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Women in the Arab Spring 
Lara Said Kabbout 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

 

What are the root causes of gender inequality in the Arab region? Are corrupt and 

incompetent regimes responsible for the historic subjugation of Arab women? The Arab 

Spring appears to have presented an opportunity to end corrupt regimes and pave the 

way for an era of freedom and equality, which women’s rights advocates have long 

pursued. This thesis examines the question of whether the Arab Spring, in which 

Islamists in many countries rose to power, has positively impacted the status of women 

in the region. A comparative pre-post research study is conducted in order to reveal the 

impact of Arab Spring on the status of women in Egypt and Syria. Various gender status 

indicators are utilized to measure the impact. Findings are triangulated by relying on 

surveys and personal interviews with women leaders in both countries. The results 

indicate significant deterioration in the status of women since 2011. Moreover, 

possibilities and political alternatives concerned with the future of Arab women are 

briefly discussed.  
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“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights” 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 1) 
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Chapter One 

 

The Introduction 

 

 
1.1 Why Women in the Arab Spring? 

Much has been said about the Arab Spring. The protests that broke out in Tunisia 

in December 2010 and afterwards spread into many other Arab countries attracted the 

attention of many political and social researchers and activists. They identified many 

elements of these massive yet spontaneous movements in need of analysis in order to 

understand their causes, and more importantly their impacts. One very important aspect 

of these protests is their impact on the status of women in the region. Arab women in 

general have long faced discrimination in Arab countries and from very early on the 

effects of the Arab Spring on women’s rights and social status have been under scrutiny.  

Not only did women participate directly in demonstrations, but many took the 

initiative to lead and organize protests, as well as participating in cyber activism. As a 

result, women’s role in the Arab Spring was undoubtedly significant. However, as 

Islamist groups and parties took the reins of power in many of the countries that 

experienced upheavals, many expressed worries about the status of Arab women 

(Bertrand, 2013). 

Egypt and Syria have always been two of the most politically influential 

countries in the Arab world. Both states became unstable at the beginning of the Arab 

Spring, and neither has come anywhere close to fully recovering. The substantial 
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involvement of Islamists in the political and military struggle in these two countries is a 

key factor in their continuing instability. Moreover, the significant role of women in the 

revolutions in these two countries, along with the effects of the revolutions upon one 

another, makes Egypt and Syria a particularly interesting model for our study. Their 

geographical locations in different continents, also makes our research more 

comprehensive.  

1.2 Historical Status of Women in Egypt and Syria 

A wide variety of factors shape the role of women as prescribed by Islam. The 

various schools of Sharia law expound various rights and duties, but even the most 

exacting of these interpretations is not exhaustive. The life of Muslim women is 

generally guided by Islamic laws working in conjunction with cultural norms and 

traditions which vary greatly between regions (Baffoun, 1982). The majority of Arab 

countries have adopted religious courts to deal with family law, distinguishing it from 

civil law. These courts typically give women the status of minors. However, adoption of 

Islam by the state doesn’t always have a negative impact on women’s rights, as 

evidenced by the case of Tunisia, where polygamy was prohibited pre-Arab Spring 

(Michalak, 2013). 

Women in Egypt constitute nearly half of the population. In 2012, the female 

population was estimated to be 49.79% according to the World Bank (The World Bank, 

2012). Veiling and gender separation in public places have historically been common 

practices throughout Egypt. However, women’s rights have historically developed with 

the change of regimes. In 1956, Jamal Abdul Nasser won the presidential election and a 



3 
 

new constitution was approved. The Egyptian Constitution recognized gender equality 

and gave women the right to vote. Women began to appear in the public sphere and the 

subject of gender equality was widely discussed in a wide variety of cultural media, 

ranging from films to songs. In 1959, women got the same rights to men with regards to 

wages and compensation (Osman, 2012). 

Abdul Nasser was well-known for encouraging policies that favored women’s 

rights and prohibiting gender discrimination, and he did so in hope that women would 

support him in his construction of a new socialist society. He used education as a means 

of achieving the unification and development of Egypt. In 1962, Abdul Nasser declared 

that women “should be freed from all social barriers”, and women’s participation in 

public life began to increase. They joined the Egyptian parliament and started their own 

businesses. Hekmat Abu Zeid was the first woman to serve as Minister of Social Affairs 

in Egypt. Moreover, women were frequently chosen as representatives and prominent 

employees. The percentage of women in education continued to grow until it equalled 

that of men (Osman, 2012). After Abdul Nasser’s death in October 1970, Sadat 

succeeded him as president of Egypt. Sadat was influenced by Islamists movements 

which Abdul Nasser had clearly rejected. Women’s rights deteriorated under his rule, 

ultimately compelling women to launch a new battle to reclaim them. Sadat regime was 

characterized by policies that discriminated against women. Following the assassination 

of Anwar Sadat in 1981, Hosni Mubarak became the President of Egypt. Mubarak’s rule 

has had extensive effects on the functioning of Egyptian society and politics (Sullivan, 

1986). Under Mubarak, Egyptian women’s access to education and ability to sue for 

divorce was made far easier. However, sexual harassment continued to take place behind 

closed doors. In other words, Egyptian society turned a blind eye to rampant sexual 
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violence. Women’s ability to move freely and their right to legal protection were not 

addressed under the Mubarak regime, and harassment was not considered a legal offence 

(Abdelhadi, 2008). 

 

With regards to the status of women in Syria, they have had the formal right to 

vote since 1949. However, the lack of democracy under the Assad regime meant that 

this right was of little substantive value. The ruling Ba’ath party suppressed opposition 

groups and only allowed Ba’ath members to run in elections. As a result, women in 

Syria were unable to effectively participate in political decision making during the four 

decades of Assad’s rule. Moreover, the Syrian culture is extensively influenced by 

Islamic values and is generally a patriarchal society. These facts further restricted 

women’s ability to be genuinely involved in many aspects of life, especially politics 

(Charles & Denman, 2012). 

On the eve of the Syrian revolution, despite the promulgation of some more 

traditional laws such as defining a marriage contract as an agreement between the groom 

and the bride’s father, Syrian women had far more extensive legal rights than most of 

the other Arab women. For example, with regards to divorce, Syrian women have the 

right to retain custody of children until they are fifteen years old. Furthermore, married 

women can hand over the Syrian nationality to their children, a right which is not 

enjoyed by many of their Arab counterparts (Charles & Denman, 2012, p. 203).  

However, the status of women in both Syria and Egypt has changed radically 

over the course of the Arab Spring. For example, sexual harassment was rife in the 

crowds of the numerous massive protests that took place in Egypt since 2011 (Caspani, 
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2013). In Syria, the military conflict has forced many Syrians to flee from their homes. 

This, along with severe economic deterioration has left millions of Syrian women in 

miserable conditions. Indeed, a recent poll by Thomson Reuters (2013) on the state of 

women’s rights in Arab countries three years after beginning of the revolts indicates that 

of the states which were part of the Arab Spring, Syria and Egypt are now the two worst  

places for women (see Figure 1.1 below). 
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Figure 1.1 Women’s rights in the Arab World
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1.3 Examining Women’s Ways Forward 

Women constitute around half of the population, so the effects of the Arab 

Spring on this vast group cannot be underestimated. If the uprisings empower women, 

and help them to undertake effective and beneficial roles in their families and 

communities, this will undoubtedly have a positive impact on the growth of these 

nations as a whole. Conversely, should subjugation and discrimination continue, this can 

only contribute to the underdevelopment of these nations. The Arab Spring initially bore 

the promise of a better, more liberal future for Arabs; a future of prosperity, 

development, and freedom (Mabrouk, 2012). However, this cannot happen if half of the 

population continues to be subjected to discrimination and harassment. Thus, it follows 

that in order to fully understand the impact of these uprisings and their potential 

implications for society, we must examine the status of women and their rights in light 

of the Arab Spring in general, and in Egypt and Syria specifically. 

This paper examines contemporary real-life situations and employs several 

different methods and ideas to analyze how the Arab Spring has altered the situation for 

women. It presents several economic, social, cultural and political indicators which can 

help to understand the extent to which women have been empowered or disenfranchised.  

These factors are then used to evaluate the status of women prior to and during the 

revolutions of the Arab Spring. 

A large number of analysts specializing in the region identify a direct link 

between Islamists’ rise to power and the deterioration of Arab women’s rights 

(Fairweather, 2008). They assert that Islamists' conservativism, along with their 
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orthodox and often puritanical interpretations of religious texts leads them to restrict 

women's public role, maintain their legal weakness, and impose gender discrimination 

(Fairweather, 2008). 

 

Himelfarb (2011), a veteran Washington journalist, has extensively criticized the 

American government for its failure to publicly denounce what he calls the rising 

Islamists’ anti-Western, anti-pluralism, and anti-women rights statements and actions. 

 

Namazie (2011) believes that the only way for women to ensure their rights’ 

explicit preservation is for the state to become fully secular. In the speech at the 

International Conference ‘Islam in Western Countries’ which was held in Turin, she 

criticizes “any attempts to promote ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ versions of Islam and Islamism”. 

Instead, she argues isolated and removed from the public sphere. Instead, the focus 

ought to be on combating substantive cases of suffering caused by oppressive 

interpretations, and how it can be used to positively reshape politics in numerous 

countries especially those having a Muslim majority.  

 

Other researchers disagree. For instance, Dr. Isobel Coleman, a senior fellow for 

U.S. Foreign Policy at the Council on Foreign Relations and director of the Council's 

Women and Foreign Policy program, argues that the movement of Islamists into politics 

is actually changing their attitude towards women (Fairweather, 2008). She believes that 

potential transition is driven by the Islamists’ need to appeal to female voters, and their 

desire to improve their image in the minds of other segments of society. Abdellatif and 

Ottaway (2007) also suggest that Arab women and Islamic parties can cooperate in a 
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way that would benefit both sides. Islamists need women voters for their democratic 

quest for power, and they also need to disprove claims that Islamists pose a danger to 

women. As a result, having women in their ranks will no doubt benefit them. At the 

same time women can operate from within the Islamist movements and as a result 

influence policies without the risk of being accused of pursuing a western agenda. 

 

1.4 Research Plan 

The research approach is based on semi-structured interviews and literature 

collection in order to assess post-Arab Spring attitudes, opinions, and behavior. This 

analytical and empirical project utilizes survey based data collection approach along 

with to existing data to triangulate the analysis.  It targets a sample of men and women 

from different Arab states via Skype calling, with a view to describing what people feel 

or think about the subject of women and their rights. To simplify, it is a one-shot post-

research design because it is confined to a single time-period that covers the first three 

years following the 2011 revolutions. 

 

The research methodology requires gathering relevant data and facts from the 

specified documents and analyzing them in order to construct a critical evaluation of the 

subject. It is located within a particular social, cultural, and historical context. There is a 

heavy reliance on historical and comparative researches in order to analyze women’s 

experiences in different societies during the Arab Spring. Descriptive analysis is used in 

order to depict the status of women in the Arab world. Furthermore, this feminist and 

cultural research discusses gender and identity issues being shaped by the Arab Spring. 
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In addition to survey data collected by Skype calling, additional data is collected 

from credible newspaper articles, interviews, reports, books, and social media, including 

documented events as well as theoretical arguments. Live interviews are carried out with 

women from different Arab universities, mainly from Egypt and Syria during the “WEP 

GENDER COURSE” workshop (Nordic-Arab Network of Research on Women’s 

Empowerment) which was held in Jordan, to further explore the research question.  

Observations related to Arab women are conducted using various techniques and 

methods. Questions are designed to give respondents the opportunity to express their 

thoughts on what they consider to be the most pressing issues for women and the factors 

that most affected women in their countries. Recent research on intercultural 

communication and interview design is discussed to validate collected data. 

This research investigates the actual impact that the rise of Islamic movements 

had on Arab women in their struggle to preserve their rights and further develop their 

stance as active and effective members of their communities. Other questions are raised 

and possible answers are provided. For example, did the Arab Spring give women a 

platform to express their demands, anxieties, and views? Do they now receive more 

attention? Is it still too soon to evaluate the influence of the Arab Spring on women’s 

rights? (Haerens & Zott, 2013) A tabulated comparison of the views and attitudes of 

different Arab women in Egypt and Syria indicates that in certain areas the Arab Spring 

may have been a strong determinant of both positive and negative change. Comparative 

country analysis shows both advances and setbacks.  
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The next chapter is a review of the literature concerning the implications of the 

Arab Spring for women. These reviews illustrate the theories and methods that previous 

researchers have used as a framework for their research.  

 

In chapter three, the research methodologies are used to examine the discussion 

surrounding the question of how the so-called Arab Spring affected women. This chapter 

introduces the methods and tools employed to collect and analyze the data. It sketches 

the question-and-answer dialogue used, in order to criticize and evaluate different 

practices and ways of thinking. After comparing respondents’ thoughts and actions, 

possible conclusions can be established. 

