worrisome aspect of the Iraqi constitution is Article 41. 
The controversy surrounding the application of this article 
reflects women’s struggles with Personal Status Law. The article 
stipulates that “followers of all religions and sects are free” in 
the practice of religious rites, leaves the management of the en-
dowments and affairs of religious institutions to their governing 
bodies, and guarantees “freedom of worship and the protection 
of the place of worship.”4 Many sessions of Parliament, confer-
ences and advocacy campaigns were dedicated to the Article, 
which exacerbated the sectarianism of Iraqi society by extend-
ing jurisdiction over personal status to religious authorities.  

Moreover, the article has been the target of many women’s 
rights activists, who find its provisions contradictory to the 
rhetoric of liberty and freedom espoused by the United States 
during the 2003 invasion. Women’s activists accuse Article 
41 of being a “repackaging of Resolution 137,”5 a provision 
repealed in February 2004 that would have “transferred civil 
action in regards to family and personal law including marriage, 
divorce and inheritance matters, to the jurisdiction of clerics 
and Shari’[a] law.”6 While Article 41 purports to allow Iraqis of 
various faiths to submit to their own religious authorities for 
adjudicating religious and civil matters, women’s activists have 
noted that the preference for religious authorities may under-
mine efforts to establish equality between men and women.7

recommendaTions

1. Increase the number of seminars and conferences spreading  
awareness about legal rights to rural and lower class women. 

2. Schedule international educational trips for female profes-
sionals to learn from the experiences of their counterparts 
in developed countries about enhancing women’s rights 
through law. 

3. Invite legal professionals from both sexes to gender-orient-
ed workshops.

4. Monitor laws and violations of rights and legal codes.

soCiAl sphere
The family plays an important role in advancing or obstructing 
the development of a culture of tolerance and equality in Iraq. 
Attitudes towards women differ from family to family: even 
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within a single city or religious community, we see disparate 
attitudes towards the role of women in the family, underscoring 
the different trajectories taken by women within Iraqi society. 
While some women have grown up in westernized, liberal fami-
lies, some find their family environment colored by a mixture 
of western mores, and traditional and religious influences; oth-
ers grow up in orthodox religious families. These differences are 
often irrespective of class: there are economically disadvantaged 
families that subscribe to progressive attitudes towards women, 
while some middle- and upper-class families adopt conservative 
outlooks on the role of women. The array of factors influencing 
the role of women within Iraqi society makes it difficult to for-
mulate general policies and programs aiding the development 
of women in the public sphere.

Violence within the family has been on the rise in Iraq. Though 
honor killings have been recorded in communities throughout 
Iraq, recent occurrences have been on the rise in southern Iraq. 
Militias in the greater-Basra region have imposed their own re-
strictions on women’s liberties and have enforced these oppres-
sive tenets through violence. Police in Basra have described how 
women could be killed by hit-men hired for as little as $100.8 
Increased publicity on the issues relating to honor killings has 
drawn the attention of NGOs. Women’s activists and women’s 
rights NGOs are trying to change the legal statutes and penal-
ties concerning honor killings. In Kurdish Iraq, both of the 

main political parties, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) 
and the Kurdish Democratic Party (KPD) have outlawed honor 
killings, though they have “generally not enforced the laws.”9 In 
areas administered by the Iraqi government, Article 111 of the 
Iraqi Penal Code, passed in 1969, “tolerated [honor killings] if 
the defendant had ‘honorable motives.’ The law was amended 
in 2002 to allow honor killings to be treated in the same way 
as murder.”10 However, the discrepancies between the number 
of honor killings and the number of those convicted indicate 
a lack of interest and motivation to prosecute cases.11 For the 
more than 80 women killed in Basra in 2008, only five people 
were convicted for their roles in the honor killings.12 Currently, 
judges can offer penalties as lenient as one to two years in 
prison for those convicted of honor killings. 

