
 
 
 
 

Briefing Book for 
Dialogue on Reform in the Arab World 

& 

 

Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI) Hearing: 
Exchange of Views on Reform in the Arab World 

Enclosures: 
1. Biographies of Witnesses (1p) 
2. Summary of Dialogues on Reform in the Arab World (7pp) 
3. Freedom House Freedom in the World 2010
4. Freedom House 

 Overview Essay (14pp) 
Women’s Rights Survey 

 
Overview Essay (15pp) 

 
Testimony will be delivered by Anwar Sadat, Egypt; Fodil Boumala, Algeria; and Amal Basha, 
Yemen. The three witnesses will discuss recent trends in the Arab World with regard to human 
rights, focusing on the issues of elections, women’s rights, and freedom of expression. Anwar 
Sadat will provide updates on the recent vote to continue Emergency Law in Egypt, as well as 
heightened repression in Egypt related to upcoming elections. Fodil Boumala will discuss 
conditions for activists and journalists in the Maghreb, particularly related to recent and 
upcoming elections. Amal Basha will present testimony regarding recent violence and 
government backlash in Yemen, as well as trends for women’s rights in Yemen and the Gulf 
region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Biographies of Witnesses 

Mr. Anwar Esmat El Sadat is the Founder of the Reform & Development Party in Egypt. 
Actively involved in politics, he was elected in 2005 to the Egyptian People's Assembly, was a 
member in the Foreign Relations Committee and the Economic Committee of the people's 
Assembly, and also an active member in the Egyptian Council for Foreign Affairs (ECFA). He 
participated in a number of international political, economical and social conferences and 
workshops in Egypt, the Arab world and Europe. Mr. El Sadat has published widely in Egyptian 
newspapers with special interest in political and development issues in Egypt. He is Chairman of 
El Sadat Organization for Social Development and Welfare –a non-profit organization in Egypt 
that aims to enhance development and alleviate poverty in Egypt as well as encourage political 
participation and raise awareness of human rights. He can be reached at info@el-sadat.org 
 
Mr. Fodil Boumala holds a Master Degree in Political Sociology from the University of 
Algiers. He is currently General Manager of Oqool Enterprise including Oqool Centre for 
Strategy Studies & Development Research, Oqool Publishing and Oqool for Media Production. 
He also served as General Director of the Information & Communication Department of the 
Algerian Popular Assembly and as a Political Analyst for Al Jazeera, BBC, RFI and Midi1 
media channels. Mr. Boumala was a President of “Future Forum for Human & Economic 
Development" from 2006-2009, and is a founding member of the Civil Initiative for Constitution 
Defence. Among his various publications, Mr. Boumala's most recent works include, 
"Underdevelopment as an Ideology," "Reconciliation against democratization in Algeria," and 
his translations of "The Confiscated Independence" by Ferhat Abbas. He can be reached at 
fboumala@gmail.com 
 
Mrs. Amal Al Basha is the Chairperson for Sisters Arab Forum for Human Rights (SAF) in 
Sana’a. Mrs. Basha holds an MA in International Development & Gender from the Institute of 
Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex. Her distinguished contribution to the 
development efforts within the Yemeni community from UNDP, NGOs and Government was 
honored In January 2008 when the Yemeni Civil Society Organizations celebrated January 12 as 
an Honorary Day dedicated to Mrs. Basha. She was also awarded a Golden Medal for Peace 
Initiative in 1990 and Al- Saee'd Cultural Foundation Annual Prize and Golden Shield for 
distinguished work in Human Right field in 2007. She can be reached at saf@ya.net.ye 
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New Generation of Advocates: 
Summary of Dialogues on Reform in the Arab World 
 
Dialogue on Reform in the Arab World and U.S. and European Engagement 
Dead Sea, Jordan— March 2-4, 2009 
 
National Dialogue about Reform Priorities in Egypt 
Cairo, Egypt— March 23, 2009 
 
National Dialogue— “Toward a New Social Contract” 
Cairo, Egypt— May 16-17, 2009 
 
Dialogue on Reform in the Maghreb and U.S. and European Engagement 
Algiers, Algeria— October 1-3, 2009 
 
2010 Freedom House Human Rights Summit and Strategic Retreat  
Washington, DC— February 17-19, 2010 
 
Dialogue on Reform in the Arab World: 
Assessing how Europe and the United States can effectively engage with civil society in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
Brussels, Belgium— May 31- June 4, 2010 
 
In 2009, Freedom House began a series of civic dialogues to engage leading intellectuals from across the 
political spectrum in an assessment of political and civil rights in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region, set priorities for political reform, and offer recommendations for engagement with the 
West. The dialogues each had a unique focus and served to develop a revised set of principles to help 
guide activists in their work and inform international actors how to best support their efforts. Successive 
Dialogues identified priorities for reform in Egypt, discussed the development of a “social contract” 
between Egyptian civil society and the government, and analyzed the potential role of Europe and the 
United States in supporting reform in the Maghreb. As a result of these dialogues, key members of civil 
society in the MENA region have identified their priorities and some critical obstacles to reform.   
 
The goals of the upcoming dialogue in Brussels in June 2010 include engaging important European 
policy-makers on these issues and fostering stronger working relationships and understanding between 
Europe and the Arab world. It is hoped that by the end of the dialogue, the participants will develop a 
roadmap for concrete steps toward reform. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Dead Sea, Jordan – March 2-4, 2009 
Dialogue on Reform in the Arab World and U.S. and European Engagement 

 
In March, 2009, Freedom House convened the first regional dialogue, which brought together a diverse 
cross-section of 26 senior advocates for democracy from throughout the MENA region with their 
counterparts from the United States and Europe. This accomplished group included a former Prime 
Minister and ministerial advisors, prominent intellectuals, heads of non-governmental organizations, 
leading academics, foreign policy specialists, and influential journalists. Each stage of the discussion was 
led and moderated by regional voices, who took ownership of both the direction of the discussion and the 
development of the recommendations. Participants examined the current opportunities and challenges for 
reform in the Arab World, and assessed the benefits and drawbacks of international engagement in 
advancing reforms. The participants drafted recommendations to set the stage for ongoing dialogue on 
reform among opinion leaders across the region. The group identified three priority areas for reform: (1) 
Free, fair and transparent elections; (2) Women’s rights and the roles of women as decision makers; and 
(3) Media and removing restrictions placed by governments on the work of journalists. Participants 
produced a series of recommendations according to the three priority areas they identified. 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
Elections 

Participants stressed the significance of holding honest and transparent elections in Arab countries since 
this is an important mechanism for democratic transition. Fraudulent elections were identified as a 
common phenomenon in the Arab world, resulting in distrust among citizens and hindering electoral 
participation. Accordingly, the participants recommend to: Support elections through independent 
judiciary commissions and establish independent national commissions to supervise elections; Institute a 
proportional electoral system; Supervise the creation of electoral lists and increase; Vote only at 
independent polling centers; and Support civic education programs for young people on the values of 
citizenship and democratic participation.  

Women 

Full realization of women’s rights was recognized as a precondition for the development of the Middle 
East in terms of economics, politics and society. Participants noted that it was essential to: Support 
political and educational capacities for female parliamentarians, representatives of local and municipal 
councils, and leaders of political parties; Perform comparative studies on women’s rights in Arab 
constitutions with regard to international standards of human rights; Analyze national budgets for 
women’s rights considerations; Develop systems of religious jurisprudence which support women’s rights 
and urge religious institutions to develop their understanding of inclusive religious schools such as the 
Ja’fari school; and Make marriage a legal distinction and fight all forms of marriage that violates 
women’s rights. 

Media 

Participants agreed that freedom of expression was one of the most pressing concerns for human rights 
and democracy advocates in the region. Participants recommended to: Hold an open forum to secure the 
input of journalists when enacting legislation pertaining to media; Hold training courses and support 
journalists on a professional level; Establish a regional institute of press and relationships with the United 
States and Europe to form a bridge to disseminate a culture of citizenship and human rights in the Arab 
media performance; Work on creating annual assessment mechanisms for legal and legislative 
frameworks pertaining to freedom of expression; and Design an annual award for Arab journalists who 
contributed to human rights and disseminating the culture of democracy. 

 



 
 

Cairo, Egypt – March 23, 2009 
National Dialogue about Reform Priorities in Egypt 

 
On March 23, 2009, Freedom House partnered with the One World Foundation for Development 
and Civil Society Care and Cairo University to conduct the National Dialogue about Reform 
Priorities in Egypt. The dialogue engaged 100 participants, including government officials, 
politicians, lawyers, academics, journalists and other members of civil society, as well as 
representatives of Arab and Western embassies. 
 
The participants highlighted out the urgent need to create a national consensus about reform 
priorities in Egypt. They highlighted the need for political reform laws, especially constitutional 
amendments, the cancellation of the Emergency Law, and amendments to the laws hindering the 
activities of political parties. On the social and cultural levels, participants stressed the need to 
adhere to a new social contract, to promote a renewal of religious discourse, and to promote a 
concept of democracy that is grounded in Egyptian cultural heritage. 
 
Participants agreed that the priorities for political reform must focus on the ideas of all activists, 
including the Islamists as well as other political forces that the regime has accepted as legal 
political actors. They recognized the need for a fair mechanism which can manage political 
competition among the actors while also providing for compromise and collaboration. All of this, 
participants noted, must be founded on the basis of respect for the constitution and the rule of 
law, and the integrity of elections within a democratic republic. As an important principle of any 
future Egyptian democracy, they agreed that within the government wealth and power must be 
kept separate. 
 
Regarding women’s rights, Dialogue participants explained that the participation of women in 
the political system is a precondition to women’s empowerment; women should participate in 
government holistically, exercising equal power and afforded equal opportunity. They noted 
specifically that women should receive focused political training which allows them to influence 
the political process and effectively interact with the state’s institutions. The issue of the quota 
system was contentious: some supported it as an important first step, though many noted 
women’s empowerment should not be a top-down process. Rather these participants agreed, 
social networks must be built in order to undermine the value system which marginalizes 
women’s role in society. 
 
Participants were encouraged by signals from the new administration in Washington, D.C. that 
the U.S. would deal with the Middle East differently than its predecessor. Overall however, they 
agreed that: There is a gap between the discourse adopted by European and American officials 
regarding democratic reform and their actions, which leads to a lack of trust in the region; The 
North-South Mediterranean dialogue is not an equal partnership, but was instead initiated from a 
security perspective by Europeans to counter illegal immigration; The privileged treatment 
adopted by European and American officials toward Israel severely undermines their relations 
with Arab Countries. 
 
 
 



 
 

Cairo, Egypt – May 16-17, 2009 
National Dialogue— “Toward a New Social Contract” 

 
From May 16-17, 2009, in partnership with Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights, the 
National Council for Human Rights, and several Egyptian civil society organizations, Freedom House 
convened a second National Civic Dialogue in Cairo, entitled “Towards a New Social Contract.” The 
dialogue saw high-level participation from international participants: British MP Bruce George, 
Johannesburg High Court Justice Azhar Chachalia, and Freedom House Executive Director Jennifer 
Windsor. 
 
The objective of the conference was to engage policy makers, activists, representatives of Egyptian 
political parties, and NGOs in an open dialogue to define the parameters of a new “social contract” which 
reflects the will of Egyptian society. The “contract” was envisioned as an equal partnership between the 
governors and the governed, and the dialogue attempted to define the characteristics of such a future 
partnership. Several speakers stressed the need for different “contracts,” or more specifically, a balance of 
rights and responsibilities between many segments of the Egyptian population. They spoke of the 
importance of balancing the needs of the rich and the poor, the demands of the ruling authority and 
intellectuals, and most importantly safeguards for citizens and their fundamental freedoms. Many 
explained that Egypt has never reached a fair balance of all these interests, and it would take time to 
develop them. 
 
Participants discussed the importance of a free press in facilitating a new social contract, pointing to its 
role as an impartial negotiator in the public sphere. Significantly, speakers were concerned about the 
ability of the Egyptian press to perform this role in the face of government oppression as well as the 
concentration of media power in the hands of several wealthy individuals who have their own interests at 
heart. 
 