 

Chapter four offers an overview of the economic, social, cultural and political 

indicators related to women’s empowerment in Egypt and Syria. It examines a wide 

variety of indicators, including: the extent of women’s representation in politics and civil 

society, the role of cultural factors with the potential to restrict women’s full 

participation in society, women’s financial independence, discrimination against women 

with regards to property rights and employment, the reasons for women accepting 

undesirable marriages and avoiding divorce, and the most dangerous forms of violence 

against women such as marital rape, child marriages, female genital mutilation, and 

human trafficking. This entails gathering and processing related data from a wide variety 

of sources in order to analyze the facts and accurately characterize the influence of the 

Arab Spring had on the social position of women.  
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Finally, the last chapter offers a summary of the research findings. Further 

suggestions concerning the improvement of the status of women in the relevant 

countries is also provided. 
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Chapter Two 

       Literature review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Reporters who closely followed the events of the Arab Spring often noted the 

substantial participation of women in many of the uprisings. Haleh Esfandiari, the 

director of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, asserts that women 

played a key role in the demonstrations of 2011 in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Bahrain, 

and other Arab Spring countries. “During the uprisings, there was no gender segregation 

among the demonstrators—not in Cairo’s Tahrir Square, Manama’s Pearl Square, nor on 

the streets of Tunis, Sana’a, and Tripoli. Women and men stood side by side, marched 

together, protected each other from government forces, and were united in calling for 

reform and regime change” Esfandiari affirmed (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012). 

 

Many different, often conflicting arguments and studies have been presented to 

explain both the factors that pushed women to contribute so extensively to the Arab 

Spring, and the extent to which they benefitted from it. Shirin Ebadi, an Iranian Lawyer 

and Activist, believes that gender discrimination in the Arab world was the driving force 

behind the major role women played during the Arab Spring. She argued that the so-

called Arab Spring has not yet begun, and substantive social change will not begin until 

women achieve equal rights (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012). 
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Noor Al Jehani, the executive Director of the Doha International Institute for 

Family Studies and Development (DIIFSD), claimed that the Arab Spring’s effect 

on women is complicated. The revolution was supposed to lead to gender equality, while 

instead most women are facing more extensive discrimination and violence. Al Jehani 

argued that the Arab Spring is still an ongoing process and the reforms are still 

incomplete, especially with regards to gender equality. The World Economic Forum’s 

Global Gender Gap Index ranks countries in terms of women’s participation in 

economy, education, health and politics: countries such as Turkey, Egypt, Syria 

and Yemen were some of the worst amongst the 135 countries studied (United Nations, 

2013). 

 

Rola Dashti, a Kuwaiti government minister, noted that Arab women did not 

isolate themselves during the 2011 revolution. On the contrary, they were fighting in the 

same boat allied with Arab men in their struggle. Dashti argued that women are 

disappointed with the effects of the Arab Spring so far. Women are almost completely 

absent from positions in the new governments and parliaments, and their social position 

continues to deteriorate. Dashti described the Arab Spring for women as the “spring 

without flowers” (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012). 

 

This research paper analyzes two contradictory hypotheses. The first claims that 

the recent Arab Spring events opened a window of opportunity that will eventually lead 

to the improvement of the status of women, while the second claims that the Arab 

Spring has only contributed to its deterioration. This second hypothesis is based on the 
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claim that the uprisings cannot benefit women while Islamists are in power, since 

democracy and political Islam are genuinely incompatible. 

 

2.2 Overview of the Arab Spring 

What follows is a short comparison of most of the countries affected by the Arab 

Spring. Tunisia, which was one of the most secular Arab states before the Islamist 

Ennahda party won elections in 2011, scored highest with regards to it’s respect for 

women’s rights, mainly due to the introduction of the Code of Personal Status in 1956 

(Charrad, 2007). Before the Arab Spring, Tunisia supported women’s rights. These 

rights included: access to contraceptives and abortions, marital and divorce rights, a 

minimum marriage age, the right to vote, the prohibition of the veil or headscarf. 

However, the most important aspect of the code of Personal Status that differentiated 

Tunisia from other Arab countries was the abolishment of polygamy (Charrad & 

Zarrugh, 2013). 

During the 2011 Tunisian protests, women of all socio-economic classes and 

generations took part in the demonstrations. They led and organized the protests through 

cyber activism and social media (Beardsley, 2011). After the revolution, however, new 

rules and laws were implemented; polygamy became legal, and Tunisia's first free 

elections required alternation between male and female candidates. Increasingly, women 

have come under pressure to be veiled. There have been several cases of young Tunisian 

Muslim girls being moved to Syria to serve sexually in what is known as jihad al nikah. 

In the new assembly which formed in 2011, forty nine women gained seats, forty two of 

which are members of Ennahda Islamist party (Byrne 2011). 
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In Libya, where laws concerning family and women were largely inspired by 

Islamic laws before the Arab Spring, polygamy was legal but limited and rare. Women 

had access to education but were largely excluded from politics and dissuaded from 

wearing the veil. During the 2011 protests, they transported medication and weapons to 

the rebels. They led and organized protests through social media, such as Facebook, 

YouTube, flickr, twitter, mobile phones, and blogs. “There is one part of the narrative 

that everyone seems to agree on: women were a crucial motivating factor in the midst of 

the struggle for freedom. Whether it was the hundreds of Libyan women who traveled 

with the men to the frontlines to form makeshift kitchens or the women positioned inside 

Qaddafi strongholds who smuggled guns and information, women carved out a space for 

their participation” (Omar, 2011). After the revolution, the situation for women became 

unclear, but one of the first announcements made by the interim government suggested 

that all laws that contravene Sharia law would be canceled and polygamy would become 

legal. A draft law ensuring women's quota in parliament had failed (Oliver, 2012). 

However, an electoral law mandated that each list must alternate between male and 

female candidates in order to ensure that women would be nominated. Women won 

thirty-three of the two hundred seats in the 2012 parliamentary elections (Langhi, 2012). 

Despite their successful participation in politics, women still face barriers to achieving 

leadership positions and participating in the public sphere. Taking care of the children, 

home, and family remains their primary responsibility (Caspani, 2013). 

In Saudi Arabia, there was no education gap prior to the Arab Spring, but 

because of the absence of an elected parliament, women’s political participation and 

representation was negligible. Saudi law requires women to have the consent of a male 
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guardian in order to travel, work, own property, open a bank account, or even undergo 

medical surgery.
 
It was the only country where women cannot drive, or even ride a 

bicycle. Like Libya, the Saudi law is based on the Islamic Sharia. The Islamic law 

allows women to work on condition that it does not influence their primary 

responsibility of taking care of their children and their household. Saudi women are 

required to wear a veil which covers their face (Balaa, n.d.).  

The Arab Spring and media may have played a critical role in influencing the 

development of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia. Since 2015, women in Saudi Arabia 

will have the right to vote and to hold office in the Kingdom’s Shura Council. 

Furthermore, they will have the right to work in various sectors without approval from 

their male relatives. Saudi Arabia has also recently passed a law criminalizing domestic 

violence (Begum, 2013). On October 26, 2013, the "Women2Drive" campaign 

supported Saudi women’s protests calling for their right to drive. Many women drove 

and published online videos in defiance of the ban (Bager, 2013). 

The Arab Spring also changed the face of two of the most influential leading 

Arab countries, Egypt and Syria. These two Arab Spring countries in particular have 

long played key roles in shaping the political image of the whole region. Further study 

regarding the case of these two countries is appealing for two main reasons. Their 

stability, as well as the regional power and influence that these two countries wielded in 

the latter half of the 20
th

 century prior to the Arab uprisings, makes them the most 

appropriate case-studies in order to better understand what drove the Arab Spring. The 

also may give us some indication as to the impact of the Arab Spring on the region as a 

whole. Furthermore, the Arab Spring has had a cataclysmic effect on women in Egypt 

http://ideas.time.com/contributor/jasmine-bager/
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and Syria. Observers have recently drawn attention to the dramatically deteriorating 

conditions facing the citizens of these two countries, with women bearing a 

disproportionate share of these sufferings. 

 

2.2.1 Women in Egypt before 2011  

Prior to the revolutions, women’s rights in Egypt evolved with the change of 

regimes. Egyptian traditions generally implied having as little contact as possible 

between the two genders. Veiling and gender separation in public places have always 

been common practices throughout Egypt (Guenena & Wassef, 1999). However, the 

period of Jamal Abdul Nasser’s rule was famous for promoting policies that favored 

women’s rights and restricted all kinds of gender based discrimination, while 

simultaneously continuing to discourage the political representation of women (Guenena 

& Wassef, 1999, 26). On the other hand, the Sadat and Mubarak regimes were 

characterized by policies that discriminated against women, and in the case of the 

former, the policies catered to Islamists.  

The Egyptian Center for Women's rights (ECWR) claimed that in 2008, 83% of 

women, including those wearing the veil, had been sexually harassed in Egypt, and 65% 

of men asserted that they had harassed women (Estrin, 2011). Harassment is not the only 

form of sexual abuse that Egyptian women have been suffering - most women in Egypt 

are subjected to female genital mutilation (FGM), otherwise known as female 

circumcision. The process involves the partial removal of the external sexual organs and 

it is sometimes carried out using a knife or a blade without any anesthesia (El-Zanaty et 

al., 1996, p. 171). Egyptian women, in particular the non-working, condone this 
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procedure and consider it a “good tradition” with multiple advantages (El-Zanaty et al., 

1996, p. 172). The Egypt Demographic and Health Survey (EDHS) performed in 2000 

suggested that 97% of married women have been circumcised. According to the EDHS, 

the main reasons behind Female Genital Mutilation were cultural, religious, and based 

on a common belief that it is better for personal hygiene (Tag-Eldin et al., 2008). In 

2003, a different study prepared by the Egyptian Ministry of Health and Population 

concluded that more than 69% of the total circumcised married women do not object to 

this procedure being performed on their daughters. 

2.2.2 Egyptian Women at the heart of the Arab Spring Revolutions 

During the 2011 protests, women were leading and organizing demonstrations 

through cyber activism. Women joined the revolution as activists, protesters, and 

frontline fighters. However, the number of cases of reported sexual harassment cases in 

public squares and streets rose exponentially, to a large degree committed by security 

forces and men who were opposed to women participating in the protests. Consequently, 

this violence created an atmosphere of fear amongst women in the Tahrir Square. For 

instance, a video showing military force soldiers stripping a woman’s top off and 

stamping on her chest, while other men held her on the ground caused 10,000 women to 

demonstrate in Cairo in December 2011 (The guardian, 2012). Mona Eltahawy, a well-

known Egyptian journalist, claimed that she was sexually assaulted and hit by Egyptian 

security forces while reporting the protests in Egypt. "5 or 6 surrounded me, groped and 

prodded my breasts, grabbed my genital area and I lost count how many hands tried to 

get into my trousers," she claimed (Eltahawy, 2011). 
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Mob attacks were widespread in 2011. These mob attacks started in 2006 but 

they did not gain much attention. However, as of 2011, attacks have become more 

visible and aggressive with the new government. Women of a wide variety of different 

ages have been grabbed, beaten, assaulted and possibly raped in Tahrir Square (Aumeer, 

2012). However, this statistical rise may be in part due to the fact that women are more 

likely to report cases of sexual assault.  

Moushira Khattab, a former Minister of Family and Population in Egypt, 

recognized the decisive role that Egyptian women played in the 2011 revolution. 

Women and men were united, and together they called for political and social change. 

Afterwards, this partnership was broken, and women were mistreated and abused in the 

Tahrir Square, the same place where they were calling for freedom, dignity, and 

equality. Khattab asks: “With religious parties controlling it, the question becomes: Will 

this parliament be willing and able to produce a constitution that guarantees equal rights 

to all Egyptians regardless of gender or religion?” (Heideman & Youssef, 2012) 

 

Following the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, President Mohamed Morsi won the 

2012 presidential elections. Morsi was one of the most important members of the 

Islamist Muslim Brotherhood movement and the ex-president of an Islamic political 

party called the Freedom and Justice Party. Shahira (2011) describes the tasks the 

Muslim Sisterhood, the Muslim Brotherhood female section, performed in contributing 

to the foundation of the Freedom and Justice Party and convincing new members to join 

this party in April 2011. However, Morsi’s rule was marked by many controversies and 

ultimately ended in failure, as his new administration failed to bring prosperity to the 
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majority of the Egyptian population. By April 2013, millions of Egyptians demonstrated 

against Morsi, resulting in the division of Egypt into two rival groups: Morsi and 

Islamist followers on one hand, and moderates mainly on the other. On 3 July 2013, 

Morsi was ousted and imprisoned with nearly all of the Muslim Brotherhood leaders. 

