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Women’s political participation increasing but still limited, says Arab Human Development Report 2005 

Quotas bring more women into parliaments, but women’s roles in government
decision-making remain restricted and cosmetic
The political process in Arab nations is still far from representative of women and their needs and concerns, but social pressure for women’s rights has catalysed some positive changes, says the Arab Human Development Report 2005: Towards the Rise of Women in the Arab World.  
 

“The nature of women’s participation in government has generally been symbolic, limited to smaller portfolios and conditional,” the Report says, and Arab governments enable a few “notable women to occupy leadership positions in the structure of the existing regime without extending empowerment to the broad base of women.”  

But women have been gaining greater political rights in recent years, the Report notes. Women may now vote in all Arab countries except for Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which lack elected legislatures entirely. In 2003 women in Oman and Qatar won the right to vote and to stand for parliamentary office for the first time. And in Kuwait, after decades of debate, women gained full political rights in 2005. These reforms will encourage greater dynamism throughout Arab society, the Report argues. 

The Report asserts, however, that despite this progress, women’s participation in senior levels of government remains largely cosmetic, with a few women in high-profile positions without much real power. The Report says that “real decisions in the Arab world, at all levels, are in the hands of men.” Women’s roles, the Report argues, are symbolic—one or two female ministers in most cases; limited to smaller portfolios like Women’s/Social Affairs Ministries; and conditional: dependent on internal and external pressures at the time of appointment and subject to the whims of male leaders. 

The Report contends that some Arab governments resist empowering women because expanding the participation of women in politics will disperse power more widely throughout society, reducing the dominant current leaders. Quotas for female representation in political institutions, which have led to a significant presence of women into parliaments in Iraq, Morocco, Jordan and Tunisia, should be widely used throughout the Arab world as a first step toward broader equality, the authors recommend.  By early 2006, women held 25.5 percent of the seats in Iraq’s parliament, while in Tunisia’s last elections in 2004 women claimed 23 per cent of the seats. In Morocco, the percentage of women in parliament jumped from 1% in 1995 to 11% in 2003; in the same eight-year period in Jordan it went from 2.5% to 5.5%, while in Tunisia, women’s representation in the legislature rose from 6.8% to 11.5%. 

 

The women’s movement in the Arab world long predates globalisation and Western pressure for reform, the Report notes.  Pioneers such as Huda Sha’rawi, who founded the Egyptian Feminist Union in 1923, set off something of a social revolution in Egypt and other Arab countries, while a number of women’s movements emerged in Tunisia, Morocco, Lebanon, Iraq, Sudan and Jordan in the early 1940s.  Arab women such as Djamila Bouhired and A’isha Bilagha were symbols of the fight for independence of Algeria and Tunisia, respectively, and Palestinian women are to this day deeply involved in their continuing struggle for independence.

But pressure for the greater inclusion of women in the political process has increasingly come from Western governments and international organizations, producing changes that have often been more symbolic than substantive, the authors say. Arab governments accepted the formal incorporation of women into political life on condition that they remain “a mute, motionless presence,” the Report contends. 

 And for many Arab rulers, the issue of women’s political rights became a type of “democratic façade,” the Report argues further, offering an “easily manipulated symbol for countries that wanted to escape political criticism of their undemocratic conditions at a time when human rights reports and reports on women’s affairs were pressing for change.”  In addition, external pressures for change weakened local advocates of women’s rights by earning them the label of “Western sympathizers” during a time of acute anti-Western sentiment across the Arab world. 

Still, the Report argues, the rise of women in the Arab world is mainly hindered by the two dominant forces inside Arab states. 

The first, the Report asserts, are the autocratic secular regimes, who since the establishment of the Arab nation-state have manipulated women’s issues depending on their political interest at the time.

The second is the rise of Islamic movements in the Arab world.  The Arab Human Development Report says that the Islamists’ true difficulty with women is not linked only to their discourse and conservative view of women’s place in society, but to their broader ideology: “The challenge before the Islamists’ vision of women is how to develop an Islamic alternative that can coexist with differing or opposing trends and advance women’s position forcefully in discourse and practice not as a result of, but as one of the conditions for, building the Islamic society that they desire.” 

***
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