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News & Analysis Women in the Arab World

Stop pretending that sexism isn’t a global phenomenon

T
he Western gaze 
constantly reiterates 
Arab women as the 
subordinate “other” 
suffering from cultural 
oppression. The 

orientalist view that Arab women 
need to be rescued, a stereotype 
full of overwhelming generalisa-
tions, signifies a serious gap in 
our understanding of a world so 
vast that it occupies 22 countries, 
a world with wide social, cultural 
and geographical variances 
stretching from the Atlantic in the 
west to the Arabian Sea in the east 
and from the Mediterranean in 
the north to the Horn of Africa 
and the Indian Ocean in the 
south-east.

Nearly every society in history 
has struggled with gender 
inequality and sexism and they 
still are. However, we have 
remained woefully silent and 
have assumed these problems are 
unique to the Arab world. There 
are stark differences between 
women in the Arab world who 
assert themselves and those who 
are submissive. Characteristics 
all too easily found in Britain 
between different groups of 

women, whether they are white, 
Asian, African, Caribbean, Middle-
Eastern, Arab, etc.

Western imagery of Arabs as 
innately barbaric often forgets that 
sexism is indeed a home-grown 
and pervasive issue in all parts of 
Britain.

Women are rebuked and 
dismissed in social media and 
often find themselves victims 
of an all-too-familiar laddish 
culture, which promotes a 
heteronormative mentality that 
labels women as “sluts”, “slags” 
and “whores” when they walk 
into a bar unaccompanied and 
reveals the double standards 
in our society. While women in 
Britain are sexually objectified and 
suffer from misogyny in private 
and public places, it is a well-
established fact that women also 
suffer from a gender-pay gap and 
unequal treatment at home and 
work in contemporary Britain. 
There is sexism at an institutional 
and societal level.

Rashida Manjoo, charged by 
the UN Human Rights Council to 
monitor violence against women in 
Britain, reported that a boys’ club 
sexist culture exists in the country 
and that she had never seen such 
pervasive sexual bullying and 
harassment in schools elsewhere.

Although there is certainly a 
considerable difference between 
the positioning of women in 

Western society and that of the 
Arab world, many women’s rights 
organisations in the West are 
dealing with similar challenges 
to those we have in the East — 
domestic violence, marital rape, 
child sexual abuse, discrimination 
at work, sexual harassment on 
streets and public transport, 
treatment of women at home, etc.

Yet when we imagine Arab 
women, we fail to identify the 
common threads that produce and 
re-reproduce inequalities that are 
not always linked with a particular 
country and race but often 
with education, class and other 
intersectional factors. We fail to 
see how the “other” is positioned 
socially before producing mutually 
divisive perspectives.

This ethnocentric view 
exclusively lends itself to an 
assumed paradigm of progress 
as it sees the Muslim world as 
far removed from modernity. 
This opinion in the popular 
culture perpetuates negative and 
stereotypical interpretations of the 
gains the Arab world has made. 
Arab women end up fighting 
double oppression based on 
orientalist ideologies of racism and 
gender patriarchy in the West and 
the East.

Given that women’s issues in 
general are not seen as part of the 
Arab countries’ agenda, women 
have been engaged in leading 

protests and demonstrations 
against the authoritarian regimes 
during the “Arab spring”. 
They emerged as key players 
getting together, marching, 
demonstrating, blogging, striking 
as well as putting their lives at 
risk.

Arab women were active 
participants in the political, 
economic and social life during 
that period; however, this part 
of the history will be overlooked 
and disregarded as this does not 
fit into the Western narrative 
of Muslim and Arab women’s 
imagination.

While Arab women are on a 
rickety path to achieve gender 
equality, I urge everyone on March 
8th — International Women’s 
Day — to see sexism and gender 
inequalities as global problems.

It is always good to look at 
yourself in the mirror and for an 
outsider to reflect on that image. 
It is time that we accept culture 
plurality in which women have 
the chance to define themselves 
without necessarily being judged 
and defined by the West. It must 
spring from the inside as a united 
force from their experiences and 
perspectives.

Ritu Mahendru is a journalist 
who writes about gender, 
race, migration, conflict and 
development issues.
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Tunisia stays on 
progressive path 
to advance women 
rights

Tunis

T
hree years after 
Tunisia adopted 
constitutional 
measures to 
safeguard wom-
en’s rights, 
officials are 
looking to make 

further advances in gender 
equality.

On March 8th, women’s rights 
advocates mark International 
Women’s Day, an event designed 
to acknowledge the achievements 
of women throughout the world.