Significant attention was given to political parties, which should but are unable to play a strong role in 
creating a social contract. Participants agreed that the parties have become highly centralized, ineffective, 
and unable to mobilize the people around a cause, and ought to be recreated in order to mount a serious 
challenge to government authority.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Algiers, Algeria— October 1-3, 2009 
Dialogue on Reform in the Maghreb and U.S. and European Engagement 

 
In October 2009, Freedom House collaborated with Algerian independent newspaper Al-Khabar 
to host an open, high-level roundtable on the future of political reform in Algeria and 
engagement with the United States and Europe. The forum brought together a cross-section of 
opinion leaders from Algeria, including: a former Prime Minister, two current Ministers, current 
and past Members of Parliament, prominent editors, academics, and civil society leaders. 
Participants addressed the opportunities and challenges for reform in the Maghreb region, 
discussed how the U.S. and European Union could engage constructively with Algeria and the 
Maghreb, and set the stage for ongoing dialogue in the North African region. 
 
This gathering of prominent intellectuals and activists—secular, Islamist, governmental and 
independent— who spoke openly with mutual respect, was remarkable in Algeria. According to 
the head of a prominent human rights organization, “For the past 20 years, holding a meeting like 
this was only a dream.” The open, public exchange of ideas rarely occurs in Algeria, yet the 
Dialogue on Reform took place openly, was publicized in newspapers before and after, and had 
no “red lines” concerning the issues discussed. 
 
Participants agreed that democracy was not a foreign concept, but rather a universal one. A 
moderate Islamist member of the ruling parliamentary coalition noted that democracy is a human 
value which existed even in Qur’anic times, when it was a priority to debate issues before 
decisions were taken, citing verses from the Qur’an to support his conclusion. Participants 
highlighted the faults in the current political system, noting in particular the concentration of 
executive powers, corruption, and the 17-year long Emergency Law. Participants felt strongly 
that reform needs to come from within Algerian society, but welcomed a continuation of the 
dialogue with the international community to assess avenues for collaboration and assistance. 
 
American and European participants in the dialogue shared their experiences in the region and 
discussed the important role which civil society organizations play in supporting human and civil 
rights in the Maghreb. Regional participants also called for civil society to take an active role in 
reform. One prominent journalist noted that governments and institutions won't lead reforms, but 
rather individuals must take the initiative to work for the changes they desire. “Liberty is not the 
result of legal or political systems,” he said, “It is the result of personalities.” 
 
At the conclusion of the roundtable, participants outlined their vision for reform, calling for an 
enlargement of the space for free expression in the press and broadcast media which would 
comprise all political trends in society. They agreed that a important first step for reform would 
be fighting corruption and amending financial and economic legislation to ensure greater 
transparency. 
 
  
 
 
 
 



 
 

Washington, D.C.— February 17-19, 2010 
2010 Freedom House Human Rights Summit  

 
Between February 17 and 19, 2010 human rights defenders and democracy advocates from the 
Arab World met with colleagues from more than twenty countries in Washington, DC for the 
2010 Human Rights Summit. Participants spent two days exchanging experiences and assessing 
the most pressing global challenges to freedom of expression and association. They also had the 
opportunity to present a targeted message to high-level U.S. representatives, including President 
Barack Obama. On the sidelines of the Summit, participants from the Middle East and North 
Africa met to discuss the particular needs of human rights defenders and democracy advocates in 
the region, and how the United States and international organizations can support their efforts. 
 
Participants in the Human Rights Summit produced an extensive list of recommendations that 
could act as a guideline for their continued work in their respective regions, as well as a 
framework for government representatives to use in developing an informed foreign policy that 
supports civil society activists globally. 
 
Participants agreed that internationally, governments must: Support the work and independence 
of Special Procedures mechanisms of the U.N. Human Rights Council, particularly the Special 
Rapporteurs for Human Rights Defenders; Strengthen, and where they do not yet exist, help to 
create, regional and sub-regional human rights bodies and mechanisms; Adopt in their bilateral 
relations a policy of providing support for, and, where necessary, protection of civil society 
groups, journalists, and human rights defenders and implement that policy by instructing 
embassies and aid missions to support these groups in practical ways. 
 
Specifically, with regard to the U.S. Government, participants recommended to: Ensure that 
advancing human rights are operationalized and properly resourced, through a National Security 
Presidential Directive or some comparable mechanism; Facilitate U.S. civil society engagement 
with civil society groups working on similar issues abroad; De-couple the fight against terrorism 
and violent extremism from efforts to restrict political speech, including speech that may be 
critical of U.S. policy and practices. The full Human Rights Summit list of recommendations, 
participant bios, and agenda can be found at: www.humanrightssummit.org. 
 
Freedom House engaged MENA Human Rights Summit participants in a meeting to discuss the 
specific challenges faced by activists in the Middle East and specific ways the international 
community can engage and support their work. They noted the troubling trend toward stifling 
free expression and the use of fraudulent elections as a tool for authoritarian regimes to hide anti-
democratic behavior. The activists discussed the burgeoning power of mobiles and the internet 
regionally, but explained that often these technologies are used only for social purposes. They 
explained that civil society could benefit from technical assistance in adapting these tools for 
activism. Still, they explained that Television is the primary way people in the region consume 
information, and TV could be a useful tool for promoting civic engagement and disseminating 
democratic principles. The participants criticized foreign governments and NGOs for too often 
regionalizing issues when often there are significantly different needs and realities in each 
country in the Middle East. Finally, participants agreed that international support could be very 
useful for programs to support education on democratic principles, particularly among youth. 

http://www.humanrightssummit.org/�


 
 

Assessing how Europe and the United States can effectively engage with civil 
society in the Middle East and North Africa 

Dialogue on Reform in the Arab World: 

Brussels, Belgium— May 31- June 4, 2010 
 
Freedom House will convene the final in its series of high-level roundtable dialogues in Brussels to 
envisage a new strategy for international engagement with civil society in the Middle East and North 
Africa. The Dialogue on Reform in Brussels will conclude the series by involving European counterparts 
in the discussion, assessing the priorities of the European Union in the MENA region, and 
conceptualizing new ways that the E.U. can work synergistically with the United States to provide 
protection and assistance to advocates of reform. The Brussels Dialogue will consist of three components:  
 

Roundtable Dialogue:  

The roundtable Dialogue on Reform will be an open discussion among civil society leaders from 
the MENA region and political and civil society leaders from Europe and the United States, 
focusing on specific areas in which the various parties can work together to foster human rights 
and political reform in the Arab world. MENA participants will have the opportunity to 
summarize their findings and priorities which were defined during the previous dialogues, while 
European and American participants will provide a realistic assessment of Western priorities 
regionally. All participants will work to identify areas of mutual collaboration, developing a 
reinvigorated framework for supporting on-the-ground Arab activists. 

Hearing of European Parliament Subcommittee on Human Rights: 

The European Parliament Subcommittee on Human Rights will host Freedom House’s regional 
Dialogue participants for an open hearing to brief MEPs on the current challenges facing human 
rights defenders and civil society activists in the Middle East and North Africa.  

New Generation Human Rights and Democracy Defender Award Ceremony: 

At a public event and reception, Freedom House’s New Generation program will present an 
award to two human rights and democracy defenders who have demonstrated exceptional moral 
courage in advocating for reform in their country. The awards will recognize the sacrifices these 
individuals have made in the cause of freedom, encouraging their work and raising awareness 
region-wide that others stand in solidarity with their struggle. 

 

To present the award, Freedom House will enlist the support of its International Solidarity Committee, a 
global network of prominent political, diplomatic, and civil society leaders who share a vision for greater 
democracy and respect for human rights in the Middle East and North Africa. The Committee was created 
in response to the needs of on-the-ground activists in the region, adding a layer of protection for their 
work through the high-level international advocacy such a body can mobilize. 



Freedom in the World 2010

EROSION OF FREEDOM  
INTENSIFIES

Selected data from Freedom House’s  
annual survey of political rights  

and civil liberties



 

In a year of intensified repression against 

human rights defenders and democratic 

activists by many of the world’s most 

powerful authoritarian regimes, Freedom 

House found a continued erosion of freedom 

worldwide, with setbacks in Latin America, 

Africa, the former Soviet Union, and the 

Middle East. For the fourth consecutive 

year, declines have trumped gains. This 

represents the longest continuous period of 

deterioration in the nearly 40-year history of 

Freedom in the World, Freedom House’s 

annual assessment of the state of political 

rights and civil liberties in every country in 

the world. 

 

In 2009, declines for freedom were 

registered in 40 countries, representing 20 

percent of the world’s polities. In 22 of 

those countries, the problems were 

significant enough to merit downgrades in 

the numerical ratings for political rights or 

civil liberties. Six countries moved 

downward in their overall status designation, 

either from Free to Partly Free or from 

Partly Free to Not Free. The year also 

featured a drop in the number of electoral 

democracies from 119 to 116, the lowest 

figure since 1995. 

 

A series of disturbing events at year’s end 

reinforced the magnitude of the challenge to 

fundamental freedoms, including the violent 

repression of protesters on the streets of 

Iran, lengthy prison sentences meted out to 

peaceful dissidents in China, attacks on 

leading human rights activists in Russia, and 

continued terrorist and insurgent violence in 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, and 

Yemen. 

 

There were a few bright spots. Of the 194 

countries assessed, 16 experienced gains in 

freedom. Broad improvements were 

recorded in the Balkans, as Montenegro 

moved into the Free category and Kosovo 

moved up to Partly Free, while ratings 

increases were seen for Croatia, Moldova, 

and Serbia. Countries including Iraq, 

Lebanon, Malawi, and Togo also made 

noteworthy gains. There were advances for 

freedom in South Asia for the second 

consecutive year, and political institutions in 

major Asian democracies showed 

impressive strength in the face of global 

economic upheaval. 

 

By absolute historical standards, the overall 

state of freedom in the world has improved 

over the last two decades. Many more 

countries were in the Free category and were 

designated as electoral democracies in 2009 

than in 1989, and the majority of countries 

that made major progress 20 years ago have 

retained those improvements. 

 

Indeed, as the world marks the 20th 

anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, 

the democratic institutions of the post-

communist countries of Central Europe, the 

Baltic region, and the Balkans have shown 

encouraging resilience despite mounting 

stresses. The majority of new democracies 

in Latin America have not seen major 

ratings declines, and a number of young 

democracies in the Asia-Pacific region have 

maintained or improved their ratings. 

 

But over the last four years, the dominant 

pattern has been one of growing restrictions 

on the fundamental freedoms of expression 

and association in authoritarian settings, and 

a failure to continue democratic progress in 
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previously improving countries due to 

unchecked corruption and weaknesses in the 

rule of law. 

 

The continued downward spiral throughout 

Central Asia in 2009, with Kyrgyzstan 

moving from Partly Free to Not Free, gave it 

the dubious distinction of becoming the 

world’s least free subregion. The Kazakh 

government notably failed to enact the 

fundamental political reforms it had 

promised during its campaign to secure the 

chairmanship of the Organization for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 

for 2010. 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa suffered the largest 

setbacks, with 15 countries registering 

declines and 4 securing gains. Nigeria and 

Kenya, both large and influential states that 

had demonstrated some democratic 

improvements in the past, saw continued 

backsliding. They were joined by a number 

of other African countries that had earned 

records of democratic achievement, 

including Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar, 

and Mozambique. 

 

Several parts of the Arab Middle East also 

saw deterioration, causing three countries in 

the region—Bahrain, Jordan, and Yemen—

to drop into the Not Free category. 

 

Other notable trends in 2009 include: 

 

 Authoritarian crackdowns on front-

line human rights defenders. In Russia, 

human rights lawyer Stanislav 

Markelov, journalist Anastasia Babu-

rova, and human rights advocate Natalya 

Estemirova were among the victims of 

unsolved political murders. In China, 

Liu Xiaobo, an organizer of the Charter 

08 democracy movement, received an 

11-year prison sentence, though he was 

only one among dozens of civic activists 

sentenced to long prison terms during 

the year. In Vietnam, a group of 

dissidents were given five-year prison 

sentences for advocating multiparty 

politics. And in Iran, hundreds of regime 

critics were detained, tortured, or killed 

in the aftermath of the June presidential 

election. 