Jenny Montasir (2013) expresses worries regarding the status of women in 

Egypt, in light of the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise to power. She believes that the Morsi 

regime caused setbacks for women on many levels during the first year of his 

presidency. Two prominent examples were the promulgation of a constitution that did 

not explicitly recognize women’s rights and gender equality, and perhaps more tellingly 

the act of removing the pictures of unveiled women from school-books. As a result, 

Montasir recognizes the need for women to be innovative in their methods for achieving 

equality and recognition of their rights, in light of the new political facts. Mervat 

Tallawy (cited in Montasir, 2013) insists that the movement for women’s liberation will 

not stop no matter how much the ruling party attempts to suppress them. “We are not 

desperate. In Egypt… the fall of the existing system will be because of women. They 

don’t sit at all. Their voice is raised at demonstrations, signing petitions – they are 

everywhere. We will not accept the situation. We will fight it until the end. Either they 

will put us in jail or they will change their attitudes.”  

The United Nations unit working for the empowerment of women announced 

that 99.3% of Egyptian women had been sexually harassed in 2013. In January of the 

same year, the Human Rights Watch (HRW) declared that nineteen women had 

experienced mob sexual assaults. Ninety-one sexual attacks were reported to have 

occurred between 30 June and 3 July 2013. It should also be noted that the attackers 
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were preventing women from publicly taking part in the protests (Human Rights Watch, 

2013). Ramy Aly (cited in Caspani, 2013), the editorial consultant for an Egyptian TV 

program, noted that the harassers blame women for dressing inappropriately. Aly 

discussed many factors that encourage sexual harassment. These mainly include high 

unemployment rates that lead to difficulty in getting married and so sexual frustration, 

poverty, as well as a traditional image of woman that limits them to only taking care of 

children and the household (Caspani, 2013). 

During the 2013 revolution, Stoter (2013) revealed that women continued to 

experience difficulties while taking part in the protests, especially with the government’s 

desperate efforts to stop these from happening. However, women believed that men’s 

violence should not stop them from participating and ensuring that their voices were 

heard. Moreover, non-governmental and non-political groups such as Tahrir Bodyguard 

group played a significant role during the protests by protecting women from assaults. In 

November 2013, seven women were punished and fourteen went to jail because they 

were found gathering and holding weapons at the protests (El Sirgany, 2013). 

On 12 November 2013, a poll of gender experts by Thomson Reuters Foundation 

concluded that “sexual harassment, high rates of female genital cutting and a surge in 

violence and Islamist feeling after the Arab Spring uprisings have made Egypt the worst 

country in the Arab world to be a woman”. The poll gives a complete image of the 

situation of Arab women’s rights three years after the events of 2011, after measuring 

different aspects that affected women and their rights. Egypt scored the worst in almost 

all categories. Discriminatory laws, forced marriages, high rates of female genital 

mutilation and sexual harassment, increasing violence against women, low rates of 



23 
 

female participation, lack of women’s rights in the constitution, and the rejection of the 

quota system are all factors that made Egypt the worst Arab state with respect to women 

in 2013 (Boros, 2013). 

According to the United Nations Refugees International, many Egyptian women 

have been left widowed, displaced, or exposed to kidnapping and rape. The instability 

and conflict has extensively affected women, in addition to the increase of domestic 

violence. "The social acceptability of everyday sexual harassment affects every woman 

in Egypt regardless of age, professional or socio-economic background, marriage status, 

dress or behavior", said Noora Flinkman, the project manager at a Cairo-based rights 

group that fights against sexual violence. Flinkman added that "it limits women's 

participation in public life. It affects their safety and security, their sense of worth, self-

confidence and health" (cited in Boros, 2013). 

Boros (2013) believes that the Arab Spring was a major setback for women’s 

rights in Egypt. The revolution offered women the promise of equal rights, but this is a 

promise which still yet to be fulfilled. "We removed the Mubarak from our presidential 

palace but we still have to remove the Mubarak who lives in our minds and in our 

bedrooms," Egyptian journalist Mona El Tahawy said. "As the miserable poll results 

show, we women need a double revolution, one against the various dictators who've 

ruined our countries and the other against a toxic mix of culture and religion that ruin 

our lives as women." 

Unlike Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the third worst country in the poll, has witnessed 

some improvements. Women in Saudi Arabia have more employment chances and a 
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greater public voice than other Arab countries, though Saudi Arabia is the only country 

that forbids women from driving (Boros, 2013). Moreover, in Arab states such as 

Tunisia and Libya, female representation in parliaments and government increased in the 

post-revolution period due to the alternative electoral law which mandates that each list 

must alternate between male and female candidates in order to ensure that women were 

elected (Coleman, 2013). 

Coleman (2013) argued that women’s participation in the Egyptian parliament 

might not reflect a boost in respect for women’s rights. For instance, half of the female 

representatives in the last Egyptian parliament belonged to the Islamist Freedom and 

Justice Party. However, Coleman stated that this could be seen as a remarkable step 

forward, because it is a means to increasing female political participation. In other 

words, “Having a voice at the table – even if it is quiet – can be better than having no 

voice at all” (Coleman, 2013). 

Likewise, Haas & Lesch (2013) hold that the change in Egypt is a process that 

takes place gradually over a long period of time. The uprisings over the course of the 

past three years were only small steps towards a huge revolution in the future. They 

argue that the case of Egypt is a very complicated one, in which change and stability 

need a lot of time to be attained. Moreover, the people will continue to demonstrate in 

order to reach their goal of a fair and democratic society that supports gender equality. 

Montasir (2013), on the other hand, observes that women in Egypt must not only 

face a political challenge, but also a cultural one. Feminist organizations must reach out 

to a wider array of social classes, especially in rural areas where women are in need of 
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more assistance, but whose problems cannot be resolved by national policy but rather by 

small-scale communal change. Moreover, a global vision must be achieved that focuses 

on media campaigns and education reformation. The way in which men are raised in 

Arab societies should also be reassessed and efforts must be made to change how they 

see women (Montasir, 2013). 

2.2.3 Women in Syria before 2011  

The ability for effective political participation was minimal for most women in 

Syria during the four decades under the Assad regime. Moreover, the Syrian culture is to 

a large extent influenced by Islamic values and is generally a patriarchal culture. This 

fact has further restricted women’s ability to be genuinely involved in many aspects of 

life, especially politics (Charles & Denman, 2012). 

Other challenges that face Arab women in general, and especially Syrian women, 

with regards to politics and decision making include: cultural expectations that women 

often find hard to resist, gender discrimination in childhood where girls are taught that 

they have different duties and rights to boys, low confidence levels, and a lack of 

productive interaction between organizations concerned with women’s issues (Al 

Maaitah et al, 2011:15). It seems that most women in Syria have adapted to the role that 

has been allocated to their gender - to stay in and manage their households. Any further 

interest or participation in social or political activity seems almost unnatural for women 

in Syria. 

 

Both the law of personal status and the criminal code in Syria are discriminatory 

towards women on certain issues relating to marriage and inheritance. Moreover, a law 
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that was implemented in the 1960s prevents children having a Syrian mother and a non-

Syrian father from holding the Syrian nationality (Human Rights Watch, 2012). 

However, a new counter law was later drafted to allow the passing on of nationality 

from mother to children. It must also be noted that Syrian women gained numerous 

rights that other Arab women still lack. Firstly, the Syrian constitution recognizes 

equality between the two genders. When marital disagreements occur for example, 

Syrian women have the right to keep their children until they are fifteen. As for the right 

of education, there is negligible difference between the sexes with regards to completing 

school and university education, in a country that boasts very high literacy levels among 

its citizens. Indicators concerned with literacy rates and work score very high for women 

in Syria (CIA, 2013). However, the patriarchal nature of the Syrian society, as well as 

other factors discussed earlier, present a sizable obstacle which hinders Syrian women’s 

ability to make effective use of their education and invest their knowledge in work, or in 

the socio-political domain. Moreover, women in Syria generally wear outfits that 

resemble those worn in the west (Charles & Denman, 2012). 

 

2.2.4 Women in the Syrian Conflict 

The revolts in Syria started in March 2011 as an attempt to overthrow the Assad 

regime. Hafez Al Assad had been ruling Syria for several decades before Bashar 

succeeded him. Many saw in Bashar an open minded and educated man who intended to 

modernize Syria and slowly transition to a democracy. Bashar indeed performed some 

social and economic reforms in the first years of his presidency and created an 

atmosphere of political openness, accompanied with announcing “amnesties to political 

prisoners of all persuasions, licensing of private newspapers, a shake-up of the state-
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controlled media apparatus, provision of political forums and salons in which open 

criticism and dissent were tolerated”. However, despite this he postponed any political 

restructuring due to his belief that such step is more complex and requires more time. 

Another reason, some believe, was the influence of elements of the old regime that had 

been present during the rule of Hafez Al Assad. These figures warned Bashar that the 

growing power of the prodemocracy groups would eventually topple the current regime 

if the state of openness and freedom continued (Haas & Lesch, 2013).   

 

Syrians were encouraged by the outcome of uprisings they witnessed in other 

Arab Spring countries such as Egypt and Tunisia, where protests alone were sufficient to 

topple the regime. While they hoped to emulate the same successful journey, this was 

not to be the case. The peaceful demonstrations were met with a brutally violent 

crackdown by the Syrian armed forces. In response, the Free Syrian Army was 

assembled, mainly from Syrian army defectors, in order to protect these demonstrations 

and defend civilians from the attacks (Charles & Denman, 2012). 

 

At first, women’s participation in the revolts was clear. A large number of 

women protested in the streets of Banias against the imprisonment of their male relatives 

by the regime forces. Moreover, Syrian women formed small groups to raise money, 

food, and supplies for suffering families in areas that had been severely impacted by the 

conflict. “In some cases, Syrian women alone interrupted the Arab League patrols and 

took inspectors to meet affected families when the security forces attempted to mislead 

the monitors and take them to pro-regime inhabited areas” (Roman, 2012). However, as 
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the ferocity of the war increased and women were being raped and civilians wounded 

and murdered by regime forces, women’s role in the opposition steadily diminished. 

Most Syrian women were forced to change their focus from revolution to survival (Files, 

2013). In addition to the militarization of the conflict, some believe that the growth of 

Islamic groups within the opposition further weakened this role. “In some areas women 

were forced to separate from men during protests and to wear a veil" (Elali, 2013). 

In the Thomson Reuters poll that targeted the condition of women in different 

Arab countries three years after the start of the Arab Spring, Syria ranked among the 

worst four out of twenty-two countries studied. The poll suggests that the status of 

women in Syria tremendously deteriorated mainly due to the ongoing military conflict. 

“Syria's civil war has had a devastating impact on women at home and in refugee camps 

across borders, where they are vulnerable to trafficking, forced and child marriage and 

sexual violence”, the survey concludes (Boros, 2013). 

 

2.2.5 Syrian Women Looking Forward 

It is clear that the status of women improved under the Assad regime, especially 

during the last ten years, after President Bashar Al Assad took power. Syrian women 

gained better political representation, equal access to education, and had begun to 

challenge dominant male-biased traditions in their society. However, many factors still 

prevented the vast majority of Syrian women from genuinely becoming involved in 

social and political life. It is true that the Arab Spring failed to deliver on its promise to 

expand women’s capabilities; however, it has provided them with a platform from which 

they have operated for the first time as leaders in a still patriarchal society (Charles & 
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Denman, 2012). Elali believes that Syrian women are already looking towards the post-

Assad phase. They want to ensure that the future government will support women’s 

rights, improve their status, and reassess discriminatory laws. In order to better 

contribute to the future of Syria and play an active role in all levels of society, “peaceful 

activists are now working on gaining more knowledge in democracy, justice and active 

citizenship so that they can play a role in resolving problems that are being born today 

under extreme violence” (Elali, 2013). 

 

2.3 The rise of Islamists and the Future of Women 

The previous sections summarized the course of the Arab Spring in several 

countries, focusing on Syria and Egypt, which are two of the most important and 

influential Arab states. These sections also examined the status of women throughout the 

Arab world, and how the rise to power of Islamists that accompanied the Arab Spring 

could have had an immediate effect on their struggle for equal rights. This section 

explores arguments presented by writers who have attempted to evaluate and predict the 

future of women in light of the Arab Spring. Does the Arab Spring provide an answer to 

the pertinent problems affecting women in Arab countries? Or will it present additional 

challenges for these women, particularly with the emergence of Islamist political powers 

in many parts of the Arab world? Many argued that the Arab Spring can only add to the 

suffering of women, since Islamists will attempt to extend discrimination against them in 

the name of religion. Others believe that this fear is exaggerated, claiming that Islamists’ 

participation in the political field and their integration in democratic systems will 
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ultimately force them to become pragmatic and more tolerant, especially with regards to 

women rights. 

 

The compatibility of Islam and politics and its effect on women has been point of 

academic interest long before the start of the Arab Spring. Huntington (1993) suggests 

that future world conflicts will be based on cultural differences, which he refers to as the 

“clash of civilizations”. He believes that with time, civilizations accumulate strongly 

held values that are very hard to change. These fundamental irreconcilable differences, 

along with other factors will inevitably lead to a clash between the different 

civilizations, he claims. Huntington divides civilizations into two categories. The first 

group can be easily westernized while the other is highly unlikely to embrace western 

values. He identifies Islamic civilizations as being amongst the major anti-western 

civilizations that are highly resistant to western values, democracy and gender equality 

being the most prominent of these. 