Female genital mutilation (FGM), or female circumcision, is 
also a crucial issue being addressed by women’s activists. In 
Iraq, the practice is more prevalent in rural areas, particularly 
in northern, Kurdish regions. A study conducted by Human 
Rights Watch in 2010 showed that more than 50% of girls 
between the ages of 14 and 19 in Kurdistan had been subjected 
to some form of FGM.13 There are no clear laws prohibiting 
the practice of FGM and no state led initiatives to prevent the 
practice. However, increased publicity has led NGOs to target 
northern cities and villages with campaigns raising awareness  
and educating citizens of the brutalities of the practice. Groups 
such as Stop FGM Kurdistan have mobilized teams to raise 
awareness and provide medical, social, and psychological assistance  
to victims of FGM. The group has also filmed a documentary 
that it shows to women across Kurdistan, most of whom are 
illiterate; the film, featuring interviews with community leaders 
such as doctors and Islamic clerics, condemns the practice of FGM.14

The specter of violence—from FGM, honor killings, abuse, 
and the daily threats of violence from the lingering war—has 
prompted an increase in suicides among Iraqi women.15 Con-
sidering the effects of the mental strains of exposure to violence 
on Iraqi women, the work of NGOs and activists is essential for 
the mental health of Iraqi women. Activists also hope to open 
shelters offering protection for women threatened by or victims 
of family abuse. Groups such as the Organization for Women’s 
Freedom in Iraq (OWFI) have set up women’s shelters to help 
“get victims back on their feet.”16 Currently, there are at least 
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three women’s shelters in Iraq, all of which are located in the 
Kurdish Autonomous Region. The shelters serve as more than 
a safe haven for women: they have taken on an educational 
purpose as well. In OWFI administered shelters, women are 
given hygiene kits with “basic items like soap and feminine 
products... [and participate] in meetings…where issues such as 
domestic violence and basic human rights are addressed.”17

 
recommendaTions

1. Encourage media to explore women’s rights in its programs  
and work on challenging the patriarchal attitudes in Iraqi 
society by challenging stereotypes about women. 

politiCAl sphere
In 2003, a group of Iraqi women’s rights activists met to discuss 
the importance of guaranteeing women’s participation in the 
rebuilding of Iraq. A few weeks later, women’s rights groups 
held their first conference, titled “The Unheard Voice of Iraqi 
Women.” Sponsored by the International Alliance for Justice 
and in cooperation with the Coalition Provisional Authority, 
headed by U.S. Civil Administrator Paul Bremer, these confer-
ences formed the basis for launching organized and collab-
orative work with the goal of enhancing women’s rights and 
political participation. 

In the Governing Council, established after the fall of the 
Ba’athist regime, three of 25 members were women. These 
women had very limited experience in women’s rights and 
politics, and their membership did not prompt any signifi-
cant changes in gender equality in Iraq. The real successes of 
the women’s movement came after 2003 and were achieved 
through the collaboration of women’s rights organizations and 
liberal members of the Governing Council. 

The Parliamentary quota system was a priority on the agenda 
of women’s rights activists. There was unanimous agreement 
on the importance of including the quota system. The electoral 
quota was originally proposed to be 40%, but later scaled down 
to 25%.18 Prior to the quota, women’s representation in Parlia-
ment had been far more limited. The current quota is the high-
est in the Middle East and North Africa.19 However, this quota 
has not gone unchallenged. It remained unfilled after the 2005 
Parliamentary elections, prompting the election commission 
to take “special measures” to ensure that the quota was filled.20 
Many of the women elected were hampered by discrimination 
or accused of incompetence. Others have found that “numbers  
in Parliament do not always translate into more power for women”:  
women in politics remain marginalized within the structure of 

governance and struggle to earn the respect of their male coun-
terparts. Men “write off female candidates as simply being part 
of the quota,”21 dismissing female candidates rather than incor-
porating them into discussions and negotiations. Several former 
female Parliamentarians, including Shatha al-Musawi, said they 
would not seek reelection because they felt excluded from the 
political process, despite having earned seats in Parliament.22

In 2009, the women’s caucus in Parliament joined forces 
with women’s rights organizations in seeking Constitutional 
intervention in guaranteeing women’s right to representation 
in municipal councils. Their demands were met successfully. 
Accordingly, Parliament has required the Independent High 
Commission of Elections to guarantee the quota in municipal 
councils under the open list electoral system. This occasion is 
representative of a new political climate in which many in the 
political elite are willing to work towards women’s rights. 

Iraq’s 2010 Parliamentary election represents a marked im-
provement in women’s participation in Parliamentary proceed-
ings. In the March 7, 2010 Parliamentary elections, 1,801 
female candidates, 30% of all those campaigning, contested 
seats for the upcoming Council of Representatives.23 To ensure 
that their voices will be heard, women have begun to organize 
their own political parties. Jenan Mubarak, a female lawmaker, 
founded an all-women’s party to run in the March 2010 Parlia-
mentary elections. The platform of the party is designed to ad-
dress women’s needs, including the extension of civil rights and 
the creation of a jobs program geared towards the economic 
mobilization of Iraq’s 700,000 widows.24 Education for women 
and an end to violence are, generally, among the most promi-
nent issues pushed by female candidates. These candidates 
recognize that female economic empowerment is a crucial step 
towards improving the lives of Iraqi women, given that years of 
war have rendered hundreds of thousands of women widows, 
or without an economic safety net.