  

 Attacks on journalists and new threats 

to new media. The massacre of 29 

journalists in a single incident in the 

Philippines stood out in a year of killings 

in such disparate locations as Russia, 

Pakistan, Mexico, and Somalia. 

Meanwhile, authoritarian governments 

expanded their efforts to stifle free 

expression by systematically blocking 

the use of new media for any activity 

they saw as a threat to their power. 

China remained at the cutting edge of 

this campaign, developing and deploying 

new forms of internet control and 

cracking down on bloggers and internet 

journalists who crossed political 

redlines. Bloggers in other authoritarian 

countries—including Iran and Azer-

baijan—also faced increased threats, 

censorship, and prosecution for their 

activities. 

 

 Coups d’etat. Coups have been a rare 

phenomenon in the last two decades. 

During 2009, however, a number of 

countries experienced what amounted to 

coups. In Guinea, a classic military 

takeover that began at the end of 2008 

took hold during the year, while in 

Honduras, Niger, and Madagascar, 

extraconstitutional mechanisms were 

used to remove or extend the rule of 

sitting leaders. 
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 Challenges from nonstate actors, 

including religious extremists and 

drug lords. Violent Islamic extremism 

continued to plague a number of 

countries from Africa to South Asia, 

including Somalia, Yemen, Afghanistan, 

and Pakistan. At the same time, regimes 

continued to use such problems to justify 

their crackdowns on civic activists or 

ethnic minorities, as China did with its 

concerted repression of the Uighur 

population. Organized drug trafficking 

contributed to insecurity and corruption 

in Afghanistan as well as in parts of 

Central America and Africa. 

 

Five-Year Trends for Political Rights and 

Civil Liberties 

 

An analysis of Freedom in the World 

subcategories under the broader political 

rights and civil liberties rubrics from 2005 

through 2009 shows that the past year was 

not an anomaly. Throughout this period, 

there have been growing pressures on 

freedom of expression, including press 

freedom, as well as on civic activists 

engaged in promoting political reform and 

respect for human rights, including the 

rights of workers to organize. 

 

Overall, however, the most significant 

declines were in the rule of law arena. 

Judicial systems on the whole remain weak, 

unable to act independently or apply the law 

equally to all members of society. Arbitrary 

detention and human rights violations by 

both state and nonstate actors continue to 

hamper progress toward the 

institutionalization of democratic gains in 

many societies. 

 

On a positive note, most regions have shown 

an outright improvement in the conduct of 

elections over the last five years. Globally, 

the elections scores in Freedom in the World 

would have improved by a significant 

degree were it not for a broad decline in one 

subregion: the former Soviet Union. Asian 

countries registered a substantial 

improvement on indicators tied to the 

conduct of elections and the ability of the 

political opposition to compete on a level 

playing field. 

 

Thus, despite the vote-rigging, fraud, and 

other manipulations that occurred in a 

number of countries in 2009, the global 

picture over the last five years suggests that 

governments are more likely to permit 

relatively honest elections than to allow an 

uncensored press, a robust civil society, and 

an independent judiciary. 

 

 

 

FREE, PARTLY FREE,        

NOT FREE 
 
Freedom in the World provides three broad 

category designations for each of the 

countries and territories included in the 

index: Free, Partly Free, and Not Free.  

 

A Free country is one where there is broad 

scope for open political competition, a 

climate of respect for civil liberties, 

significant independent civic life, and 

independent media. 

 

A Partly Free country is one in which there 

is limited respect for political rights and civil 

liberties. Partly Free states frequently suffer 

from an environment of corruption, weak 

rule of law, ethnic and religious strife, and 

often a setting in which a single political 

party enjoys dominance despite the façade of 

limited pluralism. 

 

A Not Free country is one where basic 

political rights are absent, and basic civil 

liberties are widely and systematically 

denied. 
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The State of Freedom in 2009: A 

Snapshot 

 

The number of countries assessed by 

Freedom in the World to be Free in 2009 

stood at 89, representing 46 percent of the 

world’s 194 countries and 3,088,704,000 

people—46 percent of the global population. 

The number of Free countries remained 

unchanged from the previous year’s survey. 

 

The number of countries qualifying as Partly 

Free stood at 58, or 30 percent of all 

countries, and they comprised 1,367,440,000 

people, or 20 percent of the world’s total. 

The number of Partly Free countries 

declined by four from the previous year. 

(Among the Partly Free countries for 2009 

was Kosovo, which in previous editions of 

Freedom in the World had been listed as a 

disputed territory.) 

 

Forty-seven countries were deemed Not 

Free, representing 24 percent of the total. 

The number of people living under Not Free 

conditions stood at 2,333,869,000, or 34 

percent of the world population, though it is 

important to note that more than half of 

these people live in just one country: China. 

The number of Not Free countries increased 

by five from 2008. 

 

Two countries, both in the Balkans, 

registered positive changes in status during 

the year. Montenegro moved from Partly 

Free to Free, and Kosovo rose from Not 

Free to Partly Free. Six countries 

experienced declines in status: Lesotho 

moved from Free to Partly Free, while 

Bahrain, Gabon, Jordan, Kyrgyzstan, and 

Yemen fell from Partly Free to Not Free. 

 

The number of electoral democracies 

dropped by three and stands at 116. Setbacks 

in four countries—Honduras, Madagascar, 

Mozambique, and Niger—led to their 

 

WHAT IS AN ELECTORAL 

DEMOCRACY? 

 

 

In determining whether a country is an 

electoral democracy, Freedom House 

examines several key factors concerning how 

its national leadership is chosen. To qualify 

as an electoral democracy, a state must have 

the following: 

 

 A competitive multiparty political 

system 

 Universal adult suffrage for all 

citizens* 

 Regular elections conducted in 

conditions of ballot secrecy and 

reasonable ballot security, and in the 

absence of massive voter fraud that 

subverts the public will 

 Significant public access of major 

political parties to the electorate 

through the media and through 

generally open political campaigning 

 

The designation reflects a judgment about 

whether the most recent elections, for both 

the executive and legislative branches, were 

free and fair. A country cannot be listed as an 

electoral democracy if a single party or 

movement enjoys consistent and 

overwhelming dominance over national 

elections. Nor can a country be an electoral 

democracy if significant authority for 

national decisions resides in the hands of an 

unelected power (whether a monarch or a 

foreign or international authority). A country 

is removed from the ranks of electoral 

democracies if its last national election has 

failed to meet the criteria listed above, or if 

changes in law significantly erode the 

possibility of free electoral choice. 

 

* With exceptions for legitimate sanctions 

placed on citizens for criminal offenses 
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removal from the electoral democracy list. 

One country, the Maldives, joined the ranks 

of the world’s electoral democracies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

ANALYSIS OF REGIONAL TRENDS 

 

Latin America: Regional and Internal 

Challenges  
 

Declines for freedom in Honduras and 

Nicaragua were signal developments in a 

year of general deterioration in Central 

America. 

 

The elite classes’ fear of a power grab by 

Honduran president Manuel Zelaya 

provoked a coup that resulted in his forced 

exile. This clear democratic rupture was 

complicated by an institutional clash: 

Zelaya’s ouster, though disapproved of in 

opinion polls, was supported by the 

country’s legislature and Supreme Court, 

and it came after Zelaya himself had acted in 

ways that many felt violated the checks and 

balances of the Honduran constitution. But 

while Zelaya’s actions provided his 

opponents with much fodder, his forced 

exile and the restrictions imposed on civil 

liberties by his successors resulted in 

declines for the country’s political rights and 

civil liberties ratings. 

 

In Nicaragua, civil liberties declined due to 

President Daniel Ortega’s continued use of 

violent intimidation and politicized courts to 

overcome obstacles to his plans for 

reelection. Guatemala’s political rights 

rating fell as a result of the government’s 

inability to implement policies and 

legislation in the face of rampant organized 

crime and related violence. Indeed, the 

violence perpetrated by nonstate actors, 

including drug traffickers, have over the 

years led to declines in civil liberties in a 

number of countries in Central America, as 

well as in Mexico and Colombia. 

 

Political rights in Venezuela have 

deteriorated due to the ongoing 

concentration of power by President Hugo 

 

WORST OF THE WORST 
 

Of the 47 countries designated as Not 

Free, nine have been given the 

survey’s lowest possible rating of 7 for 

both political rights and civil liberties. 

These worst-rated countries represent a 

narrow range of systems and cultures. 

One—North Korea—is a one-party, 

Marxist-Leninist regime. Two—

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan—are 

Central Asian countries ruled by 

dictators with roots in the Soviet 

period. Libya is an Arab country under 

the sway of a secular dictatorship, 

while Sudan is ruled by a leadership 

that has elements of both radical 

Islamism and a traditional military 

junta. The remaining worst-rated states 

are Burma, a tightly controlled military 

dictatorship; Equatorial Guinea, a 

highly corrupt regime with one of the 

worst human rights records in Africa; 

Eritrea, an increasingly repressive 

police state; and Somalia, a failed 

state. The one worst-rated territory in 

the survey, Tibet, is under Chinese 

jurisdiction. 

 

An additional 10 countries and 

territories received scores that were 

slightly above those of the worst-

ranked countries, with ratings of 6,7 or 

7,6 for political rights and civil 

liberties: Belarus, Chad, China, Cuba, 

Guinea, Laos, Saudi Arabia, South 

Ossetia, Syria, and Western Sahara. 
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Chavez and the further marginalization of 

the political opposition. These developments 

in turn have influenced politics in the rest of 

the region. Chavez’s populist message 

resonates in some places, and left-of-center 

candidates have scored electoral victories in 

a number of countries, most notably in the 

Andean and Central American subregions. 

Unfortunately, fears of growing Venezuelan 

influence also helped motivate the coup in 

Honduras. Nevertheless, many in Latin 

America have both rejected the populist-

authoritarian model of Venezuela and 

strengthened their countries’ democratic 

institutions. This has been the case in Chile, 

Brazil, and Uruguay. 

 

There remained one Not Free country in the 

Western Hemisphere in 2009: Cuba. The 

Cuban government took no significant 

measures during the year to open up the 

political system or allow citizens to exercise 

their freedoms of expression and 

association. At year’s end, Cuban authorities 

arrested an American who was in the 

country to distribute telecommunications 

equipment to political dissidents. Cuba 

remains one of the handful of countries 

worldwide that treats the distribution of 

laptops and mobile telephones to civil 

society groups as a crime. 

 

Middle East and North Africa: Some 

Gains, But Reversals Prevail 

 

News from the region was dominated by the 

upheaval in Iran, where election rigging, 

deadly state violence against civilians, and 

repression of the political opposition were 

met by a protest movement that impressed 

the world with its size, courage, 

commitment to democratic values, and 

staying power. Overall, the Middle East and 

North Africa region suffered a number of 

significant setbacks, and these were often 

centered in countries that had produced 

some evidence of reformist intentions in the 

recent past. Declines in 2009 brought the 

portion of the region’s residents who live in 

Not Free societies to 88 percent. 

 

Three countries—Jordan, Bahrain, and 

Yemen—dropped from the Partly Free to the 

Not Free category. Jordan suffered a decline 

in political rights due to the king’s decision 

to dissolve the parliament and postpone 

elections. In Bahrain, political rights 

suffered as a result of the harassment of 

opposition political figures and 

discrimination by the minority Sunni elite 

against the Shiite majority. Yemen’s 

political rights rating declined due to rapidly 

deteriorating security conditions and the 

increased marginalization of the parliament 

and other political institutions. Although 

Morocco’s status did not decline in 2009, 

the increased concentration of power in the 

hands of forces aligned with King 

Mohammed VI, along with stepped-up 

harassment of opposition critics, increased 

concerns about the erosion of political rights 

in that country. 

