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M 

oroccan female judg-
es have proven to be 
efficient in handling 
cases with as much 
impartiality and in-

tegrity as their male counterparts. 
Their work has turned them into 
key players within the Moroccan 
judiciary. From the early 1960s 
to the late 1970s, the number of 
women judges did not exceed ten; 
by late 2015, there were hundreds 
of women judges working in the 
Moroccan court system.

“Women today represent one-
third of the Moroccan judicial body 
and, although we have not reached 
the parity goal stipulated by the 
constitution, we can acknowledge 
that there has been an important 
development,” said Abdellatif 
Chentof, president of the Judges’ 
Club in Morocco.

The rate of women’s participa-
tion in the judiciary is based on 
merit and competency in contrast 
with the quota system used, for in-
stance, in parliament. Women pass 
an examination to join the Higher 
Judiciary Institute just as their 
male colleagues do. They then go 
through the same training as men, 
Chentof said.

In 1961, Morocco became one of 
the first Muslim-majority countries 
to appoint female judges. Accord-

ing to the Ministry of Justice and 
Freedoms, there were 940 women 
judges out of 4,001 sitting judges 
in 2014. That number had risen to 
1,004 by September 15th, 2015.

“Female judges work in courts 
and in various disciplines. They 
occupy several administrative and 
judicial positions at the Ministry 
of Justice, Court of Cassation and 
the different courts,” Chentof said. 
“Some of them are giving lectures 
at the Higher Judiciary Institute. 
They also contribute to the es-
sential and permanent training of 
judges and the various seminars in 
Morocco and abroad.”

Aisha Nasseri, the king’s repre-
sentative at the Civil Court of First 
Instance in Casablanca and presi-
dent of the Moroccan Association 
of Women Judges, said: “The expe-
rience of female judges in Morocco 
is quite exceptional.”

She pointed out that women 
judges had contributed to the de-
velopment of the judiciary system, 
despite ongoing discrimination.

“Despite the achievements of 
female judges, the 50-50 goal, as 
stipulated by the Moroccan consti-
tution, was not reached,” Chentof 
said. “The participation of women 
in positions of authority is not as 
strong as their participation in the 
sitting judiciary. Some positions 
of authority are still dominated by 
men, such as the public prosecu-
tion and positions at the criminal 
division.”

Malika Hafedh, president of a 
chamber at the Court of Cassa-

tion, said: “The Moroccan judici-
ary model is internationally rec-
ognised. Yet, there must be an 
agreement on the participation of 
men and women.

“It should be said that there is 
an obvious imbalance as female 
judges are only assigned to some 
simple cases and left out when 
it comes to major criminal cases. 
Women are totally absent from the 
Military Court and female judges 
have spent years before holding a 

position in the management of the 
Moroccan courts.”

The 2011 constitution set a quota 
for women at the Supreme Council 
of the Judiciary. During elections 
last July, the quota came into play 
and three seats were given to wom-
en, about one-third of the number 
of elected judges, Chentof said.

Nasseri said Moroccan female 
judges remain “quite optimistic 
as a bill by the judicial authority 
clearly stipulates that the Supreme 

Council of the Judiciary is seeking 
parity”.

But according to Nasseri, there 
are only ten women among the 200 
officials who hold top positions in 
the judiciary. A woman has never 
been the king’s representative at 
the restraining courts, attorney 
general or held top positions at di-
rectorates.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.

Moroccan women judges strive for equal rights
Mohamed Alaoui

A February 2014 file photo shows men and women judges taking part in a protest called by the 
Judges’ Club, an independent organisation of Moroccan magistrates, in Rabat.

In 1961, Morocco 
became one of the first 
Muslim-majority 
countries to appoint 
female judges.

The rate of women’s 
participation in the 
judiciary is based on 
merit and competency.
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Maya Morsi: Egyptian women face ‘male-dominated thinking’

Cairo

A
lthough the role 
of women in 
Egypt is changing 
in politics — they 
hold 89 seats in 
the Egyptian 
parliament 
— business, 

industry and other fields, there is 
a long way to go, said Maya Morsi, 
president of Egypt’s National 
Council for Women.

