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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Explaining divergent outcomes of the Arab Spring: the
significance of gender and women’s mobilizations
Valentine M. Moghadam

Sociology and International Affairs, Northeastern University, Boston, MA, USA

ABSTRACT
The Arab Spring has been extensively analyzed but the presence or
absence of violent protests and the divergent outcomes of the
uprising that encompassed the Arab region have not been
explained in terms of the salience of gender and women’s
mobilizations. I argue that women’s legal status, social positions,
and collective action prior to the Arab Spring helped shape the
nature of the 2011 mass protests as well as the political and social
outcomes of individual countries. I compare and contrast two sets
of cases: Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia, which saw non-violent
protests and relatively less repression on the part of the state; and
Bahrain, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, where states responded to the
protests, whether violent or non-violent, with force and
repression, and where women and their rights have been among
the principal victims. I also show why women fared worse in
Egypt than in Morocco and Tunisia.
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TheArab Spring of 2011was an exhilaratingmoment for participants as well asmany obser-
vers. Across the Arab world, women andmen stood up and demanded political change and
deeper and more extensive rights. Outcomes, however, have varied, with some countries
undergoing democratic transition, others descending into civil conflict, and yet others
reverting to authoritarianism. Specifically, Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen experienced
political revolutions and regime changes; Morocco’s 20 February protest movement was
quickly followed by promised reforms, constitutional amendments, and a referendum; Bah-
rain’s Shia-led protestmovementwas suppressedwith the cooperation of the Saudimilitary;
and Syria, Libya, and Yemen descended into varying degrees of violent civil conflict. Egypt’s
Tahrir Square protests had raised expectations of significant socio-political transformation;
in 2011–2012, Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia appeared to be undergoing a democratic tran-
sition, but by 2013 Egypt’s process had stalled and then reverted to a military-led authori-
tarianism. Today, only Tunisia has exhibited a successful pathway to democratic
consolidation, with a high representation of women in parliament and in the cabinet
after the fall 2014 parliamentary and presidential elections.

This article is part of a larger project in which four explanatory factors are identified for
the divergent outcomes of the Arab Spring. Here I focus on one factor, gender and
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women’s mobilizations, to demonstrate how women’s legal status, social positions, and
collective action prior to the Arab Spring helped shape the nature of the mass protests
in 2011 as well as the political and social outcomes. There is a growing feminist literature
on the Arab Spring that focuses on women’s involvement in the protests as well as the
effects of the political changes on women,1 but here I seek to show more systematically
how gender and women’s mobilizations can act as an independent variable. I apply the
gender variable to two sets of cases: Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia, which saw non-
violent protests and relatively less repression on the part of the state; to Bahrain, Libya,
Syria, and Yemen, where states responded to the protests, whether violent or non-
violent, with force and repression. The article draws on an array of scholarly publications
as well as my ongoing research, including observations and interviews in Morocco and
Tunisia in 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015.

In this article, gender relations and women’s mobilizations refer to women’s legal status
and social positions; their visibility, influence, and presence in the public sphere and public
space; and the presence or absence of pro-women policies and programs. In Muslim-
majority countries, the nature of family law – whether it is patriarchal or relatively
liberal – is an important element of this variable. Attention to women’s empowerment
and women’s mobilizations is salient in at least four ways. First, as gender stratification
theorists have argued, women’s gains in education and employment lead to other positive
outcomes, including changes in micro-level gender relations, the growth of feminist move-
ments, and new or strengthened laws and policies for women’s rights (Blumberg 1984,
1989; Chafetz 1984, 1990; Lorber 1994, 2012; Walby 2009). Second, as research by Caprioli
(2000, 2005), Hudson (2010), and others (Hudson et al. 2008/2009) has shown, patriarchy
and gender inequality are positively associated with both national and inter-state conflict.
In other words, we can expect less violent conflict when women have a strong presence in
civil society and in political society. Third, as Htun and Weldon (2012) have demon-
strated, women’s autonomous organizing in civil society accounts for progressive social
policies, including women-friendly policies. We can therefore expect legal and policy
changes to occur when women have a relatively strong presence in civil society and
have allies in political society. In turn, women’s capacity to organize, mobilize, and
effect positive change for women’s rights suggests important structural and cultural
changes in a given country, along with their likelihood to join pro-democracy movements.
Fourth, as Moghadam (2013b) has argued, women may or may not need democracy in
order to flourish, but democracy without women is either partial or male-biased or – in
some cases – impossible. Indeed, a recent quantitative study (Wyndow, Li, and Mattes
2013) showed that women’s empowerment since 1980 has been a causal factor in move-
ments for democratic development. One might model the relationship between women’s
relative empowerment and democratic outcomes as seen in Figure 1.