 

Improvements were noted in two countries 

that have experienced conflict in recent 

years: Iraq and Lebanon. Iraq’s political 

rights rating improved in light of provincial 

elections, which were generally regarded as 

fair and competitive, and due to the 

government’s enhanced autonomy as the 

phased withdrawal of U.S. troops got under 

way. Lebanon benefited from a decline in 

political violence, which resulted in an 

improvement in its civil liberties rating. 

 

Nevertheless, violence remains a dominant 

theme in the politics of the region and a 

significant impediment to the exercise of 

fundamental freedoms in many countries, 

including Iraq. The beginning of the year 

was marred by fierce fighting between the 

Israeli military and the Hamas movement in 
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the Gaza Strip. While Israel remains the 

only country in the region to hold a Freedom 

in the World designation of Free, freedoms 

of assembly and association came under 

pressure there during the year. Hundreds of 

people were arrested during demonstrations 

against the Gaza conflict, and the 

parliamentary elections committee passed a 

measure banning two political parties from 

national elections, though the ban was 

quickly overturned by the Supreme Court. 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Year of Major 

Setbacks 

 

While the advances made in sub-Saharan 

Africa in recent decades have not eroded 

overall, the region suffered the largest 

setbacks of 2009, with 15 countries 

registering declines and only 4 countries 

marking gains. 

 

Botswana and Lesotho both experienced 

reversals, with Lesotho moving from Free to 

Partly Free status. A decline in Botswana’s 

political rights rating was attributed to 

growing secrecy in the government. In 

Lesotho, political rights deteriorated as a 

result of the government’s failure to 

negotiate in good faith with the opposition 

over flaws in the election system that 

emerged during balloting in 2008. 

 

Three countries experienced coups: Guinea, 

Madagascar, and Niger. In the case of 

Guinea, the military takeover was followed 

by a terrifying rampage in which soldiers 

massacred and raped peaceful protesters. 

 

Among the region’s most repressive or least 

free states, declines were recorded in Eritrea, 

Gabon, and the Democratic Republic of 

Congo. 

 

Perhaps the most disturbing trend in the 

region is the decline over several years of 

some of sub-Saharan Africa’s largest and 

most influential countries, which had 

previously made important democratic 

progress. Kenya continued to see declines in 

freedom stemming from charges of vote-

rigging during the 2007 elections, the 

violence that came in the election’s wake, 

and a failure to hold those responsible to 

account. 

 

Another regional powerhouse, Nigeria, 

continued on its downward path of recent 

years, which have featured flawed elections, 

pervasive corruption, and troubling levels of 

sectarian and religious violence. These 

problems have eroded some of the gains the 

country made following the transition from 

military rule in 1999. 

 

Ethiopia’s trajectory has also been negative 

for a number of years, as Prime Minister 

Meles Zenawi has persecuted the political 

opposition, tilted the political playing field, 

and suppressed civil society. 

 

Improvements were noted in four countries: 

Malawi, Burundi, Togo, and Zimbabwe. 

While harsh conditions in Zimbabwe eased 

somewhat after opposition leader Morgan 

Tsvangirai was brought into a unity 

government as prime minister and a 

parliament led by his party was sworn in, the 

country remained among the continent’s 

most repressive. The authoritarian president, 

Robert Mugabe, remained in office, and his 

allies in the security forces continued to 

harass, arrest, and torture opposition figures. 

 

Central and Eastern Europe/Former 

Soviet Union: Balkan Progress, Central 

Asian Decay 

 

The year 2009 marked the 20th anniversary 

of the fall of the Berlin Wall. It was also a 

year when many of the countries that had 

won their freedom from Soviet domination 
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found themselves under increased pressure 

from the global economic downturn. Latvia, 

Hungary, and Bulgaria were among those 

most severely affected by the crisis, but the 

entire region suffered to some degree, with 

skyrocketing rates of unemployment, 

increased poverty, financial instability, and 

waning confidence in free-market 

capitalism. Despite these pressures, the 

institutions of freedom remained remarkably 

resilient throughout Central Europe, the 

Baltics, and the Balkans. 

 

Five countries in the western Balkans 

experienced gains for freedom during the 

year. The most notable improvements 

occurred in Kosovo, which advanced from 

Not Free to Partly Free status after holding 

elections that were deemed to be in 

compliance with international standards and 

strengthening the protection of minority 

rights. The other countries registering gains 

were Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia, and 

Montenegro, with the last moving from 

Partly Free to Free. 

 

Meanwhile, the countries of the non-Baltic 

former Soviet Union continued their decade-

long backslide during 2009. Conditions in 

this subregion have deteriorated to the point 

that almost every country ranks at the very 

bottom on multiple indicators measured by 

Freedom in the World. The area’s average 

political rights score—which covers the 

spheres of electoral process, political 

pluralism, and functioning of government—

has dropped sharply over the past four years 

and is now comparable to that of the Middle 

East and North Africa. The non-Baltic 

former Soviet Union lags far behind sub-

Saharan Africa on the average scores for 

political rights and civil liberties, as well as 

on the majority of individual indicators, 

including freedom of expression, freedom of 

association, and the rule of law. 

 

The dominant regional power, Russia, 

suffered further deterioration despite 

assurances from President Dmitry 

Medvedev that reform is in the offing. While 

Medvedev announced policies to fight 

corruption, loosen controls on civil society 

organizations, strengthen the rule of law, 

and enhance freedom of expression, the 

country met with a range of setbacks for 

political rights and civil liberties. Credible 

reports suggest that local and regional 

elections were suffused with 

irregularities. New restrictions were placed 

on religious minorities. A new commission 

was established to influence the presentation 

of history in schools and elsewhere, a move 

consistent with the Kremlin’s wider efforts 

to manage and manipulate information in the 

public sphere. Human rights defenders and 

journalists remained vulnerable to 

persecution and murder, and there was a 

distinct lack of progress in punishing those 

responsible for previous politically 

motivated killings. 

 

Central Asia remained one of the repressive 

areas in the world. Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan have long ranked at or near 

the bottom of the Freedom in the World 

scale. The decline of Kyrgyzstan from Partly 

Free to Not Free was of particular concern, 

as the country seemed to have been 

embarked on a reformist course at various 

times in the post-Soviet period. Kazakhstan, 

Central Asia’s wealthiest state, also 

registered a decline. It has made no progress 

toward implementation of reforms it had 

promised in advance of its assumption of the 

chairmanship of the OSCE. During 2009, 

the Kazakh authorities took a further step 

backward when they arrested and sentenced 

Yevgenii Zhovtis, a prominent human rights 

advocate. 

 

The regimes in other authoritarian states on 

Russia’s periphery, including Belarus, 
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Armenia, and Azerbaijan, have shown no 

signs of abandoning their repressive 

policies. Ukraine, which has also suffered 

heavily from the economic downturn and is 

burdened by enormous corruption problems, 

remains the only Free state in the non-Baltic 

former Soviet Union.  

 

Asia-Pacific: Modest Improvements 

 

As the world’s most populous region, Asia 

is home to some of the globe’s largest 

democracies as well as its biggest 

authoritarian regime, presenting a unique 

dynamic for democratic development. While 

most regions experienced various degrees of 

decline for freedom in 2009, the Asia-

Pacific region as a whole experienced 

modest gains. Three of its most strategically 

significant countries—India, Indonesia, and 

Japan—held competitive and fair general 

elections, with the historic victory of Japan’s 

opposition Democratic Party reconfirming 

that Japanese citizens can change their 

government when they choose to do so. 

 

Other gains for political rights were seen in 

Bangladesh, where an elected civilian 

government replaced a military-backed 

administration, and the Maldives, where the 

first democratic parliamentary elections 

passed peacefully. Polls in Mongolia and 

both Indian and Pakistani Kashmir similarly 

contributed to improvements in the 

realization of political rights. 

 

Not all election-related developments were 

positive, however. In Afghanistan, which 

saw a decline in its political rights rating, a 

deeply flawed presidential poll exacerbated 

an already unstable security situation and 

exposed the prevalence of corruption within 

the government. And in the Philippines, the 

massacre of civilians in connection with a 

local official’s attempt to register his 

candidacy, and the government’s subsequent 

declaration of martial law in the area, were 

indicative of heightened political violence in 

the run-up to 2010 elections. 

 

Among civil liberties, particular pressure 

was placed on the rule of law and respect for 

freedom of expression, with reversals noted 

in both authoritarian and democratic 

societies. In Cambodia, the government 

recriminalized defamation and then used the 

new legislation to intimidate independent 

journalists. In Vietnam, a prominent 

independent think tank was shut down and 

prodemocracy civic activists were 

imprisoned. In Indonesia, top law 

enforcement officials were implicated in 

efforts to undermine anticorruption bodies. 

In Taiwan, increased government efforts to 

enforce anticorruption laws were marred by 

flaws in the protection of criminal 

defendants’ rights, and new legislation 

restricted the political expression of 

academics. And in China, Communist Party 

leaders sought to tighten control over 

judges, while embarking on a sweeping 

crackdown against leading human rights 

lawyers and nonprofits offering legal 

services.  

 

Indeed, as China’s leaders showed greater 

confidence on the world stage, their actions 

at home demonstrated continued insecurity 

and intolerance with respect to citizens’ 

demands for legal rights and accountable 

governance. The authorities’ paranoid 

handling of a series of politically sensitive 

anniversaries—such as the 60-year mark of 

the Communist Party’s time in power—

included lockdowns on major cities, new 

restrictions on the internet, the creation of 

special extralegal taskforces, and harsh 

punishments meted out to democracy 

activists, petitioners, Tibetans, Falun Gong 

adherents, and human rights defenders. 

Separately, long-standing government 

policies of altering the demography and 
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repressing religious freedom in the Xinjiang 

region came to a head in 2009, when an 

eruption of ethnic violence was followed by 

forced “disappearances” of Uighur Muslims, 

a series of executions, and tightened internet 

censorship. Often at great personal risk, 

many of China’s bloggers, journalists, legal 

professionals, workers, and religious 

believers nevertheless pushed the limits of 

permissible activity in increasingly 

sophisticated ways. They managed to expose 

cases of official corruption, circulate 

underground political publications, and play 

a role in forcing the government’s partial 

retraction of a policy to install monitoring 

and censorship software on personal 

computers. Growing labor unrest and better 

organized strikes reflected workers’ ability 

to bypass the party-controlled union, 

sometimes resulting in concessions by 

employers. 

 

South Asia saw several improvements in 

2009. Bangladesh’s new civilian-led 

government enacted important legislation to 

improve transparency, and while the issue of 

detainee deaths remained a serious concern, 

lower levels of politically motivated 

violence and detentions, as well as fewer 

restrictions on the media, led to better scores 

for the country in a number of categories. 

Scores for the Maldives also improved, 

thanks to the holding of generally free 

legislative elections and a series of reforms 

in the areas of accountability, anticorruption, 

free assembly and association, and prison 

conditions.  

 

While Pakistan remained mired in official 

corruption and extremist violence, positive 

signs were noted in initial reforms of the 

administration of the tribal areas and 

especially in the peaceful resolution of the 

judicial crisis, which included the 

reinstatement of the chief justice of the 

Supreme Court and the restoration of a large 

measure of judicial independence. 

 

In Sri Lanka, improvements in political 

freedom following the end of the long-

running civil war were balanced by the 

government’s unwillingness to meaningfully 

address ethnic grievances, the internment in 

squalid conditions of several hundred 

thousand displaced civilians for much of the 

year, and increased hostility toward 

journalists and nongovernmental 

organizations. 

 

Western Europe and North America: 

Some Change in U.S., Assimilation Crisis 

Endures in Europe  

 

The countries of Western Europe and North 

America continued to register the highest 

scores on the Freedom in the World scale 

despite their ongoing struggle to assimilate 

large numbers of immigrants from 

developing countries, the continued tension 

between security and civil liberties, and 

problems stemming from libel tourism and 

other threats to freedom of expression. 

