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On 18 January 2011, in Cairo, Asmaa Mahfouz, a 26-year-old blogger, posted 
a video on Facebook calling for a demonstration in Tahrir Square to protest 
against the Mubarak regime.

The next day, in Sana’a, Tawakkol Karman, a 32-year-old activist and journal-
ist, demonstrating in solidarity with the Tunisian people, called on Yemenis 
to rise up against their corrupt leaders.

On 15 February, in Benghazi, mothers, sisters, daughters and widows of 
men killed in Tripoli’s Abu Salim prison took to the streets to express their 
rejection of an oppressive regime.

From Tunisia to Bahrain, from Egypt to Syria, women from all backgrounds 
demanded democracy, social justice, freedom, dignity and equality. Women 
activists, bloggers and journalists mobilised and informed the world what was 
happening. These uprisings, through the demands they generated, reasserted 
the universality of human rights. 

Across the region, women occupied public spaces despite different degrees 
of freedom. In Tunisia, Morocco and Tahrir Square, women demonstrated 
shoulder to shoulder with men. In Libya, Bahrain, Syria and Yemen the 
segregation of women in public has not prevented women participating as 
demonstrators, organisers and leaders. In each country women, as well as 
men, have been arrested, detained, killed and tortured by regimes clinging 
to power. But women have been targets of additional forms of violence 
including rape, “virginity tests” and abduction.

While women played leading roles in the long years of resistance to dictator-
ships, the movements of the Arab Spring have given them unprecedented 
visibility, shattering stereotypes. Images like those of a young Tunisian 
woman shouting and brandishing a banner proclaiming “Ben Ali, get out!” 
have been etched into people’s consciousness around the world.
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This report pays homage to the women who struggle for freedom, equality 
and dignity. It takes a country-by-country look at the role played by women 
in the uprisings and underlines the obstacles that prevent them from playing 
their full part in the political and public life of their countries. It emphasises 
the importance of placing women’s rights at the heart of the political process, 
in countries where dictators have been toppled and in those where people are 
still struggling to change regimes. We share the reactions, proposals, strategies 
and hopes of activists in the region, women and men, who continue tirelessly 
to fight discrimination. The “20 measures for equality” which conclude our 
report reflect the demands formulated by human rights and women’s rights 
organisations throughout the region.

This report is a resource for action for all those involved in the struggle for 
women’s rights. Equality between men and women is key to the success of 
transition processes under-way in the region. We must not allow anyone to 
question the universality of human rights.

FIDH
8 March 2012

And yet the risk is all too real that this burgeoning participation will be 
taken away.

We must remember the lessons of history. Hard won advances towards equal 
rights for women face persisting opposition and are all too easily swept away. 
The story of Algeria epitomises the tragedy of women in revolutions: women 
fought for freedom from colonialism, but when independence was won they 
were deprived of their rights. In Yemen, in the 1960s women fought tyranny 
alongside men, but the change of regime brought increased discrimination. 

Women’s rights are the first to be sacrificed by politicians seeking to hold on 
to power and to appease the most conservative factions. In Libya, in October 
2011, as the President of the National Transitional Council declared that the 
country had been “liberated” from Qaddafi’s dictatorship, he announced that 
discrimination against half the population would be reinforced: any legal 
provision that contradicted Sharia law would henceforth be null and void, 
including laws limiting polygamy and authorising divorce. In Egypt, although 
women were massively involved in the revolutionary movement, there was 
not a single woman appointed to the Constitutional Committee or the Civil 
Consultation Committee, referred to as the “Council of Wise Men”. And 
following parliamentary elections, women represent only 2% of seats.

In Tunisia, the reform of the election law requiring parity on electoral lists 
represents a great victory, a first in the region and beyond. Yet in elections in 
October 2011 the vast majority of parties put men at the top of the lists, thereby 
depriving the Assembly responsible for drawing up the new Constitution 
of equal representation of men and women. As elected representatives 
publicly challenge existing protections for women’s rights, vigilance must 
be strengthened.