In early 2011, nowhere in the Arab region were gender relations egalitarian, but patriar-
chal gender relations were arguably most entrenched in Yemen, Syria, Libya, and much of
Egypt. In Morocco and Tunisia, it was largely rural women who remained subordinated to
the men in their households and oblivious to their rights under Tunisia’s 1956 family law
andMorocco’s reformed 2004 family law. Various studies on Arab women (e.g., Al-Rasheed
2013; Kelly and Breslin 2010; Moghadam 2013a; Sadiqi 2010; Salhi 2010; Salime 2011)
confirm that on the eve of the Arab Spring, women’s social participation, their legal
rights, and their capacity for collective action differed significantly across the region.
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This article is structured as follows. I begin by surveying women’s rights and mobiliz-
ations in the two sets of cases before the Arab Spring. I then turn to the Arab Spring pro-
tests, to examine the gender dynamics in the different countries. This is followed by an
overview of the outcomes of the Arab Spring protests, with a focus on women’s legal
rights and their social participation. I end with some concluding thoughts.

Women’s rights and mobilizations before the Arab Spring

A body of scholarship in Middle East women’s studies has identified “state feminism” as a
characteristic of the modernizing regimes in the region (Charrad 2001; Hatem 1992, 1994;
Joseph 2000). Earlier, Helga Hernes (1987) had analyzed the women-friendly welfare
policies of the democratic Nordic states, labeling them as “state feminist.” In Arab
countries, however, state feminist policies were in effect part of an “authoritarian
bargain” that provided economic and social policies in return for political acquiescence
(Bellin 2004; Karshenas and Moghadam 2006). As part of that bargain, regimes involved
women in state-building, development, and modernization projects, albeit within limits.
Thus most countries saw rises in female literacy and educational attainment; employment
as teachers, health workers, and civil service employees; and the establishment of what
the UN called the “national women’s machinery,” or state-led women’s policy agencies
tasked partly with adhering to UN mandates and partly with mobilizing a population
of loyal female citizens. Of the seven countries under consideration, Egypt under
Nasser (1956–1970) and Tunisia under Bourguiba (1956–1987) were regarded as quintes-
sential state feminist regimes, but the two countries differed in that patriarchal Muslim
Family Law was retained in Egypt (as it was in all the other countries considered here),
with the result that women’s participation and rights were more circumscribed than
was the case in Tunisia, where polygamy was banned, women had the right to divorce,
and in 1973 medical abortion was made legal.

Similarly, women’s mobilizations in the 1990s and into the new century evolved differ-
ently across all the country cases. Whereas Morocco and Tunisia (along with Algeria)

Figure 1. How women’s empowerment and mobilizations shape protest movements and democratic
transitions.

POLITICS, GROUPS, AND IDENTITIES 3



formed a vibrant transnational feminist network called Collectif 95 Maghreb-Egalité, none
of the other countries saw the emergence of a similarly large and influential independent
organization of women’s rights advocates. Morocco and Tunisia also formed dynamic
feminist organizations, such as l’Union d’Action Féminine (UAF), Association Démocra-
tique des Femmes du Maroc (ADFM), Association des Femmes Tunisiennes pour la
Recherche sur le Développement (AFTURD), and Association Tunisienne des Femmes
Démocrates (ATFD).

When the Collectif was formed in the run-up to the UN’s Fourth World Conference on
Women (Beijing, September 1995), the group drew on the emerging global women’s rights
agenda, as well as funding from German foundations and support from a number of other
transnational women’s rights groups, to advance its case for an egalitarian family code (or,
in the case of Tunisia, amendments to further women’s rights). At the same time, and in a
context of limited and managed political liberalization, an array of women’s rights organ-
izations was emerging across the Arab region: professional associations; women-in-devel-
opment NGOs; development research centers and women’s studies institutes; women’s
rights or feminist organizations; and the more traditional service or charitable organiz-
ations as well as the women’s sections of trade unions and political parties. These organ-
izations all appeared in authoritarian contexts, but they became particularly prominent in
the Maghreb countries, where anti-fundamentalist networks, women’s publishing houses,
and advocacy for family law reform also became notable. In the 1990s, a series of books
appeared on women and the law in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, published in French
and Arabic by Editions le Fennec, a woman-owned publishing house based in Casablanca.
The Maghreb Collectif held meetings in each other’s countries and cooperated on semi-
nars, books, and media activities; a key publication in 2003 was its study of family law
across the Maghreb, entitled Dalil pour l’égalité dans la famille au Maghreb, produced
also in Arabic (Moghadam 2013a).