 

Javed (cited in Asbali & Javed, 2013) claims that the Arab Spring, which started 

as a movement for freedom, has now turned into something else. The rise to power of 

groups which adhere to strict Islamic ideologies has disappointed many of those who 

believed that genuine liberalism, democracy and secularism would follow the 

revolutions. Javed offers the decision of the new Libyan government to permit polygamy 

as an example. However, despite being unable to free societies from the chains of 

religion and proving to be no quick fix for the countries’ problems, Javed admits that the 

Arab Spring has at least given rise to a form of political freedom that was previously not 

found at all in most of the Arab countries (Asbali & Javed, 2013). 
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Likewise, Himelfarb (2011) prefers to name the phase that the Arab world is 

going through as ‘the Arab winter’. He elaborates on the violent history and anti-western 

agendas of Islamist parties that rose to power in countries like Egypt, Tunisia, and 

Libya. Himelfarb focuses on the Muslim Brotherhood, its connection with terrorist 

groups like Al Qaeda, and its ultimate goal of implementing the rule of the Islamic 

caliphate across the globe. As a result, he believes that Islamic rule of the Arab world 

would eventually put an end to hopes of modernization. Finally, Himelfarb criticizes the 

way the American government embraced these parties, and criticizes its failure to 

recognize the potential threat that they pose (Himelfarb, 2011).  

 

Rend Al-Rahim (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012), the Executive Director of 

the Iraq Foundation, also labels the Arab Spring as a ‘bleak season’. Despite playing a 

major role in the uprisings, women only gain nine out of five hundred seats in the 

Egyptian parliament in the elections held after the 2011 revolution. The Kuwaiti 

government currently has no female representatives. In Libya, the armed men who are 

now in control implemented the Sharia law, and in Yemen, the male fighters have also 

converted their military dominance into a political one, Al-Rahim claims. As a result, 

the future of women’s rights does not look bright, given the current situation across the 

region. However Al-Rahim doesn’t blame Islam for the deterioration in the status of 

women. Instead, she blames the conservative, male-dominated culture that uses Sharia to 

perpetuate the patriarchy. Al-Rahim suggests that women publicly pursue human rights, 

instead of calling them women’s rights, because the ruling men are resistant to calls to 

respect the rights of the female gender.  
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Fatima Kassem (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012), a former director at the 

UN Center for women, refuses to judge the Arab Spring yet. However, she recognizes 

the correlation between the growth of Islamic parties in the Arab countries and the 

declining status of women. She criticizes the Islamists who benefited from the 

significant participation of women in the uprisings, and then asked them to go home. 

Kassem asks people not to be deluded by the numbers and statistics that are being 

presented about female participation in politics. The real indicator for women’s progress 

is the extent to which women are genuinely involved in the decision-making process in 

their countries. As a result, she urges women to vote only for what she calls “women-

friendly” Islamists. 

Like Fatima, Yesim Arat (cited in Heideman & Youssef, 2012), the Vice Rector 

for Academic Affairs of the Bogazici University in Turkey, admits that the period after 

the revolts witnessed attempts to marginalize women yet again. However, she believes 

that it will be hard for anyone to suppress women in an “interdependent and connected 

world” where the internet and media facilitates the rapid transfer of information. Women 

nowadays are becoming more educated and more aware of their rights and as a result, 

the recognition of their deserved rights will only be a matter of time, she claims (United 

Nations, 2013).   

 

Namazie (2011) on the other hand calls for secularism. She believes it is the only 

means for women to achieve recognition of their rights. In her speech at the International 

Conference, she attacks Islam not because of its intrinsic nature, but because of its 

destructive effects on numerous human beings across the globe. She dismisses all 

debates that focus on Islam and that “promote ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ versions of Islam and 
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Islamism”. Instead, she calls for valuing people as human beings whose rights, demands, 

and well-being are far more important than any ideology or religion. 

 

Many writers, on the other hand, argued that the rule of Islamic parties is not 

necessarily bad for women. For instance, Dr. Isobel Coleman, a senior fellow at the 

Council on Foreign Relations and director of the Council's Women and Foreign Policy 

program in New York, argues that as Islamic parties are increasingly involved in 

politics, they are forced to become more pragmatic. “The movement of Islamists into 

politics is actually changing their attitude towards women”, she claims. Coleman 

believes that Islamists are doing so for two main reasons. The first is their need to appeal 

to women because they ultimately need their votes, and the second is their need to 

present themselves as moderate parties to external observers and skeptics. He claims that 

the advantage that Islamic parties have over secularists is that while the latter can only 

appeal to the educated urban class who are a minority, the former can reach out to the 

poorer classes of people, where women could benefit a lot if Islamic parties adopt 

female-friendly policies. Coleman gives the example of the Islamic AKP ruling party in 

Turkey which has recently taken the issue of women rights into consideration in their 

agenda (Fairweather, 2008).   

 

Abdellatif and Ottaway (2007) also suggest that Arab women and Islamic parties 

can cooperate in a way that would benefit both sides. Islamists need women voters in 

order to get power democratically; they also need to refute all claims that characterize 

Islamists as a danger to women. Simultaneously, as more educated women are joining 

Islamic parties over the recent years, they are putting pressure on these parties to 
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recognize their rights. Women can operate from within the Islamist movements and as a 

result they do not risk being seen as breaking the conservative cultural norms and values. 

However, Islamic male leaders in these parties remain reluctant to give women key 

positions and allow them to be involved in decision-making. However, Abdellatif and 

Ottaway confirm that Islamic women are slowly pushing for equal rights and forcing 

debates regarding their inferior role and voicing their aspiration for its enhancement 

(Abdellatif and Ottaway, 2007).  

 

As the revolutions spread over the Arab world and Islamic parties were able to 

come to power in several countries, many argued that fear for the future of the Arab 

world in light of these new political facts was not justifiable, and provided several 

reasons for this conviction.  Asbali (cited in Asbali and Javed, 2013), for example, 

criticizes all those who believe that the Arab Spring should have converted the Arab 

world into a western-like model in order to be labelled as a success. She finds the 

comparison between the West, where values of democracy and freedom have been 

deeply rooted for hundreds of years, and the Arab world, that has for so long suffered 

from autocracy and suppression, extremely unhelpful. Asbali finds the fact that the Arab 

Spring was not able to benefit women, highly expected. No problem that has existed for 

hundreds of years can be eliminated in a fortnight, she claims. However, despite not 

making a radical impact, the Arab Spring at least triggered debate over women’s rights 

in the Arab world, and some breakthroughs have been made. “There are now more 

women in Tunisia’s Congress than our own equivalent. A matter of years ago, in Libya, 

it was seen as scandalous for a women to pursue a Law degree, yet now the highest 

position in Benghazi’s judiciary is held by a woman”, Asbali explains. An awakening 
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has started that will need a lot of time. However, the first step has been taken, and this is 

all what matters for now, she says (Asbali and Javed, 2013). 

Similarly, the Economist (2013) examines a common argument presented by 

many scholars who closely followed the development of the Arab Spring, and attempts 

to refute it. This argument states that no Arab Spring country was able to achieve 

stability and most of those countries elected Islamists. These Islamists adhere to a form 

of Islam that is in conflict with democracy. It follows that the Arab Spring was a total 

failure, and the Arab countries would be better off if it had never occurred. The 

Economist article claims that this view is inaccurate, noting that most historical 

revolutions that eventually lead to modern democratic systems were violent and lengthy. 

As for the Islamists’ ascension to power, the cases of Malaysia and Indonesia are 

presented as examples of how Islamic systems can accommodate modernity and 

democracy if given time. Had the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood been given more time 

in Egypt, it would have been slowly moderated, ultimately becoming a more resilient 

and Democratic Party, the Economist (2013) claims. It concludes that the importance of 

the Arab Spring revolutions reside in their awakening values in the minds of the Arab 

masses. The old political systems were incapable of improving the terrible situation that 

Arab men and women had lived with for decades. If anything, the Arab Spring provided 

welcome hope for these people. 

This research paper examines the hypothesis that the Arab Spring will ultimately 

improve the status of women after the extensive period of discrimination and oppression 

that most women in the region have been subject to. The next chapter establishes the 

research methodologies and approaches discussed in order to assess post-Arab Spring 
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beliefs. It introduces the procedures employed to gather data that are used to test the 

hypothesis. The approach is based on semi-structured interviews and question-and-

answer dialogues in order to analyze and interpret the different ways of thinking. 

Analytical and empirical methods are used to describe what people think about women 

and their rights in the first three years following the 2011 revolutions, specifically in 

Egypt and Syria. Women’s experiences during the Arab Spring in these two countries 

are compared using historical, comparative, and descriptive researches.  
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Chapter 3 

             Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter two examined the status of women in many Arab countries prior to the 

2011 uprisings. Many women played a key role in toppling repressive political regimes 

that had ruled these countries for decades. It focused on the cases of Egypt and Syria 

where despite their extensive contributions to the revolutionary movements, women still 

face tremendous difficulties in almost all aspects of life. In order to understand the 

reasons behind this further deterioration of status and rights, many arguments were 

presented. These mainly focused on the rise of political Islam in the wake of the Arab 

Spring and its effect on women and its compatibility with democracy. Lastly, a 

hypothesis was stated. It was suggested that the recent Arab Spring events have only 

contributed to the deterioration of the status of women and can never benefit women as 

long as Islamists rule, since democracy and political Islam are genuinely incompatible.  

 

Three years after the start of the 2011 uprisings, the status of Arab women and 

their future remain unclear. However, the different views that were considered offer 

little basis for establishing a clear characterization of the impact of the Arab Spring on 

women. Therefore, in order clarify our understanding of the disparate pieces of 

information and theories, and to generate comprehensible observations, research will be 
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undertaken in order to collect various data concerning the status of women during the 

Arab Spring.  

 

3.2 Conceptual Design/ Research Planning 

3.2.1 Methods and Researches employed 

This chapter establishes the research methodologies and approaches in order to 

assess post-Arab Spring attitudes, opinions, and behavior. It introduces the procedures 

used to gather data in order to test the previously stated hypothesis. Different methods 

mainly analytical and empirical are used to compare women’s experiences throughout 

the Arab Spring and examine changes in their status and rights following the rise of 

Islamic movements. This chapter will also seek to examine the difference between both 

men and women’s views on issues concerning women. The approach is based on semi-

structured interviews and question-and-answer dialogues in order to analyze and 

interpret the different ways of thinking. Questions are designed to explore respondents’ 

thoughts and beliefs with regards to what they consider to be the most pressing issues for 

women, and the factors that most affected women in their countries.  

This research employed both quantitative and qualitative data collection 

instruments, but it was entrenched in a qualitative epistemological position that set the 

research within a specific social, cultural, and historical background. There was a heavy 

reliance on historical and comparative research to compare women’s experience in 

different societies during the Arab Spring. Descriptive research was used to portray the 

status of women in the Arab world. The observations and reactions of respondents were 

gathered to answer the research questions. Furthermore, the study included feminist 
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research where, gender and identity issues, which are in the process of being shaped by 

the Arab Spring, were discussed. To simplify, it is a one-shot post-research design 

because it is confined to a single time-period that covers the first three years following 

the 2011 revolutions. 

 

3.2.2 Data Collection 

This research employs subjective methods such as interviews to collect relevant 

data. In the months of October and November 2013, I participated in the “WEP 

GENDER COURSE” seminar (Nordic-Arab Network of Research on Women’s 

Empowerment) which was held in Jordan, to further explore my research question. The 

workshop was organized by the Nordic Arab Network in collaboration with the Center 

for Women’s studies affiliated with Jordan University. Live interviews were carried out 

with women from different Arab universities, mainly from Egypt and Syria. In addition 

to the live interviews and survey data collected through social media tools, additional 

data was collected from credible newspaper articles, reports and books, including 

documented events, statistical data, and theoretical analysis. Furthermore, a number of 

interviews and surveys were conducted with Egyptian citizens and Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon. 

 

3.2.3 Research Design 

The research design refers to the overarching method of combining the different 

components of the research in a coherent manner. In this research, the case studies of 

Egypt and Syria were chosen as a blueprint for the collection, measurement, and analysis 
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of data in order to address the research question and draw a clear and well-supported 

conclusion. Given the different methods of data collection, we should know what data 

ought to be collected in order to effectively answer the research question. It is important 

to search for evidence that provides a compelling test of our hypothesis; otherwise the 

conclusions drawn will be weak and unconvincing. 

This chapter offers an analysis of the indicators that can to a large extent 

demonstrate the status of women and their level of empowerment in both Egypt and 

Syria. These include political, economic, educational, familial, and social indicators. The 

chapter also considers the questions raised in interviews in order to facilitate the analysis 

of data in the next chapter and clarify the kind of influence that the Arab Spring had on 

the status of women. Survey questions were aimed at identifying changes in the status of 

women after the Arab Spring. They were chosen and asked in such a way as to ensure 

relevancy and reflect the gender context of each country. They also measured responses 

across the following five categories: women in politics, economy, education, family and 

society. 

