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Alarming rise of violence against women in Arab region
Samar Kadi

Beirut

V 

iolence against women 
is a global issue but has 
risen in the Middle East 
in recent years and in-
curred costs that sig-

nificantly affect society at large. 
Figures indicate that gender-based 
violence is increasing with new 
forms of attacks.

“Violence against women is 
equivalent to violation of human 
rights. It remains under many 
forms in the Arab region, including 
intimate partner violence, gender-
related killings and other forms that 
are particular to this region, such as 
early forced marriages and tempo-
rary marriages, sexual harassment 
and female genital mutilation,” said 
Blerta Aliko, deputy regional direc-
tor of Arab states at UN Women.

“An estimated 30% of ever-
partnered women in the Middle 
East and North Africa region have 
experienced physical violence by 
intimate partners at some point in 
their lives, while one in seven girls 
is married as a child with the high-
est rates in Mauritania, Sudan and 
the Yemen,” Aliko said at a panel 
discussion in Beirut on the cost 
of violence against women in the 
Arab region.

“While 87% of women and girls 
aged between 15 and 49 have un-
dergone FGM (female genital muti-
lation) in Egypt and Sudan, an es-
timated 19% have experienced the 
same form of violence in Yemen 
and 8% in Iraq since 2015.”

Although complete data on the 
prevalence of violence are lacking 
in the region, largely due to under-
reporting of violence within mar-
riage particularly, some estimates 
were available.

“In Egypt, the prevalence of do-
mestic violence did not change 
over two decades with nearly one-
third of married women experi-
encing a form of physical violence 
by their husbands. In Morocco, 
a national survey estimated the 
prevalence of violence at 62% with 
nearly 9% of sexual violence, while 
in Jordan, 44% of women who have 
been married at some point in their 
lives have experienced physical 
violence at least once since age 15, 
and 9% reported experiencing sex-
ual violence,” Aliko said.

Conflict and violence sweeping 
the Middle East have increased the 
risks of violence against women, 
including striking forms of sexual 
violence. Syrian women refugees 
in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq have 
reported high rates of domestic 
violence, sexual harassment and 
early and forced marriages. Simi-
lar trends were observed in Yemen 
and Libya, the United Nations said.

Gender-based violence has a di-
rect and devastating effect on soci-
ety and constitutes an impediment 
to progress, development and de-
mocracy, experts said. Estimation 
of the cost of the violence is viewed 
as an important tool to bring about 
constitutional reform and push 
forward for implementing laws 
and enforcement, said Mehrinaz 
el-Awady, director of the ESCWA 
Centre for Women.

“Our region has the highest rate 
of violence against women but 
there is an absence of the estima-
tion of the cost of such violence,” 
Awady said, noting that Egypt was 
the only Arab country to do an es-
timation, which was calculated at 
$11.8 billion.

“There are serious consequences… 
on the victims and on the family, the 
children and the economy. The cost 

going into services for the victims 
and the lost productivity could have 
been directed into projects and other 
activities that benefit everyone in the 
society,” Awady added.

With the exceptions of Somalia 
and Sudan, all Arab League coun-
tries have signed and ratified the 
Convention on the Elimination of 
all Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). However, the 
ratification did not have a concrete 
effect on the status of women in 
the region because many countries 
had reservations about the core 
provisions of the convention and 
did not ratify the optional protocol.

Awady said progress in address-
ing violence against women is 
largely fragmented. “One finds 
countries that have done constitu-
tional reform — like Egypt and Tu-

nisia — but this has not been trans-
formed into law. Or, if there is a law, 
there is no strategy and if there is 
a strategy, there is no budget. So 
none of the Arab countries un-
til now do have a comprehensive 
framework.”

The crises in the region, com-
pounded with the rise in Muslim 
extremism and a push in some 
“Arab spring” countries for adher-
ence to Islamic law have threat-
ened women’s aspirations and 
increased risks of violence against 
women, the experts said.

In Iraq, forced genital mutila-
tion and forced early marriages 
returned as a practice after 2003, a 
trend that reappeared with the rise 
of religious extremism.

“These are forms of violence that 
have existed, for example in Syria, 

even before the crisis but they have 
exacerbated significantly with 
displacement as a negative cop-
ing mechanism for economic and 
protection purposes… The family 
members deemed it is much more 
reasonable to marry off girls than 
keeping them in camp settings 
where there could be other forms 
of violence,” Aliko said.

Under-reporting of spousal 
violence is common because of 
shame, fear of retaliation, lack of 
information about legal rights, lack 
of confidence in, or fear of, the le-
gal system and the legal costs in-
volved, the experts said.

“That is why we join forces to ad-
vocate for the need for the estima-
tion of [violence against women] 
and to have a more effective policy 
reform,” Awady said.

A December 6th file photo shows Lebanese activists protesting against a law that allows a rapist to get 
away with his crime if he marries the victim.                                                                                                        (AFP)

Conflict and violence 
sweeping the region 
at large have 
increased the risks of 
violence against 
women.