In Tunisia, several coalitions appeared during the new century that were critical of the
authoritarian regime; these involved leftists, feminists, and trade unionists. For example,
Emna Aoudi, a teacher who was active in the large trade union, the Union Générale
des Travailleurs Tunisiens (UGTT), as well as the women’s movement, worked with acti-
vists from the left-wing political party Tadjdid in the 2004 elections. As she explained, “We
had years of struggle before the 2011 revolution and paid a high price for our activism in
those early years.”2

Social and gender indicators pertaining to the legal status and social positions of women
in the seven country cases on the eve of the Arab Spring show that Tunisia did best on
fertility, literacy, tertiary enrolments, labor force participation, and women in the judiciary
(see Table 1). Indeed, there was fairly strong involvement of women in the judiciary – as
judges as well as lawyers – in Morocco and Tunisia compared with the other countries.3

Prominent women could be found in all seven countries under consideration, but only
Tunisia had a political party headed by a woman – Maya Jribi of the Progressive Demo-
cratic Party. Jribi, who had helped found AFTURD in 1989, was well known in Tunisia, as
at least one survey has shown (Borovsky and Ben Yahia 2012). Morocco had a number of
well-known women’s rights advocates associated with the Collectif and the family law
reform (e.g., Latifa Jbabdi, Rabéa Naciri, Amina Lemrini, Farida Benani), along with
some women associated with political parties (notably Aicha Belarbi and Nouzha
Skalli).4 Scholars of women and politics have established a positive relationship between
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Table 1. Comparing social/gender and institutional indicators (2010–2011).
Morocco Egypt Tunisia Bahrain Libya Syria Yemen

Paid labor force, F % 28 19 25 10 16 16 6
Tertiary enrolment, F %
age group

12 24 40 46.5 10(?)* 12 6.57

Mean age at marriage, F 26 23 27 26 29 25 22
Total fertility rate 2.4 2.9 1.9 2.1 2.7 3.07 4.5
Female MPs (%, 1995–
2010)

11 (after quota) 2–3 23–28 0–2.5 (suffrage won
in 2002)

5–8 12.4 0.3

Women in judiciary Since 1961; 610 (19% of
total); now 24%

Since 2003
30 in 2007; 1%

Since 1965; 28% share
of total

Since 2006; 7 Since 1991; 50 in
2009*

Since 1975; 13% in
2008

Since 2006

Family law Reform 2004 Patriarchal; khul’a
2000

Liberal since 1956 Sharia-based Conservative Conservative Patriarchal

State of women’s
movement

Visible, well organized Women’s NGOs Visible, well organized Non-existent or
repressed

Non-existent Non-existent Non-
existent

Government 2011 Constitutional monarchy Military Civilian; transitional Personalist monarchy Militia; weak
government

Central government
vs. rebels

State
collapse

Sources: WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2011, 2012; *Alison Pargeter, in Kelly and Breslin (2010), pp. 283–310. Libya data not available in Global Gender Gap Reports 2010–2013; some data from
UNDP, Human Development Report, 2010 and from Pargeter (in Kelly and Breslin 2010). Data on women in the judiciary from a UNESCO study on women and judiciary, and various country
chapters in Kelly and Breslin (e.g., on Bahrain, Dunya Ahmed Abdulla Ahmed, and on Syria, the editors, citing research by Monique Cardinal).
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quotas and women’s increased political representation on the one hand, and the presence
of left-wing parties on the other (Matland 2002; Paxton and Hughes 2007). The Moroccan
case confirms this finding. In 2001, women politicians from Morocco’s main parties –
Istiqlal, Union Socialists des Forces Populaires, the Parti du Progrès et du Socialisme
(PPS), and the Mouvement Populaires, among others – established a network of women
working for the establishment of a women’s quota system. The quota was implemented
in 2002, and the women politicians played an important role in pushing for family law
reform and reform of the nationality law (Sater 2007). A new cabinet formed in
Morocco in October 2007 included seven women – the highest female representation in
the cabinet since the country gained independence.

In Egypt, women had been granted the right to vote in 1956, but subsequently the main
legal gain had occurred in 2000, when women won the right to a khul’a divorce;5 the very
first woman judge was appointed only in 2002. Just prior to the protests against Mubarak,
a parliamentary quota was adopted, initiatives to prohibit and combat FGM were
implemented, and courts issued the first convictions against sexual harassment. As in
other authoritarian Arab countries, there were severe restrictions on civil society organiz-
ing, but in Egypt, even women’s rights groups faced harassment. As a result, they remained
small and without notable influence.