The first set of indicators includes women’s representation in parliament, 

government and other political fields. The second includes women’s enrollment in the 

labor force and aims to assess female-male disparities. It determines women’s capacity 

for self-sufficiency and financial independence. The third examines women’s access to 

education at both elementary and higher levels. The fourth set of indicators is concerned 

with family issues such as women’s access to contraceptives, their access to abortions, 

their marital and divorce rights, and the minimum marriage age. The fifth indicator 
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focuses on the role of women in society. It examines factors that prevent women from 

effectively participating in society. 

3.3 Survey Respondents’ Identity 

Respondents were not randomized; they mainly include Egyptian and Syrian 

activists and citizens who experienced fist-hand the effects of the Arab Spring. Female 

respondents were favored in both countries. In Syria, respondents who experienced the 

rule of Islamic rebels were favored, because their input is generally of more use to our 

study. Female respondents varied from housewives, to employees, to self-employed 

women. Respondents were interviewed individually. Their ages ranged from twenty to 

fifty-five years old. 

 

3.4 Survey Questions 

Questions were designed to provide insightful data with regards to the ways in 

which the Arab Spring has potentially affected women. These were presented as 

statements. The survey statements were unambiguous and focused. Respondents were 

asked to choose whether they agree or disagree with a statement. Responses ranged from 

“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” totaling in five answer possibilities. For people 

whose response was “neither agree nor disagree”, a “neutral” option was included. Each 

option was assigned a grade (1 = strong agree to 5 = strongly disagree). After 

respondents finished the survey, they attain a certain grade that will be used in the 

survey analysis.  
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Egypt Survey  

In the case of Egypt, the survey was composed of eighteen questions in total, 

including five questions concerning the respondents’ personal information: name, age, 

gender, nationality and country of employment. The completion time of the survey did 

not exceed ten minutes. The survey’s form is shown below:  

Agreement Scale: 

1: strongly agree  

2: agree  

3: neutral 

4: disagree   

5: strongly disagree 

 

Personal Information: 

1. Name 

2. Age 

3. Gender 

4. Nationality 

5. Country of employment 

 

Women in Politics: 

6. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, laws that discriminated 

against women were eliminated. 

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5   
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7. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, women’s representation in 

the political field was enhanced. 

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

Women in Economy: 

8. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, females’ right to equal 

employment with males was boosted.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

9. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, discrimination against 

women in the workplace was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

 

Women in Education:  

10. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, female access to education 

was made easier.   

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

11. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, females giving up their 

education became less likely.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

 

Women in Family: 

12. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, the number of forced 

marriage cases decreased.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  
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13. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, inheritance laws that 

favored males were eliminated.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

14. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, household violence against 

women was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

15. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, it became easier for women 

who wished to dissolve their marriage to get a divorce.   

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

 

Women in Society:  

16.  During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, sexual harassment against 

women in public places was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

17. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, female genital mutilation 

became a less common practice.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

18. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, men and women who 

committed the same crimes were receiving exactly the same punishment. 

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

  

Syria Survey  

In the case of Syria, the survey was composed of seventeen questions in total, 

including five questions revealing the respondents’ personal information: name, age, 
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gender, nationality and country of employment. The completion time of the survey did 

not exceed ten minutes. The survey’s form is shown below:  

 

Agreement Scale: 

1: strongly agree  

2: agree  

3: neutral 

4: disagree   

5: strongly disagree 

 

Personal Information: 

1. Name 

2. Age 

3. Gender 

4. Nationality 

5. Country of employment 

Women in Politics: 

6. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, women’s representation in 

the political field was enhanced.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

Women in Economy: 

7. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, females’ right to equal 

employment with males was boosted.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  
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8. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, discrimination against 

women in the workplace was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

Women in Education:  

9. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, female access to education 

was made easier.   

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

10. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, females giving up their 

education became less likely.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

 

Women in Family: 

11. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, the number of forced 

marriage cases decreased. 

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

12. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, household violence against 

women was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

13. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, it became easier for 

women who wished to dissolve their marriage to get a divorce.   

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

14. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, the number of marriages of 

under aged girls decreased.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  
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Women in Society: 

15.  In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, sexual harassment against 

women in public places was being punished.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

16. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, men and women who 

committed the same crimes were receiving exactly the same punishment.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

17. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, women are allowed to own 

mobile phones and have access to the internet.  

□ 1   □ 2  □ 3  □ 4  □ 5  

 

3.5 Interviewees’ Identity 

Interviews were carried out with Egyptian and Syrian activists who specialize in 

women’s issues and may have special insights and knowledge regarding the role and 

future of women in the post-Arab Spring period. Activists were interviewed 

individually. Their ages ranged from twenty to fifty five years old. 

 

3.6 Interview Questions 

Most interview questions required long and detailed answers that can help to 

better understand the role of women in initiating the Arab Spring, and how the 

subsequent rise of Islamists affected them. The interview questions were clear and 

concise. These were open-ended questions with no restricted responses or choices. 

Despite requiring more time to answer and being more challenging, these questions 
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could help us draw a clearer and more detailed picture regarding the status of women in 

Egypt and Syria. 

 

Egypt Interview  

In the case of Egypt, sixteen questions were asked in the interview, including 

five questions concerning the interviewees’ personal information: name, age, gender, 

nationality and country of employment. The completion time of the survey did not 

exceed twenty minutes. The interview questions are listed below:  

Personal Information: 

1- Name 

2- Age 

3- Gender 

4- Nationality  

5- Country of employment 

 

Questions: 

6- In your opinion, how did women contribute to the Arab Spring in Egypt? 

7- In your opinion, how did the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood to power in 

Egypt affect the status of women? 

8- Do you think that sexual harassment in Egypt became more common 

during the Arab Spring? 

9- In your opinion, how did women in Egypt contribute to the 2
nd

 revolution?  

10- Have you ever been to any protest? If yes, which one? Did you ever see a 

woman assaulted in the streets or in Tahrir square? 
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11- As a woman, do you think that your currently acquired rights are 

sufficient? (For women only) 

12- Do you think that the 2
nd

 revolution will boost the status and rights of 

women in Egypt? If yes, how? 

13- As a woman, are the promises of the revolution living up to your 

expectations? 

14- Do you think that the Arab Spring gave women a platform for their voices 

to be heard? 

15- Do you believe that political Islam can accommodate democracy and 

preserve and boost women rights? 

16- What do you think is the best solution to improve the status of women 

rights in Egypt? 

 

Syria Interview  

In the case of Syria, fifteen questions were asked in the interview, including five 

questions concerning the interviewees’ personal information: name, age, gender, 

nationality and country of employment. The completion time of the survey did not 

exceed twenty minutes. The interview questions are listed below:  

Personal Information: 

1- Name 

2- Age 

3- Gender 

4- Nationality 

5- Country of employment 
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Questions: 

6- In your opinion, how did women contribute to the Arab Spring in Syria? 

7- In your opinion, how did the rise of Islamic opposition powers in Syria affect 

the status of women? 

8- Do you think that sexual abuse against women in Syria became more 

common during the Arab Spring? 

9- Have you ever been to any protest? If yes, describe the role that women 

played in it. 

10- As a woman, do you think that your currently acquired rights are sufficient? 

(For woman only) 

11- In your opinion, how did the status of women in Syria change since the 

occurrence of the Arab Spring? 

12- As a woman, are the promises of the revolution living up to your 

expectations? 

13- Do you think that the Arab Spring gave women a platform for their voices to 

be heard? 

14- Do you believe that political Islam can accommodate democracy and 

preserve and boost women rights? 

15- What do you think is the best solution to improve the status of women rights 

in Syria? 
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Chapter 4 

      Results and Discussion   

 

4.1 Introduction 

 Chapter three laid out in detail the different approaches used in this research 

paper to gather data for validating the main hypothesis stated. The research targeted 

women’s status in both Egypt and Syria on different levels and proposed using several 

indicators to do so. Retrieved data from reports and surveys will now be grouped, 

analyzed, and measured against those indicators. These include: political, economic, 

educational, familial, and social indicators. Moreover, interviews aimed at making more 

general inquiries regarding the status of women were also conducted with seven 

Egyptian and five Syrian activists. These were either live interview sessions done in 

Lebanon, or carried out using Skype or email for those living abroad.   

 

The Egyptian survey was completed by thirty-two individuals, while the Syrian 

survey was completed by nineteen. Most of the respondents were women who had been 

either directly involved or at least aware of the recent socio-political changes in their 

countries. Moreover, many of these, mainly Syrian, individuals, preferred not to reveal 

their identities because of concerns for their safety, despite guarantees of complete 

discretion.  
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4.2 Egypt 

4.2.1 Surveys Summary 

Women in Politics 

Despite playing leadership roles in the movements that eventually led to ending 

Mubarak’s regime, it is widely believed that women in Egypt failed to improve their 

political status afterwards. Female representation in parliaments and government in Arab 

states, such as Tunisia and Libya, increased after the 2011 revolutions, due to an 

alternative electoral law implemented to ensure that women were elected. Conversely, in 

Egypt only one woman was required to be on the lists and most parties pushed female 

candidates to the bottom of the list. As seen below in Table 4.1, female representation in 

the Egyptian parliament reached its highest level in 2010-2011, where it was 14% and 

12% in the years 2010 and 2011 respectively. This was due to the quota system 

established under Mubarak’s rule, which allocated 64 seats to women. Some believe that 

this quota law is not beneficial in reinforcing women’s political activity and it might not 

enhance women’s rights, claiming instead that it could negatively affect the quality of 

female representation. Others claim that the quota system for women is necessary since 

it forces the presence of women in parliament. In 2012, women only won eight seats out 

of four hundred ninety-eight in the elected parliament, and female representation 

decreased to 1.6% in 2012. This is mainly because the quota system was eliminated. On 

the other hand, female representation in the 2013 Constituent Assembly, the committee 

for the formation of a new Constitution of Egypt, increased by 4% by 2012 as seen in 

Table 4.1 below (Guenena, 2013). 
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Table 4.1 Female representation in the Egyptian parliament and Constituent Assembly 

Female 

representation 

2010 2011 2012 2013 

Parliament 14% 12% 1.6% - 

Constituent 

Assembly 

- - 6% 10% 

 

According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report as 

shown in Table 4.7, Egypt ranked 128 out of 136 countries when it came to the political 

empowerment gap between men and women. Just before the start of the Arab Spring, in 

2010, Egypt ranked 125 out of 134 countries in the same category (The Global Gender 

Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, in 2013, the Thomson Reuters foundation initiated a study which 

investigated the situation of women in 22 Arab league countries following the events of 

the Arab Spring. It surveyed over 300 gender experts, analyzed the data, and drew 

conclusions by ranking countries in order of the status of women in different areas. As 

seen in Table 4.2, Egypt ranked 20
th

 out of 22 countries when it came to politics. Only 

Saudi Arabia and Bahrain came behind (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Egypt survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the political status of Egyptian women. 

In the survey, the sixth question focuses on laws which discriminate against women 

during the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period as the first political indicator. Similarly, 

the seventh question focuses on women’s representation in the political field as the 
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second political indicator. A statistical summary of the answers to these two questions is 

shown below:   

1- During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, laws that discriminated 

against women were eliminated. 

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral: 3.1% 

Disagree: 9.3% 

Strongly disagree: 87.5%  

2- During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, women’s representation in the 

political field was enhanced. 

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral: 3.1% 

Disagree: 6.2% 

Strongly disagree: 90.6% 

Women in Economy 

Most experts agree that Egyptian women’s contribution in economy had been 

lacking under the Mubarak regime. According to the EuroMed gender equality program, 

a program funded by the European Union to promote gender equality in the euro med 

region, cultural and societal factors may have always been the primary causes for the 

economic marginalization of women. It claims that women struggle to work in pivotal 



55 
 

roles in a patriarchal society, where men believe that women’s only job is to become 

wives and mothers. This mentality is particularly prevalent in rural areas (EuroMed 

Gender Equality, 2008-2011).  

On the other hand, Mona El-Naggar claims that the problem for women is not the 

absence of job opportunities, but rather the low quality of work available for them. This 

usually leads them to prefer marriage to non-liberating jobs, she claims. Moreover, she 

believes that Mubarak’s decision to shift Egyptian economy towards the private sector 

has harmed women, since the government sector had always offered a stable and 

rewarding workplace for them (Naggar, 2010). 

However, after the Muslim Brotherhood’s ascension to power in Egypt, there 

were no signs of an intention to radically change the economic situation in Egypt, which 

had been steadily deteriorating during the Mubarak Era. Moreover, it is claimed that 

“when it came to fighting poverty and strengthening under-privileged groups, no 

fundamentally new moves were made” (Roll, 2013). Many activists also claimed that the 

new constitution, which was drafted by the Muslim Brotherhood party and later 

approved, restricted economic rights for women. They argued that the constitution, in 

multiple articles, asserted that the role that women play as wives and mothers preceded 

their right to work. This, they believed, would legalize discrimination in favor of men 

over women in the job market (Alami, 2013). 