 

In the United States, the presidency of 

Barack Obama was greeted with enthusiasm 

by civil libertarians, as his campaign 

platform had suggested a major rollback of 

controversial antiterrorism policies instituted 

by his predecessor, George W. Bush. In 

some areas, Obama did pursue a markedly 

different course than did Bush. For example, 

at year’s end Obama issued an order than 

will result in the release to the public of 

millions of documents that had been 

classified during World War II, the Cold 

War, and other conflict periods. The new 

administration also issued a policy that 

forbade the use of torture by U.S. personnel; 

announced plans to close down the military 

detention facility at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba; 

and decided that some of the terrorism 
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suspects held at Guantanamo would be tried 

in U.S. civilian courts, while others would 

be brought before military tribunals. More 

broadly, however, Obama decided against 

reversing course on many Bush-era security 

policies. Furthermore, the goal of shutting 

down the Guantanamo facility was 

complicated by the revelation that a number 

of previously freed detainees had joined 

jihadist groups in Afghanistan, Yemen, and 

elsewhere; by a nearly successful attempt to 

destroy an American airliner at year’s end; 

and by political resistance to the relocation 

of terrorism detainees to facilities in the 

United States.  

 

In Europe, cultural tensions driven by an 

influx of immigrants from Muslim countries 

continued to pose challenges to the region’s 

tradition of tolerance and civil liberties. A 

number of countries have experienced 

political disputes over the building of 

mosques and minarets, the wearing of 

headscarves and burqas, the treatment of 

women in Muslim families, and similar 

issues. Apprehensions over immigration 

have led to the growth of right-wing 

political parties whose platforms are 

centered on demands for immigration 

restrictions. Switzerland, home to the 

region’s most politically successful anti-

immigrant party, suffered a decline in its 

Freedom in the World score after its citizens 

voted in a referendum to ban the 

construction of minarets. Malta also suffered 

a decline due to its record of often refusing 

to come to the aid of foundering boats 

carrying immigrants from North Africa, as 

well as the poor condition of its immigrant 

detention centers. Turkey experienced a 

modest score decline due to a court decision 

that outlawed a political party representing 

the interests of Kurds, an action that 

seriously undermined the government’s 

efforts to end the Kurdish insurgency. 

 

Challenges to freedom of expression 

remained a problem, especially in the United 

Kingdom, where journalists and scholars 

have been brought to court on libel charges 

by individuals from foreign countries—most 

often countries under authoritarian rule. The 

problem has prompted press freedom 

advocates to cite such “libel tourism” as a 

serious menace to intellectual inquiry and 

the robust exchange of ideas. The 

controversy deepened in 2009, when libel 

charges were advanced against scientists 

who had written critiques of the conclusions 

of fellow scholars. Meanwhile, several states 

in the United States have passed laws that 

would effectively nullify monetary awards 

for libel or defamation issued by foreign 

courts in most instances. In a positive 

development, a court decision in Canada 

significantly narrowed the conditions under 

which cases of libel or defamation can be 

brought before the judicial system. 

 

 

 

 

REGIONAL PATTERNS 
 Free Partly Free Not Free 
Americas 25 (71%)   9 (26%)   1   (3%) 
Asia-Pacific 16 (41%) 15 (38%)   8 (21%) 
Central and Eastern Europe/Former Soviet Union 14 (48%)   7 (24%)   8 (28%) 
Middle East and North Africa   1   (6%)   3 (17%) 14 (78%) 
Sub-Saharan Africa   9 (19%) 23 (48%) 16 (33%) 
Western Europe 24 (96%)   1   (4%)   0   (0%) 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Meeting the Authoritarian Challenge 

 

Despite the record of global setbacks during 

the past year, the overall state of freedom in 

the world remains quite positive by any 

historical measurement. With some 

exceptions, the societies that embraced 

democracy during the Cold War’s waning 

years and immediately after the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union have retained their array 

of free institutions. The apparent durability 

of democracy in a number of Asia’s most 

important countries represents a bright spot, 

as do the gains for freedom in the Balkans, a 

region that was mired in civil war and ethnic 

hatred during the 1990s. The fact that more 

societies did not seek authoritarian 

alternatives in the face of a severe 

worldwide economic crisis last year could 

be held up as a testament to the strength of 

the democratic idea. 

 

Still, the notion that things could have been 

worse is poor consolation for a year in 

which freedom showed some measure of 

decline in roughly 40 countries. And the 

results for 2009 were no isolated occurrence: 

they marked the fourth consecutive year of 

overall decline, the longest such stretch of 

negative data in the history of Freedom in 

the World. This is a phenomenon that should 

be galvanizing civic leaders and 

governments throughout the democratic 

world, no less than it should be concerning 

to those men and women elsewhere who 

aspire to live in free societies. Yet it comes 

at a time when American public opinion, at 

least, is experiencing a resurgence of 

isolationism in key respects. 

 

According to a survey published by the Pew 

Research Center for the People and the Press 

on December 3, 2009, for the first time since 

World War II, a plurality of Americans (49 

percent) believe the United States should 

“mind its own business and let other 

countries get along the best they can.” The 

steepest specific change in general public 

attitudes surveyed is the decline in interest 

in “spreading democracy around the world,” 

from 44 percent just after the 2001 terrorist 

attacks to a mere 10 percent today. As was 

the case when Freedom House was founded 

in 1941, the reluctance of American public 

opinion to support active engagement in a 

messy world, despite clear infringements on 

democratic liberties overseas, makes it 

extremely difficult for American foreign 

policy to defend democracy from its 

enemies. 

 

Another source of concern is the growing 

paranoia of even the largest and most 

headstrong among the world’s authoritarian 

powers. No country can compete in this 

respect with China, which—despite its 

waxing economic and military prowess—

behaves as if it were under siege by its own 

citizens. The prison sentence recently issued 

to democracy advocate Liu Xiaobo is 

reminiscent of the anti-dissident campaigns 

of the Soviet Union under Leonid Brezhnev. 

Similarly disturbing is Beijing’s persecution 

of lawyers who have represented defendants 

in politically sensitive cases, including 

ethnic and religious minorities and 

independent journalists. While China asserts 

that its relations with the rest of the world 

are based on a fundamental principle of 

noninterference, it recently tried to 

intimidate foreign cultural officials into 

silencing regime critics at conferences and 

exhibition venues in Germany, Australia, 

South Korea, and Bangladesh. It has 

likewise badgered foreign countries to return 

Uighurs seeking asylum abroad, and 

succeeded in persuading Pakistan and 

Cambodia to do so despite a credible risk of 

torture and execution. 
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While these acts of repression are 

disturbing, so is the absence of protest from 

the democratic world. When the Soviet 

Union arrested a dissident or suppressed 

religious expression, it drew widespread 

condemnation by figures ranging from heads 

of state to trade union leaders, as well as by 

human rights organizations and prominent 

humanitarians. China’s current actions, by 

contrast, elicit little more than boilerplate 

criticism, and just as often they provoke no 

response whatsoever. Nor is China the only 

authoritarian power that has managed to 

avoid global attention for its breaches of 

democratic standards. Kazakhstan holds the 

chairmanship of the OSCE for the year 2010 

despite a record of fraudulent elections and 

repression of independent critics in the 

media and civil society—behavior that only 

grew worse as 2010 approached. 

Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez has beguiled 

many and escaped censure by the 

Organization of American States despite his 

increasingly contemptuous attitude toward 

pluralism and his own country’s 

constitution. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and other 

influential authoritarian states in the Middle 

East similarly avoid criticism for their 

assaults on citizens who seek to improve the 

climate for rights and freedoms in their 

countries. 

 

The Cold War has ended, but the tendency 

of authoritarians of various stripes to band 

together and pursue common strategic, 

diplomatic, and occasionally economic 

interests remains a reality of international 

behavior. Authoritarians prefer alliances 

with other authoritarians and continue to 

regard the United States and the world’s 

other democracies as adversaries. They are 

deeply unsettled by citizen-driven 

movements for change, such as the one 

witnessed in the U.S. electoral campaign of 

2008, or those that—in very different 

contexts—currently threaten the forces of 

repression in Iran and Zimbabwe. 

Authoritarian rulers fear their own citizens: 

hence their frequently expressed 

apprehensions about an American-inspired 

“velvet revolution.” In response, they devote 

more and more strategic thought and 

material resources to the challenge of 

keeping their people under control and the 

democratic world at bay. 

 

While a “freedom recession” and an 

authoritarian resurgence have clearly 

emerged as global trends, they are subject to 

reversal. Democracy remains the preferred 

form of government; indeed, no other 

system or model has gained widespread 

support. The United States and other 

democracies should take the initiative to 

meet the authoritarian challenge, and 

democratic leaders should make the case to 

their wary publics about the importance of 

doing so now, while the balance remains 

relatively favorable, rather than waiting for a 

further erosion in the global state of 

freedom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eliza Young assisted in the preparation of 

this report.  
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HARD-WON PROGRESS AND A LONG ROAD AHEAD: 
Women’s Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 

 
by Sanja Kelly 

 
 
As the governments of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) undertake the difficult process 
of enacting social and political change, the unequal status of women presents a particularly 
formidable challenge. In Iraq, deliberations over women’s legal status have been as contentious 
as negotiations over how to structure the government. In Jordan, measures to increase penalties 
for so-called honor crimes faced strong resistance by ultraconservative parliamentarians and 
ordinary citizens who believe that tradition and religion afford them the right to severely punish 
and even murder female relatives for behavior they deem immoral. These debates are not just 
legal and philosophical struggles among elites. They are emotionally charged political battles 
that touch upon fundamental notions of morality and social order. 

In order to provide a detailed look at the conditions faced by women in the Middle East 
and understand the complex environment surrounding efforts to improve their status, Freedom 
House conducted a comprehensive study of women’s rights in the region. The first edition of this 
project was published in 2005. The present edition offers an updated examination of the issue, 
with a special focus on changes that have occurred over the last five years. Although the study 
indicates that a substantial deficit in women’s rights persists in every country in the MENA 
region, the findings also include notable progress, particularly in terms of economic 
opportunities, educational attainment, and political participation. 

The Middle East is not the only region of the world where women experience inequality. 
In Asia, Africa, Latin America, Europe, and North America, women continue to face gender-
based obstacles to the full realization of their rights. In the United States, women have come a 
long way since the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, but even today they 
earn roughly 23 percent less than men and make up only 3 percent of the Fortune 500 chief 
executives. It is, however, in the MENA region that the gap between the rights of men and those 
of women has been the most visible and severe. 

The country reports presented in this edition detail how women throughout the Middle 
East continue to face systematic discrimination in both laws and social customs. Deeply 
entrenched societal norms, combined with conservative interpretations of Shari‘a (Islamic law), 
continue to relegate women to a subordinate status. Women in the region are significantly 
underrepresented in senior positions in politics and the private sector, and in some countries they 
are completely absent from the judiciary. Perhaps most visibly, women face gender-based 
discrimination in personal-status laws, which regulate marriage, divorce, child guardianship, 
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inheritance, and other aspects of family life. Laws in most of the region declare that the husband 
is the head of the family, give the husband power over his wife’s right to work, and in some 
instances specifically require the wife to obey her husband. Gender-based violence also remains 
a significant problem. 
 Nevertheless, important steps have been made to improve the status of women over the 
last five years, and 15 out of 18 countries have recorded some gains. The member states of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC or Gulf)—which scored the worst among 17 countries in the 
2005 edition—have demonstrated the greatest degree of improvement, shrinking the gap between 
them and the rest of the region on some issues. The most significant achievement occurred in 
Kuwait, where women received the same political rights as men in 2005, enabling them to vote 
and run for office, and paving the way for the election of the country’s first female members of 
parliament in 2009. In Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the first women judges 
were appointed in 2006 and 2008, respectively. Women have also become more visible 
participants in public life, education, and business throughout the region, including Saudi Arabia. 
They have gained more freedom to travel independently, as laws requiring a guardian’s 
permission for a woman to obtain a passport have been rescinded in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Qatar 
during this report’s coverage period. 