In Bahrain, women were given the right to vote and permitted to run for public office
only in 2002, when the first municipal and legislative elections took place. Subsequently,
the regime appointed the country’s first female judge in 2006, abolished a law that required
women to obtain consent from a male guardian when obtaining a passport, and set the
minimum marriage age for women to 15 (Kelly 2010, 15). The 2009 Family Code promul-
gated for the Sunni population contained very conservative elements. Although Bahrain is
a high-income country, global reports on women’s participation and rights rank it among
the lowest in women’s development indicators.6 Restrictions and even closures were faced
by women’s NGOs, shelters, and similar initiatives, such as the Respect Movement
initiated by the Bahrain Human Rights Society, the National Coalition to Stop Violence
against Women, and the Migrant Workers Protection Society (Human Rights Watch
2013).

Colonel Muammar Qadafi’s takeover in 1969 resulted in the issuance of laws that
granted Libyan women more personal status rights, made primary and secondary edu-
cation compulsory for all, and provided working women with an array of legal rights,
such as generous maternity leave (Abdulatif 2013). In 2007–2008, nearly twice as many
young women were enrolled in university as young men; Libyan law stipulated equality
of women and men but family law put women under supervision of male kin; polygamy
was permitted but rare. Following the 2009 election, women occupied 36 out of the 468
seats in the parliament. Still, women were seen as unequal on the basis of biological differ-
ences that dictated their roles in society, there were no independent women’s rights organ-
izations, and many of the legal rights were neither implemented nor monitored (Abdulatif
2013; Pargeter 2010, 284–285, 298).

Post-independence Syria saw a surge in women’s activism and mobilization after the
country extended universal suffrage to women in 1949. Several women became prominent
government spokespersons, notably Bouthaina Shaaban, and women constituted about
12% of parliament prior to the outbreak of protests.7 Nonetheless, the country’s Personal
Status Law impeded women’s rights and freedoms in the areas of marriage, divorce, and
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child custody, while the absence of legal protection for women against domestic violence
enabled gender-based violence throughout the country. Syria’s 2003 ratification of the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) came with a list of reservations about incompatibility with domestic and
Sharia law that obstructed its full implementation (Kelly and Breslin 2010, 465–469).

Yemeni women experienced social and institutional barriers rooted in culture, patriar-
chal family arrangements, and a fundamentalist form of Islam. But it was not always that
way. Between 1967 and 1990, Yemen was divided into the southern People’s Democratic
Republic of Yemen (PDRY, known as the Cuba of the Middle East) and the more conser-
vative northern Republic of Yemen. In the 1978 PDRY elections, women comprised 10%
of those elected and appointed to positions within the Supreme Popular Council; the
Yemen Socialist Party bolstered women’s rights and branded itself as a “custodian of
women’s rights” (Carapico 1998, 32, 35, 142; Dahlgren 2010, ch. 4). After unification in
1990, however, women’s status declined with the permeation of Islamist politics, as well
as underdevelopment and lingering tribalism. Article 3 of the constitution declared
Islamic Sharia to be the source of all legislation, and Article 31 stipulated that “women
are the sisters of men. They have rights and duties, which are guaranteed and assigned
by Shari’a and stipulated by law.” On the eve of the Arab Spring, Yemen was the
poorest country in the region, with high rates of illiteracy, maternal mortality, and
infant and child mortality; women endured domestic violence, discrimination, marginali-
zation from the political process, and restrictions on personal freedoms and movement;
and they were required to have the consent of a male guardian to obtain a personal identity
card. One in three Yemeni girls married before the age of 18 and conservative members of
parliament opposed setting an age limit for female marriage (Manea 2010; Roudi-Fahimi
2010).

To conclude, there were tighter restrictions on women’s civil society organizing in
Egypt and especially in Bahrain, Libya, and Syria than in Morocco and Tunisia, where
independent feminist groups flourished as well as cooperated transnationally. The
World Economic Forum’s (WEF) Global Gender Gap Report of 2011 placed Tunisia at
108 – not a brilliant ranking compared with other Global South countries but just
below the UAE, Kuwait, and the Republic of Korea (much richer countries) and higher
than all the other Arab countries, Iran, and Turkey. These differences had implications
not only for legal and policy reforms for women but also for the nature of the Arab
Spring protests and the outcomes.

Table 2. Comparative national indicators: population, wealth, expenditure, 2010.