This period of political upheavals in the Middle East and North Africa is 
decisive for women’s rights. Now more than ever we must mobilise alongside 
women in the region. FIDH, as part of the Coalition for Equality Without 
Reservation, will continue to struggle for equal rights, as the very foundation 
of democracy. As states in the region are being rebuilt, women must take 
their full place in decision-making bodies. 
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and regional women’s rights movements and civil society organisations; 
systematically including women’s rights in bilateral and multilateral politi-
cal dialogues; and systematically including women’s rights, with specific 
objectives and indicators, in all cooperation programmes.

On women’s participation in political and public life

In countries in transition women are being marginalised or even excluded 
entirely from political bodies. In Egypt, there were no women in 2 commit-
tees nominated to draft the new constitution. A new electoral law abolished 
measures guaranteeing women minimum representation in parliament and 
women gained only 2% of seats in the recent elections. In Libya, the electoral 
law adopted by the National Transitional Council (NTC) contains no quota 
for the representation of women in elected bodies. In Morocco, a law adopted 
in October 2011 established a quota of only 15% and there is one woman 
minister in the 30 member cabinet (compared to 7 in the previous government). 
In Tunisia, the 41-member government contains only 3 women.

We therefore call on national authorities to:
1.  Guarantee women’s access to all political posts;
2.  Adopt laws and policies requiring gender parity or, at a minimum, quotas 

of at least 30% of women in all political decision making bodies and 
elected assemblies;

3.  Ensure the effective participation of women in all stages of elections, 
including within the body overseeing elections;

4.  Conduct outreach and civic education campaigns to explain the rights 
of women, as voters and candidates in the electoral process;

5.  Adopt measures aimed at increasing the representation of women in the 
judiciary.

On constitutional and legislative reforms

Concessions on women’s rights are often used as bargaining chips by politi-
cians to maintain power by appeasing the most conservative forces. In Libya, 
while proclaiming the country’s liberation from Qaddafi, the President of the 
National Transitional Council declared that restrictions on polygamy would 
be removed and divorce prohibited. In Tunisia, several representatives of 
the new government have issued declarations proposing measures that would 
violate women’s rights.

20 measures  
for equality
Women, alongside men, participated in the protest movements that shook the 
Arab world in 2011, demanding freedom, equality, justice and democracy. 
Women, as well as men, paid and continue to pay a high price for their 
struggles. Today women must be able to play their full part in building the 
futures of their countries. Women’s participation in public and political life, 
on an equal basis with men, is an essential condition for democracy and 
social justice, values at the heart of the Arab spring.

The changes sweeping the region, which in some countries have transformed 
the political landscapes, present real opportunities for women to push for their 
rights. Yet they also present risks of regression. Demands for equality are 
set aside while the efforts of protesters focus on bringing down regimes and 
dismantling oppressive state institutions. Recent history painfully reminds us 
that the massive occupation of public space by women during revolutions in no 
way guarantees their role in the political bodies of the regimes that follow. 

Although the situation of women varies across the region, threats to their human 
rights converge. Women are now confronting attempts to exclude them from 
public life, as well as acts of discrimination and violence perpetrated with 
impunity by extremist groups and security forces. At a time when conserva-
tive forces appear to be growing in strength, it is vital that steps are taken 
to establish equal rights between men and women as the very foundation of 
democratic societies.

The signatory organisations to this appeal call upon national governments and 
parliaments to implement the following “20 measures for equality”.

The signatory organisations to this appeal call upon international actors 
to support the implementation of these measures by: supporting national 
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On education, employment and health

Social and economic demands have been at the heart of protests. Women are 
the first to be affected by unemployment and financial insecurity.
We therefore call on national authorities to:
14.  Establish policies to ensure access for girls and women to education and 

eradicate illiteracy;
15.  Enact laws and policies to reduce high unemployment rates among 

women, ensure that women and men receive equal pay for equal work; 
combat the gender-based division of labour; and ensure that women have 
full and equal access to economic resources, including in rural areas; 

16.  Promote the representation of women in the decision-making bodies of 
trade unions;

17.  Strengthen measures aimed at increasing access of women and girls 
to adequate health services, particularly with regard to reproductive 
health..