The introduction of an all women’s party marks a positive 
change in Iraq’s political climate. To begin, Jenan Mubarak 
used her name for her new party, a sign that some women felt 
secure enough to use their own names and images in political 
campaigns, and reflecting increases in “women’s mobility in the 
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public space in Iraq.”25 Moreover, the “lack of vandalism” on 
billboards promoting female candidates shows a “more accept-
ing attitude” towards female politicians in the 2010 elections 
than in 2005.26 Many women have even appeared in campaign 
events with their hair uncovered and wearing business suits and 
makeup.

Nevertheless, woman’s representation in ministerial posts re-
mains very weak, and women lack any representation in senior 
leadership positions, such as representation at the presidential 
or vice presidential levels. The reasons behind this weak repre-
sentation can be linked to the lasting influence of traditional 
gender roles, and also to the lack of self-confidence among 
women in challenging these norms.

 

 
recommendaTions

1. Encourage international institutions to monitor the pro-
cess of democratic development in Iraq and provide proper 
advice to Iraqi political forces with respect to the necessity 
of women’s participation to political decision making and 
leadership. 

2. Encourage international political leaders who visit  
Iraq to meet with female Iraqi leaders instead of only  
discussing womens rights with male representatives. 

3. Pressure for general consent among all Iraqis from  
different sectarian, social, and political affiliations on  
allowing women to seek state leadership positions. 
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A nArrAtive in Flux
The five preceding reports underscore how the women’s rights 
movement in the Middle East remains a study in contrasts. 
There are enormous obstacles to overcome – and unprec-
edented tools at the disposal of advocates. Simultaneous signs 
of regression and progress can be seen in communities through-
out the region. And the messages bombarding young men and 
women about the role of women in society are myriad and 
contradictory.

Yes, Islamist preacher Yusuf Al-Qaradawi broadcasts his 
sermons on Al Jazeera. But at the same time MTV reaches the 
entire region – and the Saudi-owned MBC network carries 
“Kalam Nawa’am,” a talk-show like The View featuring four 
women (only one of whom wears hijab) discussing various 
social taboos, including restrictions on women in society. On 
the one hand, many Iraqi women are afraid to appear in public 
without their head covered. On the other hand, they enjoy for 
the first time a 25% quota in all political positions. In Mo-
rocco, women have more civil rights than ever before – while 
concurrently a woman is one of the most prominent Islamist 
spokespeople.

Just as Islamists have seized on new technology to communi-
cate their vision, so too are women’ rights advocates linking 
up across borders to create a network for positive reform. To 
address the ban on women passing citizenship to their own 
children, a region-wide campaign has been established, uniting 
advocates across the Middle East who believe that making the 

issue international increases their chances of domestic reform.

They are assisted by the increasing prominence of male advo-
cates for women’s rights. This phenomenon is largely happening 
among the young generation and primarily on the grassroots 
level. In Jordan, for instance, two men in their early 20s have 
established campaigns against “honor killings.” One is from 
more cosmopolitan Amman, the other from the conservative 
city of Irbid. Both were horrified by the increasing number 
of cases of women murdered by their male relatives – who in 
turn face few consequences for their actions. Dubbed “Laha” 
(“For Her”) and “No Honour,” these initiatives have attracted 
members of both genders from across the Levant. And a large 
2005 women’s suffrage rally in downtown Kuwait had a major 
contingent of young men, who flashed signs reading “Half a 
democracy is not a democracy” and “Women are Kuwaiti too.”

The narrative of women’s role in the Middle East is thus being 
simultaneously composed by multiple authors, often writing 
in opposite directions. The future remains up for grabs. That is 
precisely why the American Islamic Congress (AIC) took the 
initiative to help give birth to a “modern narrative” – to con-
nect the Middle East’s top women’s rights advocates to produce 
a roadmap for positive change. The report in your hands is de-
signed both to inspire young men and women across the region 
and to give policymakers – in the West and the Near East – an 
inside look at the challenges inhibiting genuine reform.

conclusion 
Turning prose inTo programs
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conclusion

top-Down or bottoM-up?
Each of the preceding five reports emphasizes the importance of 
progressive interventions that governments should enact in law, 
economics, and politics.  Because all five countries analyzed are 
headed by strong central governments, a “top-down” approach 
seems a particularly effective mechanism for comprehensive 
social change. Most often, efforts by governments to support 
their female constituents have come only as result of persistent 
efforts by women’s grassroots activism. And at the same time, 
regressive social attitudes, grounded in patriarchal traditions 
and Islamist ideology, continue to infiltrate all levels of social 
and political life in the Middle East. Even within governments, 
these influences negate many of the positive advancements in 
gender equality secured in the last few decades.