Total population (millions) GDP ($US, billions)

Government expenditure as % of GDP

Health Education Military

Bahrain 0.78 13.16 3.6 2.9 3.4
Egypt 81.53 145.59 1.7 3.8 2.0
Libya 6.04 74.76 2.7 – 1.2
Morocco 31.61 55.16 2.0 5.4 3.5
Tunisia 10.33 28.34 3.4 6.3 1.4
Syria 20.58 27.37 1.6 4.9 4.1
Yemen 22.92 12.86 1.3 5.2 3.9

Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2013, Table 6. See also World Bank, World Development Indicators: http://data.
worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators; Health data: http://data.worldbank.org/; Education: http://
www.uis.unesco.org/Pages/default.aspx?SPSLanguage=EN\.
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What is more, very high military spending by Egypt, Syria, and Yemen in the years
prior to the Arab Spring protests not only misallocated resources that could have been
used for deeper and more extensive social development, but in retrospect also portended
the role of militarism and hyper-masculinity in the Arab Spring processes. As seen in
Table 2, military spending in 2010 was higher than health spending in Egypt, Morocco,
Syria, and Yemen. Only Tunisia and Bahrain (the latter with much greater per capita
wealth) had relatively high spending on health. Yemen’s figures are especially problema-
tical, given that it was the poorest country in the region. To put the figures on military
spending in a global and comparative perspective, countries deemed to be at medium
and low human development, as defined by the UNDP and as characteristic of most
Arab countries, had an average military expenditure of 2.0% of GDP. The Arab countries
as a whole spent 5.5% of their GDP on the military, compared with 1.4% in Latin America
and the Caribbean, largely due to their bilateral relations with the U.S. and the EU. (The
U.S.’s own military spending consumed 4.8% of GDP.) Tunisia, therefore, was on a par
with Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as such countries as the Czech Republic
(1.4%) and Spain (1.0%). Figures on military spending are arguably suggestive of the mas-
culinist nature of the state and its propensity for violence.

Gender dynamics in the Arab Spring

On the eve of the Arab Spring, women’s rights movements were at various stages of devel-
opment: absent in Libya, Syria, and Yemen; weak and in abeyance in Egypt; active and
semi-institutionalized in Tunisia and Morocco. Only in Morocco and Tunisia were fem-
inist organizations vocal and visible in the public sphere and public space, with the
capacity to enter into coalitions with segments of the political elite as well as other civil
society partners (e.g., trade unions, human rights organizations, professional associations)
to effect legal and policy reforms.

Tunisia launched the Arab Spring in December 2010 with protests following the self-
immolation of a street vendor. Although some 300 citizens were said to have been
killed by the military and police in the course of the mass protests, the protesters them-
selves were non-violent and were notable for a large presence of women. When the mili-
tary decided it would no longer oppose the protesters, President Ben Ali left Tunisia and a
transitional government was formed. This was also the case in Egypt, where peaceful pro-
testers succeeded in forcing the abdication of President Mubarak; but it came to light in
the weeks and months afterwards that a considerable number of cases of sexual abuse
of women took place in Tahrir Square after Mubarak’s departure, by the police, military,
and marauding gangs. In Morocco, the gradualist process of democratization launched in
1998 with the formation of a progressive and pro-women’s rights government came to
fruition with the Mouvement 20 février (M20F) in 2011. Peaceful and youthful, the
M20F also saw the participation of many young women. King Mohammed VI quickly
acquiesced to popular demands for political reform, and a new constitution was drafted
and approved in the referendum of July 2011, enshrining women’s rights as well as the
cultural and linguistic rights of the Berber ethnic community.

The situation was very different in the other countries. In Bahrain, the Shia majority
was encouraged by events in North Africa to gather in the Pearl Roundabout and
protest their second-class citizenship and legal discrimination. Women’s rights were not
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part of the set of demands, and the protest movement was in any event quickly suppressed
with the military support of Saudi Arabia. In Libya, the revolt began with women demand-
ing to know the whereabouts of imprisoned male kin in the eastern city of Benghazi, but
the public protests were sex-segregated and violence soon became the method of choice of
both the regime and the protesters, overwhelmingly male (Khalil 2014a, ch. 4). The vio-
lence escalated when the UN established a no-fly zone and NATO intervened on the
side of the rebels. Qaddafi’s ghastly death at the hands of his captors portended more vio-
lence, along with a new patriarchal turn. In Syria, as in Bahrain, the regime moved quickly
to suppress the initially peaceful protests, but unlike Bahrain, external intervention quickly
sided with the rebels, not the regime. Unlike Libya, however, the Syrian regime has stayed
in place, despite a brutal civil conflict in which regional and international powers take
opposite sides. Yemen’s protesters, again overwhelmingly male, resorted to violence to dis-
lodge President Ali Abdullah Saleh, and he fled to Saudi Arabia for safety.