According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report as 

shown in Table 4.7 below, Egypt ranked 125 out of 136 countries when it came to 

economic participation and the opportunity gap between men and women. Just before 
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the start of the Arab Spring, in 2010, Egypt ranked 121 out of 134 countries in the same 

category (The Global Gender Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, according to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results for the best 

country for women from an economic perspective, as shown in Table 4.3 below, Egypt 

ranked 19
th

 out of a total of 22 countries (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Egypt survey that we undertook included questions whose answers 

can be used to evaluate the economic status of Egyptian women. In the survey, the 

eighth question targets the equal rights of employment between men and women during 

the Muslim Brotherhood’s ruling period as the first economic indicator. Similarly, the 

ninth question targets the penalization of discrimination against women in the 

workplace, as the second economic indicator. A statistical summary of the answers to 

these two questions is shown below:  

1. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, females’ right to equal 

employment with males was boosted.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral: 21.8% 

Disagree: 31.2% 

Strongly disagree: 46.8% 
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2. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, discrimination against women 

in the workplace was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral: 12.5% 

Disagree: 34.3% 

Strongly disagree: 53.1% 

 

Women in Education 

Despite struggling in most aspects of life, women in Egypt possessed better 

rights to education than in many of the other countries in the region prior to the Arab 

Spring. Even though female illiteracy rates have always been high in Egypt, especially 

in rural areas, many reports claimed that Egyptian women are as well-educated as 

Egyptian men. Moreover, an article in the Global Press Journal in November 2011 

indicated that half of university students were females (Clemence, 2013). Another paper 

also claims that in Egypt “women attend primary and secondary schools at the same rate 

as men, and outscore them on international tests of math and science” (Stucki, 2011). 

However, with the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood party to power, many feared 

that Egyptian women would lose their right to education, along with their right to work. 

The new constitution not only denied women access to work and receive education when 

it conflicts with their domestic responsibilities, but it also approved of marriage of very 

young girls. Such clauses in the new constitution had the potential to restrict the 

education of millions of girls in the future, they claim. 
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According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report, as 

shown in Table 4.7 below, Egypt ranked 108 out of 136 countries when it came to the 

educational gap between men and women. Just before the start of the Arab Spring, in 

2010, Egypt ranked 110 out of 134 countries in the same category (The Global Gender 

Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, on a question of whether girls are expected to leave education at a 

younger age than boys, the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results claim that Egypt rank 

16
th

 out of a total of 22 countries, as revealed in Table 4.4 below (Thomson Reuters 

Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Egypt survey that was collected as part of this research included 

questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Egyptian females with 

respect to education. In the survey, the tenth question targets the ease of women’s access 

to education during the Muslim Brotherhood’s ruling period as the first educational 

indicator. Similarly, the eleventh question targets the probability of women leaving 

education, as the second educational indicator. A statistical summary of the answers to 

these two questions is shown below:   

1. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, females’ access to education 

was made easier.   

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 6.2% 

Neutral: 46.8 % 

Disagree: 21.8% 

Strongly disagree: 25% 
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2. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, females giving up their 

education became less likely.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral: 78.1 % 

Disagree: 15.6% 

Strongly disagree: 6.2% 

Women in Family 

The role of women in Egyptian families differs from that of men. For the 

majority, it consists only in raising children, being good and obedient wives, and 

remaining within family boundaries. This role has historically been shaped and 

supported by religious laws and cultural norms. Meanwhile, laws that govern family 

issues such as marriage, divorce, and inheritance laws have always favored men over 

women.  

Many activists hoped that with the emergence of the Arab Spring, biased family 

laws would be eliminated in favor of modern laws that would truly respect women’s 

rights. Instead, the contrary occurred. After the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood party to 

power, many Islamists pushed for establishing family laws that are based on Sharia law. 

Despite not being in total accordance with Sharia law, the new constitution drafted in 

2012 removed the clause that set a minimum age for marriage for women, for example. 

This, many believe, would open the door for forced marriages among very young girls 

(Alami, 2013). 
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According to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results as displayed in Table 4.5 

below, Egypt ranked 19
th

 out of a total of 22 countries when it came to the role of 

women in family and the ability of taking decisions related to marriage and divorce 

issues (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Egypt survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

four questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Egyptian women in 

families. In the survey, questions twelve, thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen investigated 

familial issues involving women such as marriage, divorce, inheritance laws, and 

household violence during the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period. A statistical summary 

of the answers to these four questions is shown below:   

1. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, number of forced marriage 

cases decreased.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  81.25% 

Disagree: 12.5% 

Strongly disagree: 6.25%  

2. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, inheritance laws that favored 

males were eliminated.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  28.1% 

Disagree: 18.7% 
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Strongly disagree: 53.1%  

3. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, household violence against 

women was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  3.1% 

Disagree: 12.5% 

Strongly disagree: 84.3%  

4. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, it became easier for women 

who wished to dissolve their marriage to get a divorce.   

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  6.2% 

Disagree: 21.8% 

Strongly disagree: 71.8%  

 

Women in Society 

Women in the Egyptian society have for many years been discriminated against 

in many ways. As in other fields of life such as politics and education, many reasons 

drove activists to fear for the rights of Egyptian women in society under the Muslim 

Brotherhood rule. One of these signs was the Brotherhood’s attempt to repeal a law that 

punished physicians who practice female genital mutilation (Aswany, 2013). Moreover, 

when they learned in March 2013 that the U.N. was preparing a declaration on women’s 
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rights that would protect women from violence and allow them to travel and work 

without their husbands’ consent, the Muslim Brotherhood warned that such a declaration 

would lead to the complete disintegration of society (Kingsley, 2013). 

According to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results presented in Table 4.6 

below, in a poll showing the best countries to be a women, Egypt ranked 14
th

 out of a 

total of 22 countries (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Egypt survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

three questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Egyptian women in 

society. In the survey, question sixteen targets the cases of sexual harassment against 

women in public places during the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, as the first 

societal indicator. Similarly, question seventeen targets the continuity of the act of 

female genital mutilation as the second indicator. In addition, question eighteen targets 

the equality between both genders when it comes to legal issues such as punishment, as 

the third societal indicator. A statistical summary of the answers to these three questions 

is shown below:   

1. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, sexual harassment against 

women in public places was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  0% 

Disagree: 0% 

Strongly disagree: 100%  
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2. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, female genital mutilation 

became a less common practice.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  9.3% 

Disagree: 21.8% 

Strongly disagree: 68.7%  

3. During the Muslim Brotherhood ruling period, men and women who 

committed the same crimes were receiving exactly the same punishment. 

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  0% 

Disagree: 31.2% 

Strongly disagree: 68.7%  

4.2.2 Interviews Summary 

A summary of the answers given during the interviews conducted with Egyptian 

activists is shown below: 

1- In your opinion, how did women contribute to the Arab Spring in 

Egypt? 

All interviewees claimed that women participated heavily in the 

movements that took place in Egypt. They stressed that their role in the 

uprisings was just as important and effective as that of men. And despite 
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suffering from arrests and violence by regime forces, they never backed 

down. Some interviewees even mentioned names of female martyrs who 

were killed in Tahrir Square during the protests. 

2- In your opinion, how did the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood to power 

in Egypt affect the status of women? 

Three interviewees believed that the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood party 

to power was a significant setback for women and their rights because of 

their Islamic fundamentalism and their “distorted” understanding of 

women’s role in society. The other interviewees believed that the Muslim 

Brotherhood party ruling period was too short for them to affect the status 

of women in Egypt.  

3- Do you think that sexual harassment in Egypt became more common 

during the Arab Spring? 

Most interviewees believed that sexual harassment had always been a 

common practice in Egypt. They claimed that it was only when the media 

drew attention to the subject during the protests, that the matter became 

well-known. Only one interviewee claimed that this practice flourished 

with the protests because of the country’s security chaos at that time.     

4- In your opinion, how did women in Egypt contribute to the 2
nd

 

revolution?  

All interviewees claimed that women’s participation in the 2013 protests 

increased for two main reasons. The first was the feeling among all 

protestors that none of the goals that they sought after in the first revolution 

was achieved with the Muslim Brotherhood’s ascension to power. The 
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second was the atmosphere of support provided by the security forces 

during the protests. 

5- Have you ever been to any protest? If yes, which one? Did you ever see 

a woman assaulted in the streets or in Tahrir square? 

Five interviewees participated in at least one protest. Three of them 

witnessed sexual harassments, one of whom was personally harassed. 

6- As a woman, do you think that your currently acquired rights are 

sufficient? (For women only) 

All female interviewees believe that Egyptian women’s rights are not yet 

fully respected. 

7- Do you think that the 2
nd

 revolution will boost the status and rights of 

women in Egypt? If yes, how? 

All interviewees said that they hoped so. However, two of them believed 

that it will take a very long time for women to reach their goals.  

8- As a woman, are the promises of the revolution living up to your 

expectations? 

Most of the interviewees were disappointed with the achievements of the 

Arab Spring in Egypt so far.  

9- Do you think that the Arab Spring gave women a platform for their 

voices to be heard? 

All interviewees believed that the Arab Spring provided both women and 

men with a platform for them to express their hopes and demands. 

However, most of them claimed that the protestors were not able to make 

use of this opportunity to trigger real change. 
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10- Do you believe that political Islam can accommodate democracy and 

preserve and boost women rights? 

Most interviewees preferred secularism. They believe that Islam should be 

confined to the personal life of people. 

 

11- What do you think is the best solution to improve the status of women 

rights in Egypt? 

Some interviewees believed that Egyptian women should unite and use 

their voices in elections as a way to force governments to adopt women 

friendly agendas. Other interviewees focused on social reformation in order 

to empower women and make them believe in their rights. This, they 

believe, is the most important prerequisite for women to improve their 

status. 

 

4.3 Syria 

In Syria, the role of women changed after the Syrian revolution in the regions 

ruled by Islamic opposition groups to one of secondary status. The status of women in 

these regions has become governed by religious laws in accordance with Sharia.  

It was widely believed that women have long been marginalized under the Assad 

regime when it comes to politics. As shown in Table 4.9 below, statistics compiled by 

Inter-Parliamentary Union in May 2012 ranked the participation of women in national 
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parliaments at only 12%, notably lower than the average of the Arab states 14.9%, where 

there were 30 seats for women out of 250 (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2014).  

“It is a fact that in the past women got seats in parliament and ministerial 

positions in Syria. But we should not kid ourselves, it was all window dressing”, claimed 

Hind Kabawat, International Counsel, Human Rights Activist, and Director of the 

Conflict Resolution Program of Syria, George Mason University. The dictatorial regime 

in Syria wanted to cover the signs of repression and the prejudice so they awarded 

women with ministerial positions give the illusion of equality (cited in Heideman & 

Youssef, 2012).  

On the other hand, Islamic extremists such as ISIS believe that women have no 

role whatsoever to play in politics. As for other fields in life, their role can be 

summarized as follows:   

When it comes to economy, women can work as doctors and teachers only if 

there is a shortage in the number of males. In all cases, women’s work should not exceed 

three days a week and on condition that it doesn’t conflict with their household 

responsibilities. 

When it comes to education, women’s education should end at the age of fifteen 

and it is deemed unnecessary and worthless to have a degree. Education should focus 

mainly on Islamic religious studies, Quran learning, and other skills such as cooking and 

knitting in order to prepare them for their future household responsibilities. 
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As for the role of women in family, it consists of raising children, keeping the 

house neat and clean, and remaining within family boundaries. Moreover, it is legal for 

women to marry at the age of nine. 

As for the role of women in society, she is expected to remain covered and 

“maintain society from behind”. Certain activities such as plastic surgeries and cutting 

hair are strictly forbidden. Fashion shops and beauty salons are viewed as evil places 

(Saul, 2015). 

4.3.1 Surveys Summary 

Women in Politics 

According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report as 

indicated in Table 4.8 below, Syria ranked 112 out of 136 countries when it came to the 

political empowerment gap between men and women. Just before the start of the Arab 

Spring, in 2010, Syria scored 107 out of 134 countries in the same category (The Global 

Gender Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, as shown in Table 4.2 below, when it came to politics, Syria ranked 

17
th

 out of 22 countries according to the Thomson Reuters foundation in 2013 (Thomson 

Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

 

Likewise, the Syria survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

one question whose answer can assist in evaluating the political status of Syrian women. 

In the survey, the sixth question targets the representation of women in politics in the 
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regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups as a political indicator. A statistical summary 

of the answer to the question is shown below:   

1- In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, women’s representation in 

the political field was enhanced.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  50% 

Disagree: 31.2% 

Strongly disagree: 18.7%  

Women in Economy 

According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report as 

shown in Table 4.8 below, Syria ranked the last out of 136 countries when it came to the 

economic participation and opportunity gap between men and women. Just before the 

start of the Arab Spring, in 2010, Syria ranked 130 out of 134 countries in the same 

category (The Global Gender Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, according to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results for the best 

country for women to be in from an economic perspective as shown in Table 4.3 below, 

Syria ranked the 20
th

 out of a total of 22 countries (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Syria survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the economic status of Syrian women. 

