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Female candidates wanted for Algeria’s parliament quota
Aomar Ouali

Algiers

A

lgerian law requires that
the next parliament reserves 30% of the seats
for women but political
parties across the spectrum have struggled to field enough
female candidates to fill the quota.
Universities in Algeria are increasing their numbers of female
students but politics is still largely
a male domain. A relatively macho
culture, especially in the desert and
rural heartland, has left many parties short of female options as they
sift through thousands of potential
candidates to finalise party lists for
the May 4th elections.
Parties reached out to journalists, teachers and other female professionals to try to persuade them
to join male rivals who are clamouring to run for parliament, often
attracted by the political power and
financial privileges of a legislative
seat.

Algerian political
parties… haven’t
invested in
promoting women
in politics.

”

Sociologist Nasser Djabi
“I was never involved in political or union activity but I was always interested in politics, through
newspapers, television. I don’t
know what parliamentary work
consists of but the challenge interests me a lot,” retired teacher Aziza

Boudia said. The Algerian National
Front party asked the energetic
55-year-old to be the No. 2 candidate for the party’s list in Boumerdes, east of Algiers.
Television presenter Nora Hamdi
is more reticent and does not want
to be seen as a token woman. Contacted by the minority Algerian
Popular Movement party, she said:
“It will depend on the position I
would have on the list.”

145 out of 462 seats
in the lower house of
parliament are
reserved for women.
When Algeria’s 22 million voters are called upon to choose 462
members of the lower house of
parliament, 145 seats are reserved
for women under a 2012 law championed by President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika to promote women in
politics.
While the National Liberation
Front party (FLN) is expected to
keep its parliamentary majority,
the legislative elections are an important gauge of political shifts at
a time when the president’s health
is a widespread concern. Bouteflika
has rarely been seen in public since
a 2013 stroke and recently cancelled a visit by German Chancellor
Angela Merkel at the last minute
for health reasons.
“We have received 6,228 dossiers
from candidates overall but barely
more than 100 from women,” Djamal Ould Abbas, general-secretary
of the FLN, said two weeks before
the filing deadline.
Sociologist Nasser Djabi described it as a “problem of society.
Algerian political parties are ma-

Beyond tokenism. Algerian women pass by the People’s National Assembly building in Algiers,
on March 2nd.
cho. They haven’t invested in promoting women in politics.”
“They are disconnected to the
evolution of Algerian society, in
which girls are in the majority in
universities and girls have higher
success rates on exams,” he said.
“Certain professions that have become more female, like the media,
the legal system, education, health.
But I see that the political parties
remain closed in on themselves and

haven’t followed this movement of
evolution.”
Feminist law Professor Nadia Ait
Zai welcomed Bouteflika’s “courage” in pushing for the law. “For
years they did nothing to favour the
emergence of women political leaders,” Zai said.
While some welcomed the quotas, in effect for the first time at a
national level in this year’s election,
Professor Zalane Abderrahmane of

(AP)

the University of Algiers was less
enthusiastic.
“There’s no point in having 30%
of women in parliament if they
are coming just to be… decorative
plants,” he said. “Women should be
there because of their ideas, their
capacities, their personalities, their
commitment, because they are the
future of Algeria.”
(The Associated Press)

War legitimises violence against women
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T

he surge in violence
and armed conflicts in
Arab countries affected
by the revolts of the
“Arab spring” have
deeply marked their
social fabric and entangled
women in practices that are going
to need a long time to change.
The problems of women in those
Arab countries are not as intimately
connected to the consequences of
the “Arab spring” as they are rooted
in the capacity of those maledominated societies to confiscate
women’s rights and lives. The “Arab
spring” did not plant the seeds
of the changes affecting women.
Where revolts have turned into
bloody wars and living conditions
into nightmares, women found
themselves helpless victims of new
inhumane practices under a thin
veil of legal and social legitimacy.
The sufferings of women in
Syria are perhaps the most striking
examples of the unfolding tragedy.
Women in Syria have become mere
goods to be traded in plain sight
under the guise of unfamiliar forms
of marriage.
One example of these new
marriage practices is what is
known in Arabic as zawaj as-sitra,
or “protection marriage”. Since
the beginning of the Syrian war,
many parents have been eager to
marry off their daughters, either in
exchange for money or to protect
them from being kidnapped or
raped. In many cases, the grooms
were combatants in the war and
were thought capable of protecting
them. The marriage contract was
often oral but witnessed by a cleric.
The problem with these marriages
resides in the large number of
undocumented widows and
children left behind.

When wars open Pandora’s
boxes, the first victims of the
evils released are women.

Another widespread practice
has been minors marrying in
stark violation of secular laws and
human rights in many countries
in the world. The justification
invoked for this practice is the
extreme need for money by
families with girls. Parents in
dire financial situations would
marry off their 13-year-old — and
sometimes younger — daughters in
exchange for significant sums.
As the war dragged on, marrying
off minors has become a profitable
business. Official records in Jordan
show that 4,000 girls under the
age of 15 were married off between
2011 and 2016. In Damascus,
no fewer than five minors were
married every day, the senior
sharia judge in the city said. The
Levant Research Institute cites 200
cases of minors being married in
one day in Syria.
The UN Refugee Agency reports
that it is not unusual for families
to ask for a high price as dowry but
what is even more tragic is that

very often the new bride is quickly
divorced so the buyer can look for
a new girl. Similar practices were
recorded in Lebanon and Egypt,
even though there are no precise
statistics about them.
Another type of marriage that
is widespread in the Arab world
is zawaj al-misyar, or “traveller’s
marriage”, which circumvents the
high cost of providing a legal home
for the couple. In war-torn Syria,
people found another use for zawaj
al-misyar. For Syrian girls, this type
of marriage would assure them a
temporary home, a protector and a
provider and a legal cover for their
sojourn in the host country.
Zawaj al-misyar was also
resorted to by males from
countries where polygamy is
illegal. Finding a partner in another
country is usually done through

Women in
Syria have
become
mere
goods to be
traded in
plain sight.

On more than one front. A displaced Syrian woman stands holding her child at a
makeshift camp near the village of Tarshan, some 20km north of Raqqa.
(AFP)

social networks or internet-based
matrimonial agencies. A simple
internet search for the keywords
“Syrian wives” returned hundreds
of results advertising agencies
providing “legal Islamic marriages
in Turkey and Lebanon”.
Naturally, the problems with this
type of marriage are numerous.
There is the risk that one or
both partners are medically or
physically unfit. The temporary
nature of the relationship turns this
marriage into a form of legalised
prostitution. The inclusion in
the marriage contract of a clause
nullifying the marriage in case
of pregnancy places the onus of
the serious consequences on the
woman.
Even worse — and more often
than not — potential husbands
insist on including in the marriage
contract clauses requiring the wife
to forgo her lawful matrimonial
rights, such as a home and alimony.
The latest craze in the
matrimonial market is zawaj annikah by which women are invited
to join the jihad and provide legal
sexual services to combatants. It is
a form of marriage based on an oral
contract specifically tailored for
jihadists.
It did not take long to turn
this form of matrimony into
a recruitment incentive and a
genuine religiously sanctioned sex
trade under the guise of jihad. In
this respect, jihadist organisations
are no different from criminal
international prostitution and
human trafficking rings.
When wars open Pandora’s
boxes, the first victims of the evils
released are women. They are
not only victimised sexually and
treated as slaves in ways harking
to pre-Islamic practices, they are
also further victimised by cloaking
these repulsive practices in a
thin veil of religious and social
legitimacy.
Hozan Khaddaj is a Syrian writer.