Outside the Gulf, the most notable reforms occurred in Algeria and Jordan. Following the 
Moroccan example from the year before, Algeria made sweeping amendments to its personal 
status code in 2005, vastly improving women’s power and autonomy within the family. The new 
law prohibits proxy marriages, limits the role of a woman’s guardian during marriage 
proceedings, recognizes the parental authority of custodial mothers, and removes the requirement 
that a wife obey her husband. In Jordan, after years of lobbying by women’s organizations for 
protections against gender-based violence, the government enacted the Family Protection Law 
(FPL) in 2008 and established a specialized court in 2009 that handles cases involving honor 
crimes. The FPL specifies the procedures that police, the courts, and medical authorities must 
follow when dealing with victims of domestic abuse, and prescribes penalties for the 
perpetrators. Jordan is only the second country in the region—after Tunisia—to pass such 
legislation, although parts of the law are not yet enforced. 

In nearly all of the countries examined, however, progress is stymied by the lack of 
democratic institutions, an independent judiciary, and freedoms of association and assembly. 
Excessively restrictive rules on the formation of civil society organizations make it more difficult 
for women’s advocates to effectively organize and lobby the government for expanded rights. 
The scarcity of research and data on women’s status further impedes the advocacy efforts of 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and activists. And ultimately, the passage of new laws 
that guarantee equal rights for women means little if those guarantees are not fully enforced by 
state authorities. Throughout the region, persistent patriarchal attitudes, prejudices, and the 
traditionalist inclinations of male judges threaten to undermine new legal protections. 

Overall conditions for women have worsened in only three places: Iraq, Yemen, and 
Palestine (West Bank and Gaza Strip). In all of these cases the negative trend is partly related to 
an uncertain security situation. For example, while the lives of citizens of both genders are 
affected by the war in Iraq, the conflict’s effect on women has been particularly severe. The 
instances of gender-based violence in Iraq—including honor killings, rapes, and kidnappings—
increased significantly during the last five years. This forced women to stay home, thereby 
hindering most aspects of their lives, including employment and education. Despite these 
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conditions, progress has been achieved on some issues. Women currently hold 25 percent of the 
seats in the parliament thanks to a new quota system, a new nationality law allows women to 
transfer citizenship to their children and foreign-born husbands, and women’s rights NGOs have 
grown stronger and more effective. 

Similarly, in Palestine (West Bank and the Israeli Occupied Territories), internal political 
tensions between Fatah and Hamas—coupled with Israeli restrictions on the movement of 
civilians and military incursions—have seriously affected the health, employment opportunities, 
access to education, and political and civil liberties of Palestinian women. In particular, due to 
the increased number of checkpoints and the construction of the West Bank separation wall, 
women now experience further separation from their families, farmlands, water resources, 
schools, and hospitals. Moreover, the new, more conservative social order imposed by Hamas 
has led to greater restrictions on women’s rights in Gaza, and women’s labor force participation 
remains the lowest in the region as the local economy has all but collapsed.  

While it is possible to identify net gains or losses for women’s rights in a given country, 
the situation is rarely as simple as that, and the course of events often reflects a great deal of 
contestation. In many states where significant progress has been achieved, elements of the 
society have tried, sometimes successfully, to introduce measures that are detrimental to 
women’s rights. For example, in Syria, where women have made notable improvements in terms 
of educational and employment opportunities, the government considered amendments to the 
family law that would have increased the discretionary power of religious judges in family 
matters, until the public outcry and activism of women’s rights organizations prompted 
lawmakers to cancel the proposed legislation. In Libya, after it was leaked that the government 
had imposed a regulation prohibiting women under the age of 40 from leaving the country 
without a male relative, even the state-owned newspaper was critical, leading the authorities to 
deny that such a rule had been instituted. In Kuwait, just three years after women got the right to 
vote and a year before the election of first female lawmakers, the parliamentary committee on 
education issued a directive instructing the government to start enforcing a law on gender 
segregation at private universities by 2013.  

 

Among other important findings and developments are the following: 

• As measured by this study, Tunisian women enjoy the greatest degree of freedom in the 
MENA region, followed by women in Morocco, Algeria, Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, 
Palestine, Kuwait, Bahrain, Syria, Libya, the UAE, Iraq, Qatar, Oman, and Iran. Yemen 
and Saudi Arabia lag significantly behind. 

• The greatest gains were achieved in the areas of employment, education, and political 
representation. More women today hold jobs, are literate, and enroll in areas of study 
previously deemed inappropriate for them than five years ago. Women’s rights 
organizations are becoming more vocal and better organized, and women are increasing 
their representation in elected government bodies, albeit with the help of quota systems. 

• Gender-based violence remains one of the most serious obstacles in women’s lives. Laws 
that would protect women from spousal abuse are absent in most countries, spousal rape 
is not criminalized, and honor killings still occur and are on the rise in Iraq and Palestine. 
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• Women’s access to justice remains poor due to their low degree of legal literacy, cultural 
requirements that women first seek mediation through the family before turning to courts, 
the patriarchal leanings of many male judges, and the fact that in most countries a 
woman’s testimony is worth only half that of a man in certain areas of the law. 
 

 
MAIN FINDINGS 

The 2010 edition of Women’s Rights in the Middle East and North Africa identifies a complex 
set of obstacles that prevent women from enjoying the full range of political, civil, economic, 
and legal rights. However, the study and the accompanying data also indicate that certain gains 
have been made in recent years, providing grounds for cautious optimism. 
 

Economic Opportunities Grow Despite Persistent Challenges 

On average, only 28 percent of the adult female population in the Middle East is economically 
active, the lowest rate in the world. In nearly all MENA countries, however, women today are 
better represented in the labor force and play a more prominent role in the workplace than was 
the case earlier this decade. In Qatar, for example, the proportion of adult women with jobs has 
increased from roughly 36 percent in 2000 to 42 percent in 2007. Similarly, the proportion of 
working women has grown by 6 percent in Algeria (to 38 percent) and nearly 4 percent in Libya 
(to 27 percent). Compared with male employment, these figures remain glaringly low; depending 
on the country, the share of adult men with jobs ranges from 60 to 90 percent. But male 
employment has remained static and in some instances decreased since 2000. 

The growing number of working women appears to be the result of increased literacy and 
educational opportunities, slowly changing cultural attitudes, and in some countries, government 
policies aimed at reducing dependence on foreign labor. Although society as a whole tends to 
view formal employment and business as male activities, parents and husbands alike are starting 
to rely more on the financial support provided by their daughters and wives. In Egypt and 
Bahrain, several women interviewed for this study said that their marriage prospects improve if 
they hold a solid job, as “young men nowadays look for a wife that can help with family 
expenses.” 

Employment also gives women a degree of financial independence from families and 
husbands, something they lacked in the past. Divorced or widowed women increasingly seek 
employment to support themselves, instead of relying on their extended families. And with 
divorce rates on the rise—approximately 46 percent in the UAE, 40 percent in Egypt, 38 percent 
in Qatar, and 30 percent in Tunisia—married women increasingly see a separate income as vital 
insurance against future trouble in their relationships. Whether married or not, working women 
say that they have started to earn greater respect and have a greater voice within their families. 

Women in the Gulf generally have higher labor-force participation rates than their 
counterparts elsewhere in the MENA region. This can be explained by lower unemployment 
rates overall, meaning women do not have to compete with men for jobs, and by comparatively 
higher levels of literacy and education. In addition, Gulf women have benefited from 
government policies designed to reduce dependence on foreign labor, as companies have 
aggressively recruited female workers to fill newly established quotas for citizen employees. In 
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the UAE, for example, the Ministry of Labor no longer allows foreigners to work as secretaries, 
public-relations officers, or human-resources personnel; consequently, most of the new hires for 
those positions are Emirati women. In Oman, a policy of “Omanization” has had a particularly 
positive effect on poor, less-educated women, allowing them to obtain jobs as cleaners, hospital 
orderlies, and kitchen help, and thus to support themselves in the face of economic hardship and 
secure a new role in the community. 

Although such policies have increased the overall number of working women, they have 
also highlighted the cultural limits placed on female professionals. Many women complain of 
difficulty in advancing beyond entry-level positions despite their qualifications and job 
performance, leading to a popular perception that they were hired only to satisfy the government 
quotas. In other words, as noted in the UAE report, these policies have resulted in a “sticky 
floor” for young and ambitious women. Indeed, across the Middle East, very few women are 
found in upper management and executive positions, arguably due to cultural perceptions that 
women are less capable, more irrational, and better suited for domestic responsibilities than men. 

Women throughout the region earn less than men despite labor laws that mandate equal 
pay for the same type of work and equal opportunities for training and promotion. While such 
laws are essential, they are frequently violated in terms of salary and employment perks like 
housing allowances or loans for senior officials. Women in most countries can file discrimination 
complaints with government agencies, but these bodies often lack the capacity to investigate 
discrimination cases or impose penalties for violations by employers, rendering their work 
largely ineffective. Sexual harassment is also a problem due to the lack of laws that clearly 
prohibit the practice and punish the perpetrators. Jordan’s new 2008 labor law prohibits “sexual 
assault,” but its protections for victims are extremely weak, and it lacks clear definitions and 
strong punishments for offenders. 

In addition, women face significant discrimination in laws regulating pension and similar 
benefits. In many countries, gender plays an important role in determining the length of 
employment necessary to qualify, the eligible beneficiaries, and the conditions under which 
benefits are provided. Upon death, a female employee generally cannot pass her pension to her 
surviving spouse or children, whereas a male employee can, although female workers give up the 
same share of their salaries for such benefits as men. Moreover, men employed in the public 
sector are often eligible for special family and cost-of-living allowances, which are only 
available to a woman if her husband is dead or disabled. 

Several long-standing cultural mores regarding proper professions for women remain 
cemented into the law. In virtually every country in the region, labor laws prohibit women from 
undertaking dangerous or arduous work, or work that could be deemed detrimental to their health 
or morals. In 12 of the 18 countries, women are prohibited from working late at night, with the 
exception of those employed in medicine and certain other fields. While these provisions are 
seen locally as a means of protecting women, in effect they treat women as minors who are 
unable to make decisions regarding their own safety, and they hold women’s guardians 
responsible if the rules are violated. Since most women opt to work in the public sector due to its 
shorter workdays and better pay, these restrictions generally affect only a limited number of 
female employees. 

 

Academic Achievement Expands Women’s Prospects as New Threats Emerge 
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Education has been a prime area of progress for women in the region, and it is an important 
avenue for their advancement toward broader equality. Since the 1990s, women in all 18 MENA 
countries have made gains in access to education, literacy, university enrollment, and the variety 
of academic fields available to them. That trend has continued, for the most part, over the past 
five years. The female literacy rate has grown by 5.3 percent in Algeria, 6.8 percent in Iran, 3.6 
percent in Morocco, and 5.8 percent in Yemen. In most countries, women outnumber men at the 
tertiary education level, and Qatar and the UAE have the highest female-to-male university 
enrollment ratio worldwide. 

Although women are generally encouraged to study in traditionally female disciplines 
such as teaching and health care, they have started entering new fields, including engineering and 
science. For example, in Qatar, women were accepted for the first time in 2008 in the fields of 
architecture and electrical and chemical engineering. In Saudi Arabia, three educational 
institutions began to permit women to study law in 2007, although the graduates are only 
allowed to act as legal consultants to other women and remain prohibited from serving as judges 
and advocates in court. In countries such as Tunisia, Algeria, and Egypt, where women have 
long been able to enroll in any course of study, educators report increasing numbers of female 
students in their traditionally male classes, such as math and science. 

Despite these improvements, many barriers to true gender equality in education persist, 
while new measures intended to cap surging female enrollment threaten to undermine the 
progress to date. In Kuwait and Oman, women are required to achieve higher grade-point 
averages (GPAs) than men to enroll in certain disciplines at the university level. For example, 
female students in Kuwait must obtain a 3.3 GPA to be admitted to the engineering department, 
while male students need a GPA of just 2.8. As women make up almost two-thirds of the student 
body at Kuwait University, the disparity in admission requirements is explained by university 
officials as “reverse discrimination,” intended to increase the percentage of male students in 
certain fields. Similarly, Iran has recently implemented a rule requiring an equal number of male 
and female students in select fields like medicine. 