Saudi education activist Fawziah al-Hani expressed the need 
to reconcile the dichotomy of bureaucratic and social change 
during a seminar AIC convened in Cairo in January of 2010. 
As she remarked: “I believe that working for change should 
simultaneously go through two different channels: a political 
one, and one that works towards empowerment and qualifica-
tion on a social level.”  One of the greatest challenges to the ef-
fectiveness and success of the women’s movement in the Middle 
East, therefore, is synchronizing the diffuse forces impacting 
the women’s movement into a cohesive movement towards last-
ing change.

Morocco, Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq technically all recognize 
women as equal citizens; Saudi Arabia remains exceptional in 
this regard, making little effort to promote an egalitarian legal 
code within the Kingdom. Yet while Jordan’s 2008 Family 
Protection Law and Morocco’s 2003 Family Code have been 
praised by advocates, the authors of the preceding reports 
express concerns over the application and effectiveness of laws 
meant to protect and assure women’s rights.  The presence of 
such laws, they note, can be misleading: laws to protect and 
empower women often go unfunded, unenforced, or ignored, 
especially in rural areas where tribal and familial influences 
often trump bureaucratic decrees. Indeed, just because a law is 
passed does not mean it is enforced.

Moreover, the writers note legal provisions that continue to 
undermine – often with dramatic effect – the purported equal-
ity of women in these nations.  The new Iraqi constitution, for 
example, fails to protect women against violence. The constitu-
tion’s Article 41, which relegates matters of Personal Status Law 
to religious authorities, has come under rigorous criticism from 
activists who view it as antithetical to the tenets of universal 
human rights. A more striking example of persistent legal in-

equality between men and women comes from Saudi Arabia, in 
which the government has offered no pretenses to appease the 
demands of women’s rights activists. Saudi law, acknowledges 
Fawziah al-Baker, “does not acknowledge women to be adults 
before the law…women remain under guardianship of male 
relatives for their entire live… [and] must be represented by a 
male guardian for all legal procedures.”

Intervention by monarchs and autocrats – or even newly-
independent legislatures like Iraq’s – will not in and of itself see 
the “modern narrative” through to its practical implementation. 
A grassroots civil rights initiative is vital to imprinting lasting 
reform.  Popular organizing offers a way to bring the modern 
narrative’s values directly to citizens in local communities and 
to engage them in advancing social change. Moreover, the 
larger principle at stake in the women’s rights movement is the 
sanctity of individual rights, a concept still unrecognized by 
many regimes in the region. Only pressure from the bottom 
up can ensure that basic individual rights are truly respected in 
Middle Eastern societies.

broADeninG AnD DeepeninG  
populAr support
For many women’s rights activists, change in social attitudes 
towards women represents the most salient solution towards 
rectifying gender inequalities in the Middle East.  Dr. Lubna 
al-Kazi finds that activists “should work on changing the up-
and-coming generations by raising them on the principles of 
social and gender inequality.”  Dalia Ziada echoes this senti-
ment, writing in her report that any reforms enacted by the 
government are “superficial and ineffective because they remain 
opposed by patriarchal attitudes and religious extremists and 
are not supported by proper enforcement mechanism.” Dalia, 
a survivor of FGM, knows all too well that causes advocated at 
the highest levels (Egypt’s First Lady Suzanne Mubarak heads a 
major campaign against FGM) do not necessarily translate to 
the popular level.

Indeed, the prevalence of patriarchal norms in all five of our 
target countries exerts social pressures on women, even in 
countries where legal provisions dictate equality for women.  
All of our writers expressed concerns over the promulgation 
of conservative values within the family, even where laws have 
codified equality for women.  In Egypt, for example, women 
often relinquish property and inheritance rights – which are 
enshrined not only in national law, but in Islamic law as well 
– out of deference for patriarchy. Harassment continues to 
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impact the lives of woman across the region. In many places, 
harassment – varying from catcalls to physical and mental 
abuse – is so rampant that many women prefer to stay indoors, 
posing a serious obstacle to the development and success of a 
women’s movement.  

