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The uphill struggle of Arab women
Gulf countries top list of Arab countries, according to world study
Soumaya Sokkar
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I
f you are one of those people 
who longs to see global gender 
equality in the workplace, the 
bad news is that it is probably 
not going to happen in your life-

time. That is because, according to 
the World Economic Forum (WEF), 
it is not expected to be achieved un-
til about 2095.

For nine years, the Global Gen-
der Gap Report has monitored the 
strides and setbacks countries have 
made in gender equality. The four 
general category indexes of the on-
going study are: Economic Partici-
pation and Opportunity, Education-
al Attainment, Health and Survival 
and Political Empowerment.

The gender gap is narrowest when 
it comes to the Health and Survival 
and Educational Attainment indices 
and widest in the areas of Economic 
Participation and Opportunity in all 
142 nations observed.

Who made the world’s top five na-
tions for gender equality? Iceland, 
Finland, Norway, Sweden and Den-
mark – the rest of the world has a lot 
to learn from the Nordic nations.

Nicaragua, Rwanda, Ireland, Phil-

ippines and Belgium came sixth 
to 10th. While European countries 
make up most of the top 20, there 
are three African states, three coun-
tries from the New World – Nicara-
gua, Canada and the United States, 
one from Asia – the Philippines, and 
one from the Pacific region – New 
Zealand.

So where is the Arab world 
in all of this? At the 
end of the list. 
Out of 142 nations 
evaluated, the top 
scoring Arab coun-
try appears at the 113th 
spot. Contrary to what 
some may suppose, the top 
scoring Arab states were those 
of the Gulf region and not 
the seemingly more liberal 
countries of the Levant or 
North Africa. Kuwait ranks 
first in the Arab region fol-
lowed by the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar, Tunisia, 
Bahrain, Algeria, Oman, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Mau-
ritania, Morocco, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Mali, Syria and 
Yemen.

The top Arab per-
former, Kuwait, leads 
strongly in the areas 
of Overall Earned 
Income and Eco-
nomic Participa-
tion and Oppor-
tunity. However, it lags in its 
performance in the Health and Sur-
vival and Political Empowerment 
sub-indexes, which list it as one of 
the lowest 10 countries.

The UAE follows closely after 
Kuwait. Although it scored below 
average in Economic Participation 
and Opportunity, it has greatly im-
proved its own status since 2006 in 
the Political Empowerment and the 
Educational Attainment and Health 
and Survival categories.

Another outwardly surprising 
Gulf nation to climb up the Global 
Gender Report list is Saudi Arabia, 
the largest Gulf state. The kingdom 
improved on its past scores in the  
Economic Participation and Oppor-
tunity and Educational Attainment 
sub-indexes, with the highest im-
provement of enrolment overall in 
tertiary education. However, it does 
not have one female minister.

Of the “Arab spring” countries, 
only Tunisia and Bahrain 

maintain a spot in the top 
five performing Arab 

countries. Egypt 
follows not too 
far behind but 

Syria is third to 
last in the overall 

gender gap list and Yemen is last of 
all the 142 measured worldwide.

Women’s rights in Tunisia and 
Bahrain have not been overly af-
fected by political instability in 

those countries since 2011. 
The two countries have 
safeguarded the progres-
sive achievements of wom-

en more than their regional 
counterparts. This is particu-
larly true of Tunisia, which re-

mains the only Arab country to 
prohibit polygamy and repudiation 
(divorce through mere verbal deci-

sion of the husband), most thanks 
to the Personal Status Code which 
has guaranteed equal rights for 
women, since 1956.

In the cases of Egypt, Syria and 
Yemen, however, women are report-
ed to suffer from sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, child marriages, 
violations of reproductive rights, 
honour killings and even, in the case 
of Egypt, from genital mutilation.

Although most Arab League 
states have ratified the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW), they have without exception 
stipulated reservations to contracts 
based on cultural or religious sharia 
family laws.

The CEDAW drafted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1979 is dubbed 
the Bill of Rights for Women. It is 
composed of a preamble and 30 
articles that describe what consti-
tutes discrimination and sets up 
an action agenda to end it. Many 
activists worldwide denounce the 
reservations made by Arab states 
as contradictory, arguing that any 
“reservations” to equality result in 
inequality.
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Still overcoming hurdles

Society

The Arab world’s soft revolution

Washington

A
rab youth are breaking 
taboos, bridging borders 
and reinventing them-
selves in unprecedented 
ways and it is not by 

picking up arms or joining jihad.
They are the young scholar of Is-

lam who rebuffs her traditional in-
stitution in Egypt for online classes 
at Harvard; the unmarried Syrian 
couple who unabashedly live to-
gether in exile; the numerous self-
taught youngsters who read books 
online, the same books that have 
been banned in their countries for 
decades, then discuss them togeth-
er on social media.