In a handful of countries, universities largely remain segregated by gender. It is unclear to 
what extent the segregation affects the quality of education, but in at least some countries, 
including Saudi Arabia, the number and diversity of classes offered to men are much greater than 
those available to women. As noted above, Kuwaiti legislators in 2008 called for an existing law 
mandating segregation at private universities to be implemented within five years, despite 
concerns at the Ministry of Education that it would be extremely difficult to create adequate 
facilities before that deadline. 

 

Protection from Domestic Abuse Remains Minimal 

While no part of the world is free from the stain of domestic abuse, the countries of the Middle 
East are exceptional in their array of laws, practices, and customs that pose major obstacles to the 
protection of women and the punishment of abusers. Physical abuse is generally prohibited, but 
among the 18 countries examined, only Tunisia and Jordan offer specific protections against 
domestic violence, and none prohibit spousal rape. Other contributing factors include a lack of 
government accountability, a lack of official protection of individual rights inside the home, and 
social stigmas that pertain to female victims rather than the perpetrators. 
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Very few comprehensive studies on the nature and extent of domestic violence have been 
conducted in the Middle East. Nonetheless, domestic abuse is thought to be widespread in every 
country in the region, with its existence typically covered up by and kept within the family. 
Many women feel that they cannot discuss their personal situation without damaging their family 
honor and their own reputation. Consequently, abused women rarely attempt to file complaints 
with the police. When they do choose to seek police protection, they frequently encounter 
officers who are reluctant to get involved in what is perceived as a family matter, and who 
encourage reconciliation rather than legal action. In Saudi Arabia in particular, guardianship laws 
make it very difficult for battered women to find a safe haven. For example, this study cites the 
case of a girl who sought police protection after being sexually molested by her father, only to be 
turned away and told to bring her father in to file the complaint.  

Honor killing, in which a woman is murdered by a relative for suspected extramarital sex 
or some other behavior that is considered a slight to the family’s honor, represents the most 
extreme form of domestic violence. Such murders have been reported in Jordan, Syria, Palestine, 
Egypt, Iraq, Iran, and Yemen, but are not exclusive to the Middle East; they also occur in South 
and Central Asia, and to a lesser extent elsewhere. Generally, the perpetrators of honor killings 
serve minimal time in prison due to judicial discretion and laws that prescribe leniency for 
murders committed in the heat of passion. While Jordan and Syria have recently instituted stiffer 
penalties to deal with these crimes, honor killings are reportedly on the rise in other countries, 
such as Palestine and Iraq. 

Over the last five years, nearly all countries in the region have taken some steps to 
combat spousal abuse. In Jordan, the parliament enacted the Family Protection Law in January 
2008 after years of lobbying by governmental and civil society actors. As noted above, the law 
prescribes prison time and financial penalties for abusers, and specifies procedures that the 
police, the courts, and medical authorities must follow when handling cases of domestic 
violence, although several important provisions of the law have not yet been implemented. In 
Tunisia and Algeria, the authorities have joined women’s groups in campaigns against domestic 
violence, holding workshops and engaging police, judges, and social workers. Draft legislation 
that would prohibit domestic violence was considered by the Lebanese government in June 2009, 
but it was referred to a ministerial committee for further review. 

In Bahrain, Lebanon, Morocco, and Jordan, the network of NGOs that support victims of 
domestic violence is steadily growing, and an increasing number of women seem to be aware of 
such organizations and the services they provide. Several new shelters have opened over the last 
five years, and civil society has become more active in its advocacy efforts. The issue of 
domestic violence has also garnered more attention in Qatar and Saudi Arabia, although it is 
unclear what practical steps those governments intend to take to combat the problem. In Iran, 
Kuwait, and Yemen, there is not one shelter or support center for victims of domestic abuse. 
 

Political Rights Improve Amid Low Regional Standards 

Throughout the MENA region, both male and female citizens lack the power to change their 
governments democratically and have only limited rights to peaceful assembly and freedom of 
speech. According to Freedom in the World, the global assessment of political rights and civil 
liberties issued annually by Freedom House, none of the countries examined here earn the rating 
of Free, and none qualify as electoral democracies. 



WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA 

 

OVERVIEW ESSAY Page 8 

 

 In all 18 countries, gender-based obstacles to women’s participation in public life remain 
deeply rooted. Politics is viewed as the domain of men, and female leaders must contend with 
cultural attitudes that resist the idea of being politically represented by a woman. In Yemen, for 
example, a group of Salafist clerics recently issued a handbook that argues against gender-based 
quotas in political life, claiming that “opening the door for women to leave their houses and mix 
with men will lead to sexual chaos.” Even in Egypt, one of the more liberal countries in terms of 
women’s rights, a former grand mufti issued a fatwa (religious opinion) in 2005 that prohibited 
women from assuming the position of president. Although the sitting grand mufti later clarified 
that a woman could lead a modern Muslim state, the disagreement among religious scholars, and 
their influence on such an overtly political and constitutional issue, are indicative of the 
challenges faced by women in their struggle to assume leadership positions. 
 Despite these obstacles, women in 11 of the 18 countries have made gains over the last 
five years in their ability to vote and run for elected office, hold high-level government positions, 
and lobby the government for expanded rights. Reforms have been particularly visible in the 
GCC countries, where women’s participation in politics has traditionally lagged behind the rest 
of the region. In Kuwait, women received the same political rights as men in 2005 and four 
women were elected to the parliament in May 2009, for the first time in the country’s history. In 
the UAE, eight women were appointed and one secured election to the 40-member Federal 
National Council (FNC), an advisory body to the hereditary rulers of the seven emirates. 
Previously, no women had served on the FNC, which until 2006 was fully appointed by the 
seven rulers. In other countries, such as Oman and Bahrain, the government has appointed an 
increasing number of women to unelected positions, including cabinet and diplomatic posts. 
Saudi Arabia remains the only country in which women are not permitted to vote or run for 
elected office. 
 Outside of the Gulf, the positive change has been more subtle. In Iraq, women’s rights 
activists mounted a successful campaign of rallies and lobbying to secure a 25 percent quota in 
the parliament and incorporate that rule into the constitution. Still, electoral laws have been 
formulated in a way that allows female representation to fall below 25 percent in provincial 
councils. The implementation of quota systems, either on state or local levels, has increased 
women’s participation in electoral politics in other countries as well. Jordan’s government, 
responding to an initiative by women’s organizations, introduced a 20 percent quota for the July 
2007 municipal elections, leading to significantly more women on local councils. Nonetheless, 
very few women are able to achieve electoral success in their own right. The typical female 
lawmaker is a close relative of a prominent male leader or a member of a traditional political 
family. 

Working from outside the government, women’s advocates in several countries have 
been able to lobby more effectively for expanded rights in recent years, despite persistent 
restrictions on freedom of association. In Morocco, Algeria, and Egypt, women’s rights activists 
have been particularly successful in lobbying their governments to reform family laws and 
implement new protections for women. However, throughout the region, restrictions on civic 
organizations and human rights advocacy represent one of the main impediments to the 
expansion of women’s rights, since activists are unable to organize and voice their demands 
without fear of persecution. 

 

Women Are Still Denied Equality Before the Law 
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Apart from Saudi Arabia, all countries in the MENA region have clauses in their constitutions 
that guarantee the equality of all citizens. Specific provisions calling for equality between the 
sexes have been adopted in Algeria, Bahrain, Iraq, Libya, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Syria, and 
Tunisia. While the constitutions of Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Kuwait, Morocco, the UAE, and 
Yemen do not include gender-based nondiscrimination clauses, they do declare that “all citizens 
are equal under the law.” 

Regardless of constitutional guarantees, women throughout the region face legal forms of 
discrimination that are systematic and pervade every aspect of life. For example, in most of the 
18 countries, women do not enjoy the same citizenship and nationality rights as men, which can 
carry serious repercussions for the choice of a marriage partner. Under these laws, a man is able 
to marry a foreign woman with the understanding that his spouse can become a citizen and 
receive the associated benefits. By contrast, a woman who marries a foreigner cannot pass her 
citizenship to her spouse or their children. Children from such marriages must acquire special 
residency permits, renewed annually, to attend public school, qualify for university scholarships, 
or find employment. 

Over the last five years, several countries have made it possible for foreign husbands or 
children of female citizens to obtain citizenship. In Algeria, Iraq, and Tunisia, a woman can now 
pass her citizenship to her husband and children, pending approval from the relevant ministries 
(male citizens need no such approval). In Egypt, the parliament amended the nationality law in 
2004, allowing the children of Egyptian mothers and foreign fathers to obtain Egyptian 
citizenship, but the law still prohibits such children from joining the army, the police, and some 
government posts. Similarly, the new Moroccan nationality law, which came into force in April 
2008, enables women married to noncitizen men to pass their nationality to their children, 
provided that the marriage took place in accordance with Moroccan personal status law. These 
reforms, although incomplete, are seen as significant steps forward. 

As described above, women also face gender-based restrictions in labor laws, can legally 
be denied employment in certain occupations, and are discriminated against in labor benefits and 
pension laws. However, gender inequality is most evident in personal status codes, which 
relegate women to an inferior position within marriage and the family, designate the husband as 
the head of household, and in many cases explicitly require the wife to obey her husband. Under 
the family codes of most Middle Eastern countries, a husband is allowed to divorce his wife at 
any time without a stated reason, but a wife seeking divorce must either meet very specific and 
onerous conditions or return her dowry through a practice known as khula. Furthermore, with the 
exceptions of Tunisia and Morocco, women need a guardian’s signature or at least his presence 
to complete marriage proceedings, limiting their free choice of a marriage partner. In Saudi 
Arabia, there is no codified personal status law, allowing judges to make decisions regarding 
family matters based on their own interpretations of Shari‘a. In Bahrain, the 2009 personal status 
code is applicable only to Sunni Muslims. 

Following years of lobbying by women’s rights organizations, Algeria’s personal status 
code was amended in 2005 to prohibit proxy marriages, set the minimum legal age for marriage 
at 19 for both sexes, impose several conditions on the practice of polygamy, and remove the 
provision that required a wife’s obedience to her husband. Several other countries, including 
Tunisia and Bahrain, made lesser amendments, mainly to prevent the marriage of underage girls. 
In the UAE and Qatar, personal status laws were codified for the first time in 2005 and 2006, 
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respectively. Although the new laws contain provisions granting women additional rights and are 
viewed as a positive development, many clauses simply codify preexisting inequalities. 

A number of other legal changes over the last five years, if properly implemented, have 
the potential to improve women’s rights. For example, laws requiring women to obtain 
permission from their guardians in order to travel were rescinded in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Qatar. 
In Oman, the government introduced a law in 2008 to stipulate that men’s and women’s court 
testimony would be considered equal, although it is unclear to what extent this will apply to 
personal status cases. 

Throughout the region, however, the prevailing patriarchal attitudes, prejudices, and 
traditionalism of male judges, lawyers, and court officials—as well as the lack of an independent 
judiciary that is capable of upholding basic legal rights despite political or societal pressure—
threaten to undermine these new legal protections. Unless effective complaint mechanisms are in 
place and the appropriate court personnel are trained to apply justice in an impartial manner, the 
new laws will not achieve the desired effect. Moreover, unless the judicial system of each 
country becomes more independent, rigorous, and professional, women of high social standing 
will continue to have better access to justice than poor women and domestic workers. 
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APPENDIX 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS BY COUNTRY 

 
Algeria: Legislative changes adopted in recent years have the potential to improve women’s 
rights considerably. The 2005 nationality law allows women to transfer their citizenship to their 
children and foreign husbands, subject to certain conditions. Sweeping amendments to the 
personal status code, also enacted in 2005, improve women’s autonomy within the family. Most 
recently, a new law against trafficking in persons was approved in January 2009. However, 
women generally lack an understanding of their legal rights, which threatens to negate the 
positive impact of these reforms. The political environment remains restrictive, and freedom of 
expression is curtailed for all.  