Economic disadvantages – stemming from a lack of available 
employment opportunities for women, the preservation of male 
“spheres of influence” in the workplace, or because of office 
harassment – perpetuate dependency on male family members 
and patriarchal social structures.  Extending economic rights to 
women is thus particularly important. As Moroccan academic 
Farida Bennani observed at one of AIC’s workshops, eco-
nomic rights equate to “individual independence,” after which 
“women will be able to control their own lives without allowing 
men to control them anymore.”  

In many countries, including even Saudi Arabia, the number 
of female students in schools and universities now equals or 
surpasses the number of male students, creating a new cohort 
of educated, informed young women. As Fawziah al-Hani 
noted, “Due to the increase in number of female Saudi uni-
versity graduates, we started to have inflation in the number of 
unemployed graduates.  They are not employed, lacking hope 
and ambition… Women have moved from their homeland to 
another country in the Gulf” in search of better opportunities.” 

In Jordan, Morocco, and Iraq, our writers note increases in 
the types of occupations open to women, even including the 
traditionally male jobs of taxi driver or mechanic. Women are 
ascending the corporate and political ladders as well, reaching 
higher and higher into business administration and leadership. 
Yet, in Egypt and Iraq, our writers still discerned a regression 
in the economic status of women. Ongoing violence has led to 
job shortages and unemployment in Iraq, and shopkeepers and 
entrepreneurs have reverted to a preference for male employees.  
Likewise, Egyptian women are suffering under the increasing 
influence of radical Islamists, who call for women to stay at 
home, away from the public sphere.

The successful implementation of the modern narrative will re-
quire harnessing new resources and opportunities in the face of 
mounting challenges. The growing cohort of female university 
graduates, for instance, marks a massive social transformation 
whose potential impact remains to be shaped. These university-
trained women can be rallied to adopt the modern narrative 
as a guide. Similarly, women in breakthrough economic roles 
– including, for instance, Iraqi mechanics – can come to see 
their jobs as a tangible every-day manifestation of the modern 
narrative in action.

The Internet, as our writers acknowledge, plays an essential role 
in allowing in this process, as it enables women to organize and 
to express themselves politically, socially, and economically. 
Blogging and Internet forums have revolutionized the man-
ner in which activists can call attention to their grievances and 
demands.  Moreover, in nations such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Iraq, where public demonstrations can be difficult to orga-
nize without attracting violent retribution or legal action, the 
Internet makes space for political expression available to anyone 
with a computer and an Internet connection. Women’s NGOs 
also offer evidence of an increasing interest in diffusing a 
modern, progressive “narrative” for women in the Middle East.  
Led by women, these NGOs are able to focus on grassroots 
activism, reaching corners of society that the government has 
been unable to access. 

These activists and their NGOs have much to learn from one 
another. Vanguard struggles in Saudi Arabia were addressed 
decades ago in Morocco. The persuasive rhetoric of charismatic 
advocates in Egypt can be adapted for Iraq. Grassroots organiz-
ing strategic techniques for a campaign in Jordan can be turned 
into a replicable model in communities across the region. 
During the two regional workshops we held in 2009 and 2010, 
we had the opportunity to witness women’s rights advocates 
from across the region gather in one room. Even these brief 
encounters revealed the potential of regional cross-pollination 
and collaboration.

And then of course there are the region’s other half: men. If the 
modern narrative is to take root in Middle Eastern society, it 
will require a substantial buy-in from the male population. The 
many factors cited above have also had a profound impact on 
the region’s young men in particular – many of whom are only 
just now forming families of their own. How they treat their 
wives and daughters remains up for grabs. Efforts to promote 
the values underlying the modern narrative should not be lim-
ited to the region’s women. A women’s equality movement that 
fails to engage male audiences will not succeed. For this reason, 
it is also incumbent upon men who support the modern narra-
tive to speak out in their communities to help positively shape 
the social and political contexts their daughters will grow up 
within.
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conclusion

CAll to ACtion
The modern narrative you are reading serves as proof that posi-
tive change on the status of Middle Eastern women – and in 
particular indigenous change – is not only possible, but within 
our grasp. There is a group of established women from diverse 
backgrounds leading the effort, either by example or as full-
time advocates.  Their work must be highlighted and supported 
from within the region and by policymakers abroad.

Indeed, this modern narrative is only the beginning. We at 
the American Islamic Congress see it as a launching pad for 
continued conversation and for sustained action. There is so 
much waiting to be done and so much potential to make an 
impact. While the future of Middle Eastern women remains 
to be written, this narrative hopes to contribute an inspiring 
new chapter in the struggle to achieve women’s equality and 
individual rights for all.
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