“One of the biggest challenges 
preventing women from holding 
positions in authority is male-
dominated thinking. Few women 
believe that they will be able to 
reach whatever position they want, 
regardless of their abilities,” Morsi 
said in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

Morsi is well-known across the 
Arab world as a women rights cam-
paigner. She previously served as 
country programme manager of the 
UN Development Fund (UNDP) for 
Women in Egypt. She was the coor-
dinator of the Arab Women Progress 
report published in 2004 by the 
UNDP. She has organised numer-
ous workshops and conventions 
promoting women’s rights and was 
elected head of the National Coun-
cil for Women in February.

Morsi said women faced a glass 
ceiling in Egypt limiting what they 
might achieve. She said women in 
neighbouring Arab countries enjoy 
far more freedoms and opportuni-
ties. There is no female Egyptian 
provincial governor, for example, 
although there are a few women 
deputy governors, while Sudan has 
no fewer than five female gover-
nors.

“This is why the National Council 
for Women and other women’s 
rights organisations have launched 

a campaign for equality between 
men and women, including even 
putting forward lawsuits to inform 
the highest authorities [about 
this],” Morsi said.

Combating sexual harassment 
and physical violence is one of 
the main missions of the National 
Council for Women. According to 
a UN Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women 
report published in 2013, 99.3% 
of Egyptian women surveyed 
reported some form of sexual har-
assment.

“The National Council for Wom-
en is exerting tremendous efforts to 
put an end to this phenomenon but 
success cannot take place without 
government action and effective 
social engagement,” Morsi said.

“We have succeeded in chang-
ing the understanding surround-
ing sexual harassment, so people 
understand this includes not just 
physical harassment but also 
mo’aksa [an Egyptian slang term 
encompassing sexual comments 
and gestures]. Girls are more aware 
of their rights and have the cour-
age to submit complaints against 
harassers to the police.”

Even the term mo’aksa, which 
simply means “flirtation” and is 
used to indicate verbal rather than 
physical acts, shows how society 
has traditionally sugar-coated sex-
ual harassment, using a different 
term of taharush (sexual harass-
ment), which has far more negative 
connotations.

The Egyptian government has 
taken steps to confront physical 
violence against women, including 
approving harsher punishments 
for those found guilty of the crime. 
The state has also sought to clamp 
down on female genital mutilation, 
mandating 3-year to 5-year prison 
sentences on parents who force the 
procedure on their daughters.

“This was an unprecedented 
triumph for women and a huge 

turning point for women’s equal-
ity,” Morsi said.

The harsher punishment came 
following the death of 17-year-old 
Mayar Mohamed Mousa this year 
during the procedure. Despite 
Egypt’s official ban on genital mu-
tilation, the practice is widespread, 
especially in rural areas. Rights 
organisations expressed hope 
that stricter penalties will end the 
practice.

“The latest figures from the 
Egypt Demographic and Health 
Survey show that we’re winning,” 
the UNDP said in a report in 2015. 
“Mothers’ attitudes are changing, 
too.”

The National Council for Women 
monitors the Egyptian media’s de-
piction of women and has criticised 
how popular movies and television 
dramas deal with issues such as 
divorce and sexual harassment.

Morsi said the council asked 
Egyptian youth to monitor Rama-

dan TV dramas for scenes or 
storylines that could be offensive to 
women. “All in all, there were more 
than 1,700 scenes that were clearly 
offensive to women, including 
some that incited violence against 
women,” she said.

Morsi said even television ads 
could be offensive, such as a well-
known dairy product advertise-
ment that could be misconstrued as 
promoting sexual harassment. The 
council was successful in having 
the ad removed but Morsi stressed 
that Egyptians must remain vigi-
lant regarding depictions of women 
in the media.

She called on women to speak 
up against negative media portray-
als. “Women must be a key partner 
in preventing the propagation of 
offensive stereotypes and views,” 
Morsi said.

Najwa Dardiri is an Egyptian
writer.
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“Women must 
be a key partner 
in preventing 
the propagation 
of offensive 
stereotypes and 
views.”

Maya Morsi, 
president of the 

Egyptian National 
Council for Women
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