Bahrain: The autonomy and personal security of Bahraini women improved over the past 
decade with the adoption of the National Action Charter, the ratification of the new constitution, 
and, in May 2009, the adoption of a personal status code for Sunnis. Bahrain appointed its first 
female judge in 2006 and rescinded a law requiring women to gain a male guardian’s approval to 
obtain a passport. In 2007, the minimum age for marriage—preciously unspecified—was set at 
15 for girls and 18 for boys. However, women’s access to justice remains poor. There is no 
personal status law for Shiite Muslims, so related judgments are handled by religious courts and 
based on individual judges’ interpretations of Shari‘a. Over the last five years, Bahraini women’s 
rights NGOs have become more active, and both they and the government are increasingly 
taking steps to address domestic violence. 

Egypt: Women in Egypt have made small gains in all categories under study, with the exception 
of political rights. The nationality law was amended in 2004 to permit the children of Egyptian 
mothers and foreign fathers (except Palestinians) to obtain Egyptian citizenship. Steps have been 
taken to combat gender-based violence and sexual harassment, and a law banning female genital 
mutilation was adopted in 2008, although it is unclear how effective it will be against what is a 
widespread and socially accepted tradition. In addition, women are taking on a larger role in 
society; the first female marriage registrar and the first female mayor were appointed in 2008, 
and in 2009 the first female university president took office. However, the emergency law 
remains in effect, curtailing a range of civil liberties, and women’s political participation has 
been on the decline. To increase women’s representation in the legislature, a gender-based quota 
system for the lower house of parliament was passed in 2009 and is scheduled to be implemented 
in 2010. 

Iran: Iran has undergone political and social upheaval in recent years, most recently following 
the disputed 2009 presidential election. Women were visible participants in the postelection 
demonstrations, marching alongside men to protest voting irregularities and human rights 
violations. However, Iranian women are unable to pass their nationality to their children or 
foreign husbands, must secure their guardians’ permission before undergoing serious surgical 
procedures, and are subject to a discriminatory penal code. For instance, to avoid being punished 
for adultery, a rape victim must prove that she was under duress and did not do anything to invite 
an attack. Since the election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, restrictions regarding 
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modest attire and gender segregation in public places have been more strictly enforced. 
Restrictions on free speech have led to the closure of prominent women’s rights publications, 
and participants in peaceful women’s rights demonstrations have been routinely jailed. Indeed, 
while resourceful women’s rights defenders have launched significant campaigns, such as those 
that aim to eliminate discriminatory legal provisions and ban executions by stoning, they also 
face severe persecution and are regularly threatened with heavy fines and long jail sentences. 

Iraq: The status of women in Iraq has fluctuated over the past five years, in large part due to 
changing security conditions. Violence against women—particularly honor killings, rapes, and 
abductions—significantly escalated during the coverage period. This forced women to stay at 
home, and has negatively affected their opportunities for employment and education. 
Nevertheless, some progress toward gender equity has been achieved. For instance, women 
currently hold 25.5 percent of the seats in the parliament, and a new nationality law allows 
women to transfer citizenship to their children and foreign-born husbands. It remains unclear 
whether women will be adequately protected by laws that are currently under consideration. It is 
also uncertain whether existing discriminatory provisions, such as a rule that permits lenient 
sentences for perpetrators of honor crimes, will be amended. Consistent vigilance by state and 
nongovernmental actors both within Iraq and abroad will help to ensure that the rights women 
have gained to date survive on paper as well as in practice. 

Jordan: Jordanian civil society actors remain outspoken proponents of women’s rights, even as 
the government has enacted a restrictive law that limits the freedom of NGOs. Lobbying efforts 
by women’s rights activists helped to secure the Family Protection Law in 2008, providing key 
safeguards against domestic abuse, although some of the law’s most important provisions remain 
unenforced. The government also established a specialized court in July 2009 to hear cases 
involving honor crimes, and the court issued several convictions by year’s end. There are only 
seven female members of parliament out of 110, and men continue to dominate the national 
political scene. But at the subnational level, women have made political headway: the first 
female governor was appointed in January 2007, and a 20 percent quota was introduced for the  
municipal elections the same year. 

Kuwait: Women voted and ran for office for the first time in municipal and national elections in 
2006. In 2009, they reached another milestone when four women were elected to the parliament. 
Women in Kuwait enjoy higher levels of economic participation than most of their counterparts 
in the region, but they remain barred from serving as judges or in the military. And as is the case 
elsewhere in the Gulf, they face unequal rights within the family and cannot transfer their 
nationality to children or foreign-born husbands. Domestic violence, although a problem, 
remains largely unaddressed by the government and women’s rights organizations. 

Lebanon: Women continue to face gender-based injustices, such as the inability to pass 
citizenship to their children and a penal code provision that offers reduced sentences for 
perpetrators of honor crimes. However, women’s rights organizations have been increasing their 
efforts to combat these inequities. The issue of violence against women has gained prominence 
in recent years. A well-known religious cleric issue a fatwa against honor killings in 2008, the 
government is reviewing legislation that would ban domestic violence, and the number of 
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hotlines available to victims of abuse has increased. Although more women now head economic 
enterprises than before, few are participating in national or local politics. 

Libya: Some positive changes for women’s rights have occurred in the last five years, including 
a growing female role in the labor force and the state’s attempts to promote a greater awareness 
of domestic violence. However, women’s rights have also been threatened, as when the 
government briefly barred women from leaving the country without a male guardian, a decision 
that was withdrawn only a week later after a public outcry. Restrictions placed on civil society 
organizations are extreme, meaning there are few entities that can help bridge the gap between 
the regime’s favorable rhetoric on women’s rights and the reality on the ground, and there has 
been no fundamental shift in societal attitudes or behavior toward women. 

Morocco: The sweeping changes engrained in the 2004 family law have been unevenly 
enforced, and many women—particularly those who live in rural areas or are uneducated—
continue to face discrimination in practice. However, access to justice has improved in recent 
years. Women may now travel without a guardian’s approval, are leading business ventures and 
advancing to higher levels of education in greater numbers, and are better able to negotiate their 
marriage rights. In addition, the new nationality law enables Moroccan women married to 
noncitizen men to pass their nationality to their children if certain conditions are met. Some 
progress has also been made in protecting women from domestic violence, and support networks 
for victims are getting stronger. Women continue to make gains politically, and a 12 percent 
quota was implemented for the June 2009 local elections, substantially increasing female 
political representation on this level. While women’s rights groups and individual activists have 
collaborated with the government to improve the rights of all women, true equality remains a 
distant goal. 

Oman: Women in Oman are being appointed to more senior government positions, registering to 
vote in larger numbers, and increasingly running as parliamentary candidates. However, no 
women were elected in 2007, and in any case the parliament serves only in an advisory capacity. 
The overall level of political and civic participation remains patently low. The testimony of men 
and women in Omani courts is now equal in most situations under a new law on evidence. If 
properly implemented, this law would set an important precedent in the Gulf region. In 2008, the 
country’s first major law against human trafficking was enacted, and the land entitlement system 
was amended to ensure equality between male and female applicants. Despite these advances, 
women continue to face significant legal and social obstacles, and are required to obtain the 
written consent of a male relative before undergoing any kind of surgery. 

Palestine: Internal political tensions between Fatah and Hamas—coupled with Israeli military 
incursions and restrictions on the movement of civilians—have seriously affected the health, 
employment opportunities, access to education, and political and civil liberties of Palestinian 
women. The conservative social order imposed by Hamas in Gaza has led to greater restrictions 
on women’s rights there, and women’s labor-force participation rate remains one of the lowest in 
the region, as the local economy has all but collapsed. Electoral laws were amended in 2005 to 
ensure greater political participation for women, and women are extremely active in their 
communities and in civil society. But while they continue to push for gender equality, political 
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and economic issues, as well as the Israeli occupation, consistently draw attention away from 
such campaigns. 

Qatar: In recent years, the government has taken several steps to promote equality and address 
discrimination, including adopting the country’s first codified family law and enacting a new 
constitution in 2004 that specifically prohibits gender-based discrimination. Despite 
constitutional provisions, women continue to be treated unequally in most aspect of life. Since 
2007, women have been allowed to apply for their own passports, and in late 2008 they were 
accepted into the electrical and chemical engineering program at Qatar University for the first 
time. Nevertheless, women continue to be treated unequally in most aspects of life, and face 
cultural and social norms that prevent them from making a full contribution to society. 

Saudi Arabia: The country performs well below its neighbors in all categories, and Saudi 
women are segregated, disenfranchised, and unable to travel or obtain certain types of medical 
care without male approval. Gender inequality is built into Saudi Arabia’s governmental and 
social structures, and it is integral to the state-supported interpretation of Islam. Still, women’s 
status improved slightly over the last five years, as they are now allowed to study law, obtain 
their own identification cards, check into hotels alone, and register businesses without first 
proving that they have hired a male manager. In addition, two new universities provide a limited 
form of coeducational experience. 

Syria: The Syrian government strictly limits civil society activity, meaning much-needed legal 
reforms to ensure gender equality must generally originate in and be supported by the regime. 
Activists are not free to lobby the government or generate grassroots support, without which 
long-term change is difficult, and existing legal protections are weakened by the lack of 
mechanisms for women to challenge enforcement and implementation. Women enjoy reasonably 
high levels of literacy and labor-force participation, and their presence in the parliament is larger 
than in most neighboring countries. However, the parliament has little power in practice, and 
women’s lack of representation in the executive and judiciary prevents them from developing, 
implementing, and enforcing policy decisions. Honor killings remain a problem in Syria, with an 
estimated 200 women murdered each year, although the government instituted stiffer penalties in 
2009. 

Tunisia: Tunisian women have long enjoyed rights for which other women in the region 
continue to struggle. The practices of polygamy and divorce by repudiation were banned years 
ago, girls have had access to free education on par with boys since 1958, and women earned the 
right to vote in 1957. After the most recent parliamentary elections, women made up 15.2 
percent of the upper house and 27.6 percent of the lower house, and both houses have a female 
vice president, although the country’s president holds nearly all political power in practice. Yet 
even as women continue to pursue a positive trajectory, particularly in terms of academic and 
economic achievement, inequity persists. Women in rural areas are often unaware of their rights, 
and women remain underrepresented in community and political life. Restrictions on free speech 
affect both men and women, although the authorities do not consider the issue of women’s rights 
to be a particularly sensitive subject. 
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United Arab Emirates: The status of women is improving as the UAE seeks to transform itself 
into a modern state. Emirati women are entering new professional fields, serving as judges and 
prosecutors, and being appointed to high-profile positions within the government and private 
sector. More women are joining the workforce, and the UAE’s female labor-force participation 
and female literacy rates are among the highest in the MENA region. The codification of the 
family law in 2005 is also seen as a step forward, although the law contains many discriminatory 
provisions based on conservative interpretations of Shari‘a. Women’s limited ability to access 
justice through the courts and combat discrimination remains a significant concern.  

Yemen: In Yemen, where the tribal structure plays an influential role and the government is 
increasingly controlled by a single leader and political party, women are subjected to various 
forms of violence and discrimination. These include domestic abuse, deprivation of education, 
early or forced marriage, restrictions on freedom of movement, exclusion from decision-making 
roles and processes, denial of inheritance, deprivation of health services, and female genital 
mutilation. In recent years, security forces have implemented heavy-handed policies toward 
opposition groups and critical journalists, hampering the ability of women’s rights activists to 
advocate for greater equality. In a positive development, some educational and executive 
institutions have allowed women to join their ranks for the first time, and the Islamist opposition 
party Islah undertook internal changes that led to the election of the first women to its higher 
decision-making bodies. However, Yemeni laws still discriminate against women, treating them 
as inferiors or minors who need perpetual guardianship, and women’s representation in the 
executive and legislative bodies remains very poor. 