In Tunisia, the occasion has 
particular significance. It serves 
as a chance to reflect on the social 
transformation of women’s rights 
from a state-sponsored movement 
in the post-independence era to a 
mainstream ideology embraced by 
women and civil society and fixed 
in the country’s consciousness.

While significant challenges 
remain, the country has held firm 
in securing women’s rights.

“Women’s rights issues have 
received pushback but the deter-
mination of Tunisian society and 
Tunisian lawmakers have stopped 
that pushback,” Tunisian Minister 
of Women, Family and Children 
Affairs Neziha Labidi said in an 
interview with The Arab Weekly.

She said many social forces, 
“including both women and men, 
have been out in force to prevent 
all attempts to roll back women’s 
rights.”

“My conviction is firm and solid 
that the rights of women cannot 
be easily undone because they are 
ingrained deeply in the souls and 
minds of Tunisians. As a result, 
women’s rights will continue their 
advance on a progressive path,” 
she said.

Such progress is reflected in Tu-
nisia’s constitution, Labidi added, 
which was described by the UN 
Entity for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women, also 
known as UN Women, as a “break-
through for women’s rights” when 
it was adopted in 2014.

“The most important and sig-
nificant element, in this context, is 
that women’s rights are enshrined 
in the constitution,” said Labidi.

She specifically referenced Ar-
ticle 46 of the constitution, which 
stipulates: “The state commits to 
the protection of women’s accrued 
rights and will work to strengthen 
and develop these rights.”

It also affirms the “horizontal 
and vertical parity between men 
and women, especially in the 
political field”, a principle that 
has led to a dramatic increase in 
women’s political engagement. 
Today, 35% of Tunisia’s parliament 
members are women.

“The constitution reflects 
people’s demands,” Labidi said, 
“that is why it is confirmed in the 
fundamental law.”

Progress in women’s rights in 
Tunisia can be traced to liberali-
sation reforms instituted by the 
country’s first post-independence 
president, Habib Bourguiba, 
who embarked on a bold nation-
building campaign that included 
reforms to protect women’s rights 
and ensure equal access to educa-
tion.

The single most important piece 
of legislation to this end came in 
1956, when Bourguiba approved 
measures securing equal rights 
for women and announced that 
he had issued a Code of Personal 
Status (CPS). The CPS is widely 
recognised as the most developed 
family law in the Arab world.

Still, there is progress to be 
made, particularly in the country’s 
penal code.

Not only does the Tunisian 

penal code fail to explicitly crimi-
nalise marital rape, it contains 
loopholes for perpetrators of rape 
and sexual assault. In cases clas-
sified as statutory rape — in which 
the victim is between the ages of 
13 and 20 — legal proceedings may 
be dropped if the victim consents 
to marrying the assailant. The 
same statute allows men who 
kidnap women to escape legal 
proceedings if the victim agrees to 
marriage.

“The government is determined 
to change these laws,” said La-
bidi. “Women’s rights are human 
rights.”

In 2016, the Ministry of Women, 
Family and Children Affairs, in 
collaboration with civil society 
organisations, drafted a bill crimi-
nalising violence against women. 
Its provisions include prohibit-
ing all forms of violence against 
women, including marital rape, 
and ending impunity for rapists 
who marry their victims.

It also criminalises sexual 
harassment and allows anyone 
who violates its provisions to be 
punished with prison time and 
financial penalties. The bill was 
submitted to parliament in July 
2016 but has yet to be approved.

In November 2015, the Tunisian 
parliament passed a law allowing 
women to travel outside the coun-
try with their children without 

receiving the father’s permission. 
Under the previous law, authori-
ties could prevent women from 
travelling outside the country 
with their children if they did 
not have authorisation from the 
father.

The government is planning 
to strengthen laws that protect 
women from workplace abuse, 
especially in rural regions, said La-
bidi, as well as increase efforts to 
crack down on verbal harassment.

“We have set up a committee to 
study ways to promote alternative 
language,” Labidi said. Derogatory 
names and comments directed at 
women are commonplace and are 
a hindrance to women’s rights, she 
said.

Labidi has been asked to speak 
at a UN forum on women’s rights 
on March 13th in New York.

“We are invited to speak at 
the forum and participate in the 
workshop,” said Labidi. “The main 
message is that Tunisia is a coun-
try of human rights and a leader in 
promoting women’s rights.

“Our country is still strong and 
progressive despite challenges in 
the recent past.”

Iman Zayat, an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis, and 
Stephen Quillen, a journalist 
based in Tunis, contributed 
to this report.

I n t e r v i e w

Lamine Ghanmi

“The main 
message is that 
Tunisia is a 
country of human 
rights and a leader 
in promoting 
women’s rights.”

Tunisian Minister 
of Women, Family 

and Children Affairs 
Neziha Labidi
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