“We’ve never had such a critical 
mass of literate, wired, connected-
to-the-outside-world, a generation 
that’s living in urban settings, be-
ing exposed to various viewpoints. 
And this is a recipe for a lot of 
change, the formation of a whole 
new identity in the Middle East,” 
said Nadia Oweidat, a fellow at the 
New America Foundation, a public 
policy institute in Washington.

Perhaps hers is among the rosi-
est outlooks in the aftermath of the 
“Arab spring” but her extensive re-
search supports her optimism.

The “Arab spring” has been an 
uprising largely without an ideol-
ogy, which could explain why ex-
tremists hijacked it so easily. Arab 
youth took to the streets with little 
more than simplistic demands for 
change: They wanted justice and 
jobs.

But few could answer such fun-
damental questions as: What prin-
ciples do we want our country to 
uphold? What does it mean to be a 
citizen of a modern nation state in 
the Arab world? And how do reli-
gion, sect and clan shape the layers 
of individual identity?

Things appear to be changing. 
The internet is the most disrup-
tive technology since the printed 

page and a catalyst for young Ar-
abs. Combine this with high unem-
ployment and boredom among the 
young, and it is a boon.

Many young adults cannot afford 
to marry and still live with their 
parents, but it is there that they can 
afford to retreat for hours into their 
online world and connect with their 
peers from everywhere.

“They have time, they’re unem-
ployed, they’re literate and wired. 
You can see what’s happening in 
the debate and the questions that 
they’re raising on social media,” 
said Oweidat.

Arab youth have one of the 
world’s highest internet usage 
rates, with 82% of people under the 
age of 25 connected and engaged, 
according to a report by Northwest-
ern University in Qatar.

Oweidat says she constantly finds 
youth in the Arab world educating 
themselves online about the world 

and their own history from scholar-
ly open sources. Then they debate 
each other about the lies they were 
taught in their own schooling.

“We’re going to see more of this 
because the disparity of what we 
have been taught in school grow-
ing up and what actually happened 
in history is so enormous that we 
can’t overlook it,” said Oweidat, 
herself a product of the Jordanian 
school system.

A long road ahead

Once young people establish a 
rapport online, they sometimes 
move the conversation offline, in-
advertently creating salons of intel-
lectual discourse that are not too 
different from those in the 1940s 
and ’50s.

During a recent visit to Beirut, the 
city was abuzz with young, middle-
class and educated Syrians who 

fled their war-torn country, leaving 
their elders behind. Daily conver-
sations in the exiles’ living rooms 
seemed to revolve around negotiat-
ing a reinvented identity:

“Does it make sense for me to 
continue to wear my hijab if I am 
living with an unrelated man?”

“Should I feel shame if my fian-
cée and I now live together without 
marriage when the Lebanese courts 
won’t marry us because we’ve over-
stayed our visas?”

“Am I a bad child if I do not tell 
my parents these things because 

they’re in Damascus and they have 
enough on their plate?”

Unbeknown to them, they are 
shaping the future discourse of 
their nation.

The same Syrian youths who 
protested in the streets still can-
not agree on the most basic thing: 
Whether to call their future country 
the Syrian Arab Republic or the Re-
public of Syria.

Perhaps Lebanon best captures 
the confusion that has handi-
capped the Arab uprisings. Famous 
for its exceptional educational in-
stitutions, Lebanon has no unified 
narrative of what happened dur-
ing its 15-year civil war. The result? 
Lebanese children learn different 
versions of their country’s history, 
steeped in a sectarian viewpoint.

Zoom out of Lebanon and the 
picture remains murky

Arab children growing up in the 
wealthy Gulf attend American, Brit-
ish, French or international schools 
and learn everything but a common 
Arab history or identity. Increas-
ingly, Arab children graduate from 
elite institutions and are fluent in 
foreign languages but they cannot 
read or converse properly in their 
own.

And the majority of children in 
the Arab world continue to suffer 
the region’s stifling and politicised 
school curricula.

Their parents had a much more 
cohesive identity, steeped in pan-
Arabism and Ba’athism, both now 
dead ideologies.

Asked what she thought a future 
Arab world might look like, Owei-
dat refrained from drawing com-
parisons to the usual benchmarks 
like Turkey, Malaysia or the West.

“No two democracies are alike,” 
she said. “In the Arab world, we 
have a very rich history and what 
we’re going to create is going to be 
very unique to us.”

Rasha Elass is an Arab Weekly cor-
respondent in Washington.Literate, wired and confused about the future
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