In the survey, the seventh question targets the equal rights of employment between men 

and women in the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups as the first economic 
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indicator. Similarly, the eighth question targets the penalization of discrimination against 

women in the workplace, as the second economic indicator. A statistical summary of the 

answers to these two questions is shown below:   

1. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, females’ right to equal 

employment with males was boosted.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  0% 

Disagree: 6.2 % 

Strongly disagree: 93.7%  

2. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, discrimination against 

women in the workplace was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  0% 

Disagree: 9.3% 

Strongly disagree: 90.6%  

 

Women in Education 

According to the 2013 World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report as 

shown in Table 4.8 below, Syria ranked 96 out of 136 countries when it came to the 

educational gap between men and women. Just before the start of the Arab Spring, in 
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2010, Syria ranked 104 out of 134 countries in the same category (The Global Gender 

Gap Report, 2013). 

Moreover, on a question of whether girls are expected to leave education sooner 

than boys, the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results claim that Syria rank 19
th

 out of a total 

of 22 countries as revealed in Table 4.4 below (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Syria survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Syrian females with 

respect to education. In the survey, the ninth question targets the ease of females’ access 

to education in the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups as the first educational 

indicator. Similarly, the tenth question targets the probability of females leaving 

education, as the second educational indicator. A statistical summary of the answers to 

these two questions is shown below:   

1. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, female access to education 

was made easier.   

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  6.2% 

Disagree: 9.3% 

Strongly disagree: 84.3%  

2. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, females giving up their 

education became less likely.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 
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Neutral:  6.2% 

Disagree: 12.5% 

Strongly disagree: 81.2%  

 

Women in Family 

According to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results as displayed in Table 4.5 

below, Syria ranked last out of a total of 22 countries when it came to the role of women 

in family and the ability of taking decisions related to marriage and divorce issues 

(Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Syria survey that undertaken as part of this research included four 

questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Syrian women in families. 

In the survey, questions eleven, twelve, thirteen and fourteen investigated familial issues 

involving women such as marriage, divorce, and household violence in the regions ruled 

by Islamic opposition groups. A statistical summary of the answers to these four 

questions is shown below:   

1. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, number of forced marriage 

cases decreased. 

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  0% 

Disagree: 0% 

Strongly disagree: 100%  
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2. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, household violence against 

women was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  15.6% 

Disagree: 62.5% 

Strongly disagree: 21.8%  

3. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, it became easier for 

women who wished to dissolve their marriage to get a divorce.   

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  6.2% 

Disagree: 56.2% 

Strongly disagree: 37.5%  

4. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, the number of marriages of 

under aged girls decreased.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  3.1% 

Disagree: 3.1% 

Strongly disagree: 93.7%  
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Women in Society 

According to the Thomson Reuters 2013 poll results presented in Table 4.6 

below, in a poll ranking countries in order of which is the best to be a woman, Syria 

ranked 21
st
 out of a total of 22 countries (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2013). 

Likewise, the Syria survey that was undertaken as part of this research included 

three questions whose answers can be used to evaluate the status of Syrian women in 

society. In the survey, question fifteen targets the cases of sexual harassment against 

women in public places in the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, as the first 

societal indicator. Similarly, question sixteen targets the equality between the genders 

when it comes to legal issues such as punishment, as the second indicator. Similarly, 

question seventeen targets women’s access to social media in the regions ruled by 

Islamic opposition groups, as the third societal indicator. A statistical summary of the 

answers to these three questions is shown below:   

1. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, sexual harassment against 

women in public places was being punished.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  3.1% 

Disagree: 3.1% 

Strongly disagree: 93.7%  
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18. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, men and women who 

committed the same crimes were receiving exactly the same punishment.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 0% 

Neutral:  65.6% 

Disagree: 21.8% 

Strongly disagree: 12.5%  

19. In the regions ruled by Islamic opposition groups, women are allowed to own 

mobile phones and have access to the internet.  

Strongly agree: 0% 

Agree: 31.2% 

Neutral:  15.6% 

Disagree: 15.6% 

Strongly disagree: 37.5% 

4.3.2 Interviews Summary 

A summary of the answers given during the interviews conducted with Syrian activists is 

shown below: 

1- In your opinion, how did women contribute to the Arab Spring in Syria? 

Most respondents believed that women played a very important role in the 

Syrian revolutions. They were protesting and supporting male protestors 

despite being arrested, harassed, and threatened by security forces. One 
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activist believed that women were being persecuted as part of an external 

agenda that aimed at destroying Syria.   

2- In your opinion, how did the rise of Islamic opposition powers in Syria 

affect the status of women? 

All respondents believed that the rise of Islamic powers affected all Syrians 

including women in a very negative way. 

3- Do you think that sexual abuse against women in Syria became more 

common during the Arab Spring? 

All respondents believed that it became more common. Most of them 

believed that both Assad’s forces as well as Islamic extremists were 

responsible for this. Only one respondent believed that extremists, mainly 

ISIS, were the only group to practice such abuse. 

4- Have you ever been to any protest? If yes, describe the role that women 

played in it. 

Three respondents participated in protests in Syria. Two of them protested 

against Assad’s ruling regime. They believed that women played the same 

role as men in the streets. Moreover, they claim that women sheltered and 

took care of men who were assaulted by security forces. One respondent, on 

the other hand, participated in a pro-Assad regime protest which she claims 

was very peaceful and had male and female participants from all ages and 

backgrounds. 
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5- As a woman, do you think that your currently acquired rights are 

sufficient? (For woman only) 

All participants claimed that their rights as women differ depending on the 

region they live in after the war started in Syria. These vary greatly, from 

needing improvement under the Assad regime, to disastrous in the regions 

where Islamic fanatics prevail. Female respondents who oppose the Assad 

regime claim that their prime problem with this rule is with their rights as 

citizens rather than as women.   

6- In your opinion, how did the status of women in Syria change since the 

occurrence of the Arab Spring? 

All respondents believe that all Syrians’ lives deteriorated after the 

revolution, and not just women’s. However, women are the most affected 

because of their weakness, the burdens that they carry during war, and 

because of the rise of Islamic extremists who believe in the dominance of 

men over women.  

7- As a woman, are the promises of the revolution living up to your 

expectations? 

All women responded negatively. 

8- Do you think that the Arab Spring gave women a platform for their 

voices to be heard? 

Most respondents believed that at first the Arab Spring gave them the 

opportunity to speak up and demand a democratic rule that would provide 

prosperity and freedom for them. However, with time the revolution was 

militarized and all peaceful demands were marginalized.     
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9- Do you believe that political Islam can accommodate democracy and 

preserve and boost women rights? 

All respondents believe that the solution for women lies in secularism. Most 

of them, however, believe that the Assad’s regime, despite being superficially 

secular, needs to be changed because it is a genuine dictatorship. Only one 

believed that the Assad regime could be the answer for women after some 

reformation.  

10- What do you think is the best solution to improve the status of women 

rights in Syria? 

All respondents believe that only a secularist and democratic rule and an 

open society would ultimately allow women to reach their long sought dream 

of freedom and equality in Syria. 

4.4 Observations 

Egypt 

When it comes to the status of women in the field of politics in Egypt, the 

following can be observed. As seen in Figure 4.1, Egypt’s rank increased from 125 to 

128 after the Arab Spring.  According to Figure 4.2, Egypt ranked the 20th out of 22 

Arab league countries. Moreover, as seen in Figure 4.3, Egypt scored 4.8555 out of a 

total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the politics field according to the thirty-two 

collected surveys. 

As for the status of women in economy in Egypt, the following can be observed. 

As seen in Figure 4.1, Egypt’s rank increased from 121 to 125 after the Arab Spring.  
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According to Figure 4.2, Egypt ranked the 19th out of 22 Arab league countries. 

Moreover, as seen in Figure 4.3, Egypt scored 4.322 out of a total of 5 for the level of 

deterioration in the economy field according to the collected surveys. 

Concerning the status of women in education in Egypt, the following can be 

observed. As seen in Figure 4.1, Egypt’s rank decreased from 110 to 108 after the Arab 

Spring.  According to Figure 4.2, Egypt ranked the 16th out of 22 Arab league countries. 

In Figure 4.3, Egypt scored 4.4635 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the 

education field according to the collected surveys. 

As for the status of women in the family in Egypt, the following can be observed. 

In Figure 4.2, Egypt ranked the 19th out of 22 Arab league countries. Moreover, as seen 

in Figure 4.3, Egypt scored 4.2376 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the 

family field according to the collected surveys. 

When it comes to the status of women in the society in Egypt, the following can 

be observed. In Figure 4.2, Egypt ranked the 14th out of 22 Arab league countries. 

Moreover, as seen in Figure 4.3, Egypt scored 4.7544 out of a total of 5 for the level of 

deterioration in the society according to the collected surveys. 

Syria 

When it comes to the status of women in the field of politics in Syria, the 

following can be observed. As seen in Figure 4.1, Syria’s rank increased from 107 to 

112 after the Arab Spring.  According to Figure 4.2, Syria ranked the 17
th

 out of 22 Arab 

league countries. Moreover, as seen in Figure 4.3, Syria scored 3.683 out of a total of 5 



80 
 

for the level of deterioration in the politics field according to the nineteen collected 

surveys. 

As for the status of women in economy, in Syria, the following can be observed. 

As seen in Figure 4.1, Syria’s rank increased from 130 to 136 after the Arab Spring.  

According to Figure 4.2, Syria ranked the 20
th

 out of 22 Arab league countries. In Figure 

4.3, Syria scored 4.9175 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the economy 

field according to the collected surveys. 

Concerning the status of women in education, in Syria, the following can be 

observed. As seen in Figure 4.1, Syria’s rank decreased from 104 to 96 after the Arab 

Spring. In Figure 4.2, Syria ranked the 19
th

 out of 22 Arab league countries. In Figure 

4.3, Syria scored 4.7595 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the education 

field according to the collected surveys. 

As for the status of women in family in Syria, the following can be observed. In 

Figure 4.2, Syria ranked last out of a total of 22 Arab league countries. In Figure 4.3, 

Syria scored 4.5671 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the family 

according to the collected surveys. 

When it comes to the status of women in society in Syria, the following can be 

observed. In Figure 4.2, Syria ranked the 21
st
 out of 22 Arab league countries. In Figure 

4.3, Syria scored 3.986 out of a total of 5 for the level of deterioration in the society 

according to the collected surveys. 
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4.5 Data Utilization 

The Arab Spring produced two different models of Islamic rule in Egypt and 

Syria. In Egypt, despite their short ruling period, Islamists were able to come to power 

using democratic means and had many aiding and supporting factors for a potentially 

successful rule. On the other hand, in Syria, the inability to topple the Assad regime 

slowly drove the country into a bloody war in which militant Islamic powers were able 

to rule many parts of Syria. 

The analysis of the data collected in this chapter will be utilized in Chapter five 

to answer the question of whether the Arab Spring would boost women’s rights or not 

and make conclusions regarding how these two models of Islamic rule affected women. 