Women bikers breaking taboos in Iraq
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I 

t is not merely about riding bi-
cycles but about breaking ta-
boos and pushing for women’s 
rights and freedom in the con-
servative Iraqi society. Marina 

Jaber’s bold initiative “I am the so-
ciety” has inspired dozens of Iraqi 
girls to ride bicycles in the streets 
of Baghdad, defying traditions and 
causing controversy.

Jaber, a 25-year-old artist, said 
she had the idea of riding a bicycle 
in public during a visit to Europe. “I 
felt really sad then because Bagh-
dad’s girls are deprived of enjoying 
such activity,” she said. “This is how 
I got the idea of the initiative, which 
I wanted to be a starter for every girl 
who aspires to achieve her dreams 
despite the harshness and severity 
of the society.

“It is just a beginning to break the 
status quo in the Iraqi society, which 
became even more closed and con-
servative after 2003.”

Jaber started her project in ar-
eas considered less conservative to 
gather courage to cycle in more tra-
ditional areas. She posted pictures 
online under the Arabic hashtag “I 
am the society”.

“When I moved to conservative, 
popular neighbourhoods, including 
Al-Meedan, Shawaka and Shorja, I 
had to put up with insults and hos-
tility,” she said. “I was pushed and 
cursed. They even tried to obstruct 
me but I was determined to contin-
ue and accept the challenge.

“I thought: ‘How do I want girls to 
rebel against their society and take 
their simple rights if I don’t dare to 
ride my bicycle?’”

Jaber’s initiative, launched in 
early December, was applauded by 

poet and activist Aya Mansour, who 
shared the same objective. “Eve-
rybody is concerned in making a 
change. It is a matter that concerns 
men as well as women,” Mansour 
said.

“Change should come from with-
in the person and this is what we 
should be fighting for, especially 

that Iraqi women have always been 
pioneers in acquiring their rights no-
tably in the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s of the 
last century.”

Mansour lashed out at male intel-
lectuals and academics who “claim 
to be civilised” by preaching per-
sonal freedoms and rights. “In fact, 
they were the harshest and most 

hostile against us. Their comments 
on social media platforms evoked 
hatred and puritanism that is hard 
to believe could come out from so-
called intellectuals,” she said.

She contended that with “rep-
etition and determination the soci-
ety will get used to accepting that 
women practise their life the same 
way as their counterparts in other 
countries”.

TV anchor Vivian Ghanem, a 
Christian, described Jaber’s ini-
tiative as “encouraging” as well as 
“courageous”.

“It will contribute to raising 
awareness and introducing positive 
change. The initiative struck a very 
sensitive chord in the society but it 
should continue until tangible re-
sults are achieved and until the so-
ciety gets used to matters that are 
supposed to be natural and a funda-
mental right for any person around 
the world, and that is personal free-
dom,” Ghanem said.

Riding a bicycle is not the end 
objective but a means to make a 
statement, she said. “It is a drop in 
a sea of matters that relate to per-
sonal freedoms and the right for free 
speech and free action, which the 
society is trying to suppress with the 
support of the regime. These free-
doms can only be safeguarded and 
sustained through laws that protect 
the individual from the dominance 
of the society,” Ghanem added.

Iraqi women were pioneers in the 
Arab region in gaining their rights, 
notably since the enactment of the 
personal status law in the 1950s 
that enabled them to practise key 
professions, including medicine, 
engineering and law and enrol in 
the armed forces. Iraq’s Naziha al-
Dulaimi, who served as minister of 
Municipalities in the late 1950s, was 
the first Arab woman minister.

While it received large support 

from Iraqi youth, Jaber’s initiative 
was lambasted in intellectual cir-
cles. A journalist, who asked to be 
identified as “Sami”, described the 
move as “unethical” for women and 
an affront to the conservative Iraqi 
society.

“It is incorrect to impose the will 
of a bunch of girls on the whole so-
ciety. This initiative could usher in 
a larger use of bicycles which will 
inevitably lead to more harassment 
and provocation and consequently 
to angry reactions resulting in ad-
ditional social problems, which we 
can do without,” Sami said.

He argued that supporters of the 
initiative “were not much different 
in their practices” from religious 
parties that control Iraq. “They cut 
off Abu Nawas, which is a vital road 
in Baghdad, to organise their ride, 
notwithstanding the hassle they 
caused to others.”

Despite the harsh criticism by 
conservative men and women and 
hard-line religious leaders, Jaber 
said she is determined to uphold her 
initiative, which she illustrated in an 
art installation made from a disman-
tled bicycle.

“I wanted to show the public that 
a bicycle is a very simple tool made 
of metal and two wheels,” she said. 
“So, why is it rejected and the girls 
who ride it are slammed as immor-
al?”

Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad, 
is a contributor to the Culture 
and Society sections of The Arab 
Weekly.

The initiative targets 
girls who want to 
achieve their dreams 
despite the severity 
of the society.

Iraqi Marina Jaber, 25, rides a bicycle in Baghdad’s Abu Nawas 
street during an event in defiance of a conservative culture that 
disapproves of the practice on December 5th, 2016.                        (AFP)
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