State repression was especially fierce where gender relations and women’s mobiliz-
ations were weakest – Bahrain, Libya, Syria, and Yemen. Three of these countries sub-
sequently descended into civil conflict and failing states, although on this matter,
international influences and interventions were also salient.

After the Arab Spring

Elections that took place after the Arab Spring protests found a large majority of Egyptians
voting for the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafist Nour party (winning 70% of votes
cast). In Tunisia, Ennahda received just 37% of votes cast; this was still the largest
single proportion, and thus a coalition government was formed with two secular political
parties, one centrist and one social democratic. The immediate outcome of the Arab
Spring protests for women’s rights was more favorable in Morocco and Tunisia than in
Egypt, not to mention the four other countries. In Morocco, the female share of total
seats in parliament rose to 17% (up from 11%) because of the continued deployment of
political party quotas (Darhour and Dahlerup 2013; IDEA n.d.). CEDAW reservations
were removed; steps were taken to harmonize domestic laws with each other and with
the international women’s rights agenda; and women’s rights groups continued their
advocacy for greater reproductive rights and an end to violence against women. In a
new development, a woman, Nabila Mounib – an outspoken left-wing and feminist acti-
vist who had been involved in the 20 February Movement – was elected head of a major
political party, the United Socialist Party, in 2012.

Tunisian women in 2011 were present in the four High Commissions established to run
the country during the transitional period (Khalil 2014b). The transitional government
declared a parité law and removed CEDAW reservations; many political parties – old
and new – ran in the October 2011 elections for the National Constituent Assembly
(ANC), and women eventually comprised 27% of the members. Feminists were,
however, suspicious of the Islamist party, and after Ennahda formed the coalition govern-
ment, feminist groups remained mobilized, with AFTURD and ATFD organizing marches
in 2011 and 2012 for “liberty, dignity, equality.” Feminists and their allies within the ANC
won the intense debate that would replace constitutional language on women’s equality
with “complementarity,” and when Khelifa (2012), a rising star in the Ettakatol party,
declared in an essay in a Tunisian magazine that “women’s empowerment is deeply
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ingrained in our culture,” few considered this an exaggeration. Focus group interviews
conducted across the country in February 2012 for the U.S. National Democratic Institute
found that “Many women expressed a strong sense of support and relief knowing that
women’s organizations exist in Tunisia to help other women” (Borovsky and Ben Yahia
2012, 2). Respondents could not name many political figures but they could name
Maya Jribi, Bochra Bel Haj Hmida (ATFD member and feminist lawyer who later ran
under Nidaa Tounès ticket and won a parliamentary seat), Radhia Nasraoui (a human
rights lawyer married to Hamma Hammami, the head of the left-wing Front Populaire),
Salma Baccar (filmmaker and constituent assembly member representing the left-wing
Democratic Modernist Pole); they could also name former first lady Leila Trabelsi and
the Ennahda parliamentary member Mehrzieh Laabidi (Borovsky and Ben Yahia 2012,
6). Such knowledge on the part of ordinary Tunisian women is indicative of the influence
of prominent Tunisian women and the diffusion of the women’s rights agenda. The 2014
constitution gives Tunisian citizens an array of personal freedoms and social and political
rights, and one article stipulates that the state is responsible for actions to end violence
against women. After the presidential election of November 2014 and as the new govern-
ment ratified the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights and the
Rights of Women in Africa, President Beji Caid Essebsi paid tribute to Tunisian women,
saying he was “grateful to the Tunisian women for having supported his candidacy in the
presidential election by over one million votes.”8

In contrast, because Egyptian women’s gains had been recent and fragile, they became
the victim of a patriarchal backlash after the first democratic elections in fall 2011. Of the 9
women MPs in Egypt’s 498-person parliament (a 2% female share), 1 was from the Nour
party and wanted to undo the khul’a law (Khattab 2012). When women rallied for
women’s rights in Tahrir Square after the downfall of Mubarak, they were subjected to
serious harassment as well as violent sexual abuse; protesting women who were detained
had to undergo humiliating virginity tests.9 The situation remained fluid in Egypt for some
time; the Morsi government became very unpopular because of its authoritarian ten-
dencies as well as its inability to address the people’s major socio-economic concerns.
When renewed protests broke out, the military stepped in to force the Muslim Brother-
hood out of the political scene. This outcome was not surprising, given the longstanding
important political and economic role of Egypt’s military as well as the widespread con-
servative attitudes regarding the role of religion in public life, veiling, gender equality, and
married women and work.10