Moreover, based on the conclusions established, suggestions on how to enhance the 

status of Arab women in general will be presented. Limitation and possible expansion of 

the research will also be discussed. 
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Table 4.2 Ranking: How states compare for women in politics 

COUNTRY  RANKING (worst to best) SCORE 

Saudi Arabia 22 13.752 

Bahrain 21 12.275 

Egypt 20 12.094 

Yemen 19 12.04 

Lebanon 18 11.453 

Syria 17 11.436 

Iraq 16 11.407 

Algeria 15 11.129 

Somalia 14 11.077 

Sudan 13 10.807 

Libya 12 10.469 

Tunisia 11 10.465 

Palestinian territories 10 10.399 

UAE 9 10.208 

Morocco 8 9.847 

Mauritania 7 9.42 

Qatar 6 9.412 

Kuwait 5 9.093 

Jordan 4 9.019 

Oman 3 8.652 

Comoros 2 8.406 

Djibouti 1 8.262 

Source: Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Table 4.3 Ranking: How states compare for women in the economy 

COUNTRY  RANKING(worst to best) SCORE 

Palestinian territories 22 10.682 

Saudi Arabia 21 10.196 

Syria  20 9.995 

Egypt  19 9.955 

Djibouti  18 9.844 

Yemen  17 9.838 

Sudan  16 9.765 

Lebanon  15 9.351 

Iraq  14 9.328 

Algeria  13 9.129 

Jordan  12 8.926 

Libya  11 8.922 

Qatar  10 8.749 

UAE  9 8.688 

Tunisia  8 8.611 

Somalia  7 8.486 

Bahrain  6 8.48 

Morocco  5 8.289 

Mauritania  4 8.283 

Kuwait  3 8.125 

Oman  2 7.902 

Comoros  1 7.424 

Source: Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Table 4.4 Ranking: Women in Education 

COUNTRY  RANKING(worst to best) SCORE 

Iraq 21 3.771 

Yemen  20 3.765 

Syria 19 3.7 

Sudan 19 3.7 

Somalia 18 3.5 

Mauritania 17 3.4 

Egypt 16 3.276 

Djibouti 15 3.273 

Saudi Arabia 14 3.2 

Palestinian territories 13 3.1 

Comoros 12 2.875 

Morocco 11 2.8 

Libya 10 2.7 

Algeria 9 2.6 

Tunisia 8 2.455 

Jordan 7 2.385 

UAE 6 2.364 

Lebanon 5 2.333 

Kuwait 4 2.3 

Oman 3 2.2 

Qatar 2 2.091 

Bahrain 1 1.417 

Source: Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Table 4.5 Ranking: How states compare for women in the family 

 

COUNTRY  RANKING(worst to best) SCORE 

Syria 22 11.872 

Iraq 21 11.844 

Saudi Arabia 20 11.579 

Egypt  19 11.306 

Yemen  18 11.217 

Sudan  17 10.824 

Lebanon  16 10.772 

Palestinian territories  15 10.738 

Djibouti  14 10.319 

Kuwait  13 10.2 

Oman  12 9.955 

UAE  11 9.897 

Tunisia  10 9.871 

Qatar  9 9.849 

Bahrain  8 9.764 

Libya  7 9.706 

Algeria  6 9.668 

Mauritania  5 9.244 

Morocco  4 9.045 

Jordan  3 8.769 

Somalia  2 8.759 

Comoros  1 7.775 

Source: Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Table 4.6 Ranking: How states compare for women in society 

 

COUNTRY  RANKING(worst to 

best) 
SCORE 

Iraq  22 11.847 

Syria  21 11.619 

Sudan 20 11.487 

Yemen 19 11.207 

Somalia  18 10.403 

Mauritania  17 10.226 

Saudi Arabia  16 9.934 

Palestinian territories  15 9.92 

Egypt 14 9.872 

Morocco 13 8.898 

Djibouti  12 8.816 

Libya 11 8.717 

Jordan  10 8.23 

Comoros 9 8.05 

Algeria 8 7.884 

Tunisia 7 7.851 

Lebanon 6 7.784 

Oman  5 7.603 

UAE 4 7.297 

Kuwait 3 7.03 

Qatar 2 6.968 

Bahrain  1 6.31 

Source: Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Table 4.7 Ranking according to the Global Gender Gap Report 2013 

 
Source: The Global Gender Gap Report 2013 

 

 

 

Table 4.8 Ranking according to the Global Gender Gap Report 2013 

 
  Source: The Global Gender Gap Report 2013 
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Table 4.9 Women in national parliaments, situation as of 1st December 2014  

WORLD CLASSIFICATION 

Rank Country Lower or single House Upper House or Senate 

Elections Seats* Women % W Elections Seats* Women % W 

110 Cyprus 5 2011 56 7 12.50% --- --- --- ---  

111 
Sierra 

Leone 11 2012 124 15 12.10% --- --- --- ---  

112 Georgia 10 2012 150 18 12.00% --- --- --- ---  

" Jordan 1 2013 150 18 12.00% 10 2013 75 9 12.00% 

" 
Syrian Arab 

Republic 5 2012 250 30 12.00% --- --- --- ---  

113 Suriname 5 2010 51 6 11.80% --- --- --- ---  

114 Ukraine 10 2014 420 49 11.70% --- --- --- ---  

115 India 4 2014 543 62 11.40% 1 2014 243 31 12.80% 
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Figure 4.1 Comparison according to the Global Gender Gap Report (2010-2013) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



90 
 

Figure 4.2 Ranking according to Thomson Reuters foundation 2013 
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Figure 4.3 Level of deterioration of the status of women according to the collected 

surveys  
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Chapter 5 

         Conclusion 

 

5.1 Summarizing content 

 This study sheds light on the situation of women in Egypt and Syria throughout 

the Arab Spring. It recognizes the significant rise of Islamic powers in the Arab world 

during this period and attempts ascertain whether this can be beneficial for women in 

their pursuit to enhance their status and acquire more of their deserved rights. In other 

words, it explores two contradicting claims: the first claims that political Islam can 

benefit women while the second claims that it cannot, and tests the validity of each to 

arrive at the correct conclusion. To do so, several indicators were utilized in addition to 

the collection and analysis of many studies, facts, and opinions. 

 The introduction of this research paper firstly depicts the evolution of the status 

of women in Syria and Egypt in the last couple of decades. It discusses the occurrence of 

the Arab Spring, the role that women had played in it, as well as the potential effects that 

such changes can have on the status of women in the future. Moreover, it explains why 

the cases of Syria and Egypt were chosen as a model for study and finally, sets the initial 

plan for the course of the whole study.    

 Chapter two examines and summarizes much of the scholarly work, 

observations, and opinions related to the study of this research paper. This involves the 

role that women played in the initiation and sustainability of the Arab Spring 
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revolutions, their status before and after the 2011 events, as well as the future of women 

in countries governed by Islamists. Moreover, in this chapter, the main hypothesis to be 

tested is stated.  

 Chapter three describes the methodologies used in this research in order to test 

the stated hypothesis. It proposes using different indicators to measure the evolution of 

the status of women with the rise of Islamists. Statistical data, reports, surveys, and 

interviews are mainly utilized for data collection. 

 Chapter four presents, summarizes, and analyzes the collected data. Moreover, 

comparative graphs are constructed in order to draw conclusions based on precise 

empirical data. 

 

5.2 Women under Political Islam 

 This final chapter should answer the question of whether or not the Arab Spring, 

that brought Islamists to power in many parts of the Arab world, will enhance the status 

of women or not. This question can be answered by examining multiple indicators of the 

status of women in two Arab countries which are Egypt and Syria. These indicators are 

associated with different aspects of Arab women’s lives, including politics, economy, 

education, family, and society. Comparisons of these indicators between the two periods 

of time, the period just before the occurrence of the Arab Spring and the period 

approximately two years after its occurrence, are made. These comparisons, in addition 

to the opinions and observations of activists in these two countries, are employed in 

order to answer the research question. 
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The Global Gender Gap Report 

In reference to Figure 4.1 above, one can notice that the initial rank of both 

Egypt and Syria regarding the gender gap in the fields of politics, economics, and 

education in 2010 had been above 100. This indicates that the status of women in these 

fields had already been disappointing just before the occurrence of the Arab Spring. 

However, in 2013, the gap changed in the two countries in a very similar way. Two 

years after the start of the Arab Spring, the gap in the fields of politics and economics 

widened in both countries. In the field of education, a slight improvement can be 

noticed. 

The 2013 Thomson Reuters Foundation poll 

Two years after the occurrence of the Arab Spring, a poll was conducted by 

Thomson Reuters Foundation in Arab countries to investigate the status of women in 

these countries. A summary of this poll showing where women stand in different aspects 

of life in Egypt and Syria is shown in Figure 4.2 above. One can instantly observe the 

high ranking that both Egypt and Syria score for the status of women in politics, 

economics, education, family, and society. This clearly indicates a tremendous 

deterioration of women rights in Egypt and Syria in all fields after the occurrence of the 

Arab Spring. 

Collected Surveys 

 After collecting, summarizing, and analyzing the surveys that investigate how 

the status of women changed after the rise of Islamists to power in both Syria and Egypt, 

the result is presented in Figure 4.3 above. From a scale of 0 to 5 where 0 indicates a 
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complete positive transition of women rights and 5 indicating a complete negative 

transition, most indicators score numbers close to 5 for both Egypt and Syria. This 

indicates a noticeable deterioration in the status of Egyptian and Syrian women in all 

political, economic, educational, social, and familial aspects during the two years after 

the occurrence of the Arab Spring.  

Activists Interviews 

 Most interviewed Egyptian activists concede that the Arab spring did not set off 

any positive transition in any of the aspects of Egyptian females’ lives. This fact, they 

claim, is largely due to the Muslim Brotherhood’s rule post Arab Spring. Syrian 

activists, on the other hand, blame different sides for the tragic situation that Syrian 

women have faced in the years following the start of the Arab Spring. Some blame the 

war in general, while others blame the Assad regime or other opposition parties in 

particular. However, all of them concede that the status of women deteriorated 

tremendously in the areas where different Islamic parties prevail. 

5.3 Conclusion 

The overwhelming majority of indicators, observations, opinions, and analysis 

performed in this study bring us to the following conclusion: Islamic rule in Syria and 

Egypt was not able to positively impact the status of women; in some areas, it even 

caused further deterioration. The status of women across the different political, 

economical, societal, and familial fields clearly reached alarmingly low levels two years 

after the rise of Islamists in Egypt and Syria. 
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Islamic movements and parties in the Arab and Islamic world are numerous and 

divergent. These usually differ in how they interpret religious texts and share relatively 

varying perspectives and values on different religious, political, and societal aspects. 

Some interpret and practice a very extreme version of Islam such as ISIS and Al Qa3ida. 

Others are more moderate such as the Muslim Brotherhood party. In Egypt and Syria, 

Islamic powers at both ends of the spectrum were able to rule during the Arab Spring 

and these had devastating effects on the status of women because in spite of their 

differences, they all seem to share a similar view of women and a similar understanding 

of the role that she ought to play in various fields of life. As a result, despite the shortage 

of empirical data regarding the status of Arab women under the rule of Islamists in 

countries other than Egypt and Syria in our study, it would be safe to assume that the 

status of women in these other Arab Spring countries also found little improvement. 

Now does this necessarily imply that political Islam needs to be entirely abandoned in 

order for women to become empowered and regain their rights?  

It is true that women had already been discriminated against in many aspects 

prior to the rise of Islamists in Egypt and Syria. It is also true that in Egypt, the Muslim 

Brotherhood party was only allowed to rule for a relatively short time; and in Syria, 

Islamists could only control particular regions under very turbulent conditions because 

of the ongoing war in the country. As a result, it could be claimed that the issue of 

enhancing the status of women may have not been a priority and could have been later 

addressed had they been given more time and stability. It could also be claimed that 

Islamic movements, if given enough time, might be forced to become more pragmatic 

and liberal. Islamic AKP ruling party in Turkey is usually given as the most prominent 
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example of how Islamic movements can evolve to become more female-friendly. 

Unfortunately, this model is scarce in the Arab and Islamic world. There are many more 

examples of Islamic rules that have thrived for decades and still treat women as second 

class citizens and adopt policies that largely discriminate against them. For example, 

consider Turkey and Malaysia. Despite having two of the most female-friendly 

governments in the Islamic world, they are still seen as lacking in this respect when 

compared to the western world. Turkey ranked 120 out of 136 countries according to the 

2013 Global Gender Gap while in Malaysia; women are still believed to 

be discriminated against in Sharia courts, especially when it comes to family-law 

matters. 

5.4 Women’s way forward  

  The question of whether or not there is such a thing as a best ruling model for 

women in the Arab world, and what it entails, is beyond the scope of this research paper. 

However, if we assume that political Islam is to be completely overlooked, examining 

and finding alternatives becomes a necessity.    

 Among the most appealing alternative political systems to be examined in future 

research would be those that treat their citizens equally regardless of their gender, race, 

religion, or ethnicity. Secular and/or pluralist systems may be ideal in this respect for 

women in the Arab world. While Islamism confines women to a limited role, secularism 

and/or pluralism guarantee equality of rights and obligations for all people and groups 

including women. Moreover, while Islamism aims at following and spreading a religious 

agenda containing a fixed set of rules and ideas, these systems tend to adapt and instead 
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consider the wellbeing of their citizens and the preservation of their rights as their 

utmost priority.  

Unfortunately, achieving a political system that can guarantee women equality is 

only one of many challenges that face them in their lengthy journey towards real change. 

The majority of Arab women, especially those who live in rural areas, are not 

sufficiently educated, weak, and most have adapted to their inferior role in their families 

and their society. This means that before pursuing political reformations, women have to 

address a more complicated challenge, and that is the cultural one. As Mona El Tahawy 

explained, there needs to be a double revolution, one at the political level and the other 

at the cultural religious one. Before expecting women to determine which political 

system suits them, protest against those who discriminate against them, or vote for those 

who will preserve their rights in governments, there needs to be an increase in both their 

education, and their belief in themselves and their ability to make a difference.  

Through the Arab Spring, women proved to be a significant force in societies 

with the power to lead and participate in historical political changes despite having 

suffered long spells of abuse and discrimination. The Arab Spring has also helped in 

putting more focus on women’s issues and rights especially with the rise of Islamism in 

many parts of the Arab world. After four years from the start of the Arab Spring, with 

Islamism’s political power declining in Egypt and Tunisia, and war waged on radical 

Islamists in Libya, Syria, and Iraq, the future of women remains unclear amidst these 

political and military turbulences that are affecting the whole region.   
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