On implementation of international women’s rights 
protection instruments

While almost all Arab countries have ratified CEDAW, the majority have 
expressed reservations that go against the very principle of non-discrimination. 
The provisions of this treaty are widely violated.

We therefore call on national authorities to:
18.  Withdraw all reservations to CEDAW;
19.  Ratify all international conventions on women’s rights and ensure the 

full implementation of their provisions;
20.  Cooperate with UN mechanisms protecting women’s rights (including 

the CEDAW Committee, the Working Group on laws and practices that 
discriminate against women and the Special Rapporteur on violence 
against women) and implement their recommendations.

We therefore call on national authorities to:
6.  Enshrine in the constitution, the principle of equality between men 

and women and the prohibition of all forms of discrimination against 
women;

7.   Reform all laws that discriminate against women, including in the area of 
the family: marriage, divorce, guardianship, child custody, inheritance, 
the transfer of nationality to spouses and children and legal capacity; and 
ensure the full compliance of all legislation with international conven-
tions, in particular the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

On violence against women

During the revolutions and uprisings across the region, there have been numer-
ous reports of violence targeting women, committed by militia, soldiers and 
police. There have also been reports of violence against women committed 
by demonstrators.

In Syria, women have been abducted by pro-regime forces to spread fear 
within the population and there are many reports of rape. In Libya, rape was 
used as a weapon of war and the stigmatization of victims is such that they are 
condemned to silence. In Egypt, women participating in the demonstrations 
have been sexually assaulted by protesters and several women protesters 
were forced by the army to undergo “virginity tests”.
 
We therefore call on national authorities to:
8.  Adopt laws prohibiting all forms of violence against women, including 

domestic and sexual violence and sexual harassment;
9.  Put in place adequate shelters and medical and psychological support 

services for women victims of violence;
10.  Fight impunity of all perpetrators of violence against women, by ensuring 

effective investigations, prosecution and punishment of these crimes;
11.  Ensure that women have full access to justice, including the provision of free 

legal services and establishing appropriate complaint mechanisms;
12.  Ensure that all actors in the justice system (police, judges, lawyers) 

receive adequate training on laws protecting women from violence and 
the treatment of victims of such crimes;

13.  Adopt preventive measures, including information and education 
campaigns, to eliminate violence against women.
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First signatures

– Association démocratique des femmes du Maroc (ADFM) 
– Association tunisienne des femmes démocrates (ATFD) 
– Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR) 
– Bahrain Human Rights Society (BHRS) 
– Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS) 
– Coalition of Defenders of Justice for Syria 
– Collectif des Familles de Disparus en Algérie (CFDA) 
– Conseil national pour les libertés en Tunisie (CNLT) 
– Egyptian Association for Community Participation Enhancement 
– Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR) 
– Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR) 
– General Federation of Trade Unions of Palestine 
– General Federation of Trade Unions of Yemen 
– Human Rights Information and Training Center - Yemen (HRITC) 
– International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) 
– International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)
– Kuwait Human Rights Society (KHRS) 
– Ligue algérienne pour la défense des droits de l’Homme (LADDH) 
– Ligue tunisienne des droits de l’Homme (LTDH) 
– New Woman Foundation - Egypt (NWF) 
– Organisation marocaine des droits humains (OMDH) 
– Syrian Organization for Human Rights (Sawasiah) 
– Voice of Libyan Women
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Distribution: this report is published in arabic, French and english. 
the international Federation for human rights (FiDh) authorises the free reproduction of extracts 
of this text on condition that the source is credited and that a copy of the publication containing 
the text is sent to the international Secretariat.

For more information:
http://arabwomenspring.fidh.net
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