In Bahrain, Zainab al-Khawaja, a leading human rights campaigner, was detained on
numerous charges including insulting the King; and in October 2014, women’s rights
defender Ghada Jamsheer appeared before the Third Lower Criminal Court on charges
of defamation via Twitter. Jamsheer is the president of the Women’s Petition Committee,
a network of Bahraini women human rights defenders who campaign for the codification
of Bahrain’s family laws and their reform. In late January 2015, some 72 Bahrainis, Sunni
and Shia alike, were stripped of their citizenship “for harming the interests of the
Kingdom” (Esfandiari and Brodsky 2015; Gulf Center for Human Rights 2014).

Libyan women’s status was compromised after the violent overthrow of the Gadhafi
regime, when the state began to collapse following threats frommilitia, and when Islamists
and conservative groups sought to establish strict Islamic codes of conduct, including
gender segregation in public spaces. The growing security vacuum drastically affected
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the mobility and visibility of women and girls where, according to one survey conducted in
2011, 57% of women interviewed felt completely restricted in their movement, and
families feared for their safety in the absence of an institutionalized and functioning secur-
ity sector, drastically affecting female civic engagement (Abdulatif 2013, 2, 8). Supporters
of the Libyan revolt were embarrassed when the president of the National Transitional
Council (NTC) declared that Libya would revert to Sharia law, that polygamy would be
legalized, and that the women’s parliamentary quota would be withdrawn (Spellman-
Poots 2011). Under international pressure, the NTC revoked these statements and
moves, and the 2012 election law gave women a minimum of 10% of parliamentary
seats, but polygamy was reinstated in 2013 (Fetouri 2015). In the 2012 elections, 33
women constituting 17% of members of parliament were elected to the 200-member
General National Congress, but in the absence of a centralized state or political authority
there is no indication that they have had any influence on decision-making or any power
to set the agenda on political, social, or women’s rights issues. Meanwhile, Libya has
become a center of ISIS/ISIL activity.

Since 2011, Syrian women’s role in the armed uprising includes the creation of activist
networks such as “Syrian Women for the Syrian Revolt.” Over the past six years, however,
the women’s rights agenda has been suppressed by the rise of radical Islamist groups, and
women have been consistently marginalized by the Syrian opposition. Furthermore,
Syrian women have been subject to sexual and gender-based violence both inside and
outside Syria, particularly among refugee populations, and many young women have
been compelled to marry much older men – often from the Gulf sheikhdoms – in
order to avoid poverty and purported loss of honor in the refugee camps of neighboring
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey (Charles and Denman 2013; Ghazzawi 2014).11

In Yemen, although activist journalist Tawakkol Karman was bestowed a Nobel Peace
Prize in 2011 for human rights activism (shared with Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Leymah
Gbowee from Liberia), there is no evidence of prominent roles for women in Yemeni
society. Within the framework of the National Democratic Council, 6 out of the 23-
member body of its Preparatory Committee and 25% of the Communication/Outreach
Committee were women (Al-Sakkaf 2012). But the continued conflicts within the
country and weakness of the central government prevent women from achieving progress,
let alone legal and social equality. The Saleh government had been a partner in the U.S.
war on terror, and when another pro-U.S. government came to power in 2014, Shia-led
Houthi rebels forced it to resign. Subsequently, Saudi Arabia initiated military assaults
on Yemen, ostensibly to dislodge the Houthis but killing many civilians, including chil-
dren and women, and destroying infrastructure. Today, the situation in Yemen remains
tragic and prospects uncertain.

In summary, the setbacks in Bahrain, Libya, Syria, and Yemen resulted from the follow-
ing factors: pre-existing gender relations were patriarchal and women’s organizations and
mobilizations were weak; civil society was neither robust nor well organized; state insti-
tutions were more authoritarian, patriarchal, and militaristic; and international influences
and interventions had adverse or destructive effects.

In contrast, Tunisia benefited from a thriving civil society, even under conditions of
authoritarianism, with the presence of highly mobilized feminist groups, the UGTT, the
Tunisian Human Rights League, and many professional associations staffed by secular
and civic-minded people. It had several historic political parties, including leftist ones,
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wherein members of the country’s intelligentsia played prominent roles. Over the decades,
and in the absence of an overweening military, Tunisia developed a peaceful political
culture and a political class willing to be inclusive, to negotiate, and to compromise. As
a small country and non-oil economy that did not play a major role in the region,
Tunisia did not generate geopolitical interest on the part of the core countries and thus
was able to develop internally without undue external interference. Finally, the absence
of external intervention enabled the political revolution and the democratic transition
to proceed organically.

However, Tunisia faces serious risks and challenges. One concerns security: the spil-
lover effects from the chaos in Libya (refugees, including extremists on the border); more-
over, the emergence of Salafists and the large number of jihadists willing to fight in Syria or
with ISIS and create havoc in Tunisia. Another pertains to the economy, with its low pro-
ductivity, high unemployment, and loss of income from tourism and foreign investment.
Socio-economic stagnation is of particular concern given that expansive social rights were
demanded during the Arab Spring protests and enshrined in the 2014 Constitution. How
these risks and challenges are addressed and resolved by government, civil society organ-
izations, and the political parties remains to be seen, but it is clear that Tunisian women
and their organizations will be playing a prominent role.

Conclusions

On the eve of the Arab Spring protests, Moroccan and Tunisian women were active in
both civil society and political society, family law was more egalitarian than in other
Arab countries, and women’s organizations were semi-institutionalized. This is evidenced
by the data in Table 1. The legacy of state feminism in Tunisia and the capacity of Mor-
occan feminists to influence policy changes and legal reforms had a positive effect on the
gender dynamics of the Arab Spring protests in those two countries and on the gendered
political outcomes. The progression of factors identified in Figure 1 culminated most posi-
tively in Morocco and Tunisia. Indeed, of all the countries involved in or affected by the
Arab Spring, only Morocco and Tunisia appear to be on a path toward democratization, in
large part because of the achievements of the women’s rights movements in the two
countries. Conversely, the weakness of women’s rights movements in Egypt, Bahrain,
Libya, Syria, and Yemen, along with differences in military spending across the countries
reflected the masculinist nature of states and portended the kinds of roles that women
would have in the protests and afterwards. Gender relations, the legal status of female citi-
zens, and women’s mobilizations before the Arab Spring helped shape the nature of the
uprisings in each of our seven cases, and constitute a compelling explanatory factor for
the divergent outcomes of the Arab Spring.

Notes

1. See, for example, Singerman (2013); Khalil (2014b); and contributions to the special issue of
Journal of North African Politics, vol. 18, no. 2 (March 2014).

2. Personal interview, Tunis, March 12, 2015.
3. For details, see relevant chapters in Kelly and Breslin (2010).
4. Aicha Belarbi was state secretary for foreign affairs in the Abdelrahman Yousefi government

of 1998–2002 and later ambassador to the European Union; she is a founder of the Moroccan
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Organization of Human Rights. Nouzha Skalli of the PPS was elected to parliament in 2002
and in 2007 became minister of Solidarity, Women, Family, and Social Development.

5. This allows a woman to initiative a divorce, though she forfeits her right to any remaining
dower/brideprice/mahr.

6. The World Economic Forum’s 2013 Global Gender Gap Report index ranks high-income
Bahrain at 112th – below many low-income countries.

7. Dr Shaaban (Ph.D. English literature, University of Warwick, UK) is the Syrian female
counterpart to the U.K.’s Theresa May (when she was cabinet minister), and to such U.S. gov-
ernment spokeswomen as Hillary Clinton, Susan Rice, Condoleeza Rice, and Samantha
Power. She is the author of Both Left-Handed and Right-Handed: Arab Women Talk
about Their Lives (Indiana University Press, 1988, 2009, 2nd ed.), Voices Revealed: Arab
Women Novelists 1898–2000 (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2009), and Damascus
Diary: An Inside Account of Hafez al-Assad’s Peace Diplomacy 1999–2000 (Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2012). For her view of the Arab uprisings and of Western influence in the
region, see http://www.commondreams.org/views/2011/02/23/wave-liberation-revolutions-
sweep-arab-world-no-room-western-hypocrisy; other interviews are available at http://wn.
com/bouthaina_shaaban.

8. Tunis-Afrique Presse, 31 January 2015.
9. This matter was discussed at a panel discussion on sexual violence in Tahrir Square and the

new campaigns to highlight the problem, at Conference on Gender Rights and Constitutional
Reform in the Arab Region, Lebanese American University, Beirut, Lebanon, 24 June 2014.
(Author notes.)

10. See, for example, findings for Egypt from the 2010 Pew Global Attitudes Project: “Gender
equality universally embraced, but inequalities acknowledged” (19 countries in global
north and south) (www.pewglobal.org; see also Moaddel et al. 2013).

11. A number of documentary films have highlighted the difficult decision of refugee Syrian
parents to marry off their daughters.
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