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10 years have passed since the start of the Arab Spring and the wave of pro-demo-
cracy uprisings that spread across the Middle East and North Africa. The popular pro-
tests demanded an end to repressive regimes and reflected aspirations for democra-
tization, social and economic justice, and human rights. The 2011 uprisings opened a 
window of opportunity for women, and other marginalized groups, to express their 
grievances in the public sphere and demand improved social, economic, and political 
rights. Women in the Maghreb countries actively participated in the protests and their 
prominent role in the uprisings ignited hope for a brighter future and an inclusive, 
democratic development in the region. 

While women have been relatively successful in achieving what they were protesting 
for in some areas, including constitutional and legal reforms, women are still faced 
with discriminatory barriers in several aspects of society. This article sets out to discuss 
and analyze what gains have been made for women’s rights in the Maghreb region 
and what challenges remain, a decade after the start of the Arab Spring. 

Tunisia represents a pioneer in the region when it 
comes to women’s rights. The country implemented 
reforms to the Code of Personal Status (CPS) in 1956¹, 
followed by the ratification of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) in 1985.² The reformed CPS abo-
lished several discriminatory provisions regarding 
marriage, divorce, and women’s duty to obey their 
husbands. Morocco and Algeria did not implement 
any comparable changes until the mid-2000s.³ 

In the aftermath of the 2011 uprisings, several go-
vernments in the Maghreb region undertook con-
stitutional and legislative reforms that would, in ac-
cordance with universal standards of human rights, 
expand women’s rights.⁴ Several of these reforms de-
monstrate the Maghreb countries’ commitment to 
adhere to international treaties, such as the CEDAW. 
The reforms are also related to targets of the 2030 
Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5); Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls. 
Some considerable achievements have been made 
in promoting equal participation in decision-making 
as well as adopting legislation and policies that pro-
mote women’s empowerment⁵, which are both defi-
ned as crucial indicators for the SDG 5. As a result, the 
Maghreb countries have made significant strides in 
recent decades toward a more gender-equal society.

GENDER EQUALITY IN THE 
MAGHREB REGION TODAY?
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Despite the progressive strides seen in the Magh-
reb countries, the region is still one of the least gen-
der equal in the world. All Maghreb countries score 
below the global average in the Global Gender Gap 
Index.⁶ While Tunisia ranks best in the region, both 
Morocco and Mauritania lie in the bottom 15 out of 
the 156 countries included in the 2021 report. 

Common for all the Maghreb countries is the high 
unemployment rates among women, which dispro-
portionately affect young women who suffer from 
poor integration into the economic life. Algeria has 
in fact one of the lowest female labor force partici-
pation rates in the world. Personal Status Codes and 
family laws that reinforce women’s inferior position 
to men regarding issues of marriage and inheritan-
ce constitute another barrier for women to fully en-
joy their rights in the region. In Algeria, for instance, 
women require the permission of a male guardian 
to marry, and the father is considered the legal gu-
ardian of the children.⁷ In Tunisia and Morocco, the 
daughter is only entitled to half of what the son in-
herits.⁸ Moreover, discriminatory legal frameworks 
reflect prevalent conservative social and cultural 
norms of gender roles that limit women’s rights 
throughout the region. Although women’s status in 
the law has improved, in practice, women’s sexual 
and reproductive rights and marriage status, among 



GENDER EQUALITY IN THE LAW

2 3

In response to the popular uprisings in 2011, several 
countries in the Middle East and North Africa initia-
ted constitutional reforms and declared their adhe-
rence to international standards of human rights.¹³ 
The same year, Morocco enacted a new constitution 
that explicitly addresses equality between men and 
women. Article 19 stipulates that “The man and the 
woman enjoy, in equality, the rights and freedoms of 
civil, political, economic, social, cultural, and environ-
mental character”¹⁴, contrary to the previous consti-
tution which only recognized political rights.¹⁵ Article 
19 also enshrines the state’s commitment to achieve 
parity between men and women and to eliminate 
all forms of discrimination.¹⁶ Further, the new consti-
tution recognizes the importance of women’s repre-
sentation and participation both within the Superior 
Council of the Judicial Power and in local councils.¹⁷ 

In similarity to Morocco, the Algerian government 
responded rapidly to the popular unrest by initiating 
constitutional reforms in 2011. Nevertheless, the new 
constitution was not enacted until 2016. The 2016 
constitution introduced improvements for women’s 
participation in public life, for instance in elected as-
semblies, institutions, and in the labor market. Fol-
lowing the widespread protests that erupted in Al-
geria in 2019, a revised constitution was adopted in 
2020. The constitutional amendments included an ar-
ticle that emphasized the state’s responsibility to pro-
tect women from all forms of violence in the public, 
private, and professional sphere.¹⁸

In 2014, Tunisia ratified a constitution that has been 
praised for its progressive language on women’s rights. 
Women have received a more visible place in the con-
stitution and gender-sensitive issues are addressed 
to a greater extent.¹⁹ The constitution also provides 
stronger protection for women’s  rights, exemplified 
in article 46 that refers to the state’s obligation to take 
all necessary measures to eliminate violence against 
women.²⁰ Further, article 21 emphasizes equal rights 
and duties for all men and women as well as equality 
before the law, which later gave rise to more specific 
changes in Tunisian law.²¹ Among several significant 
advances, women’s right to leave the country with 
their children without the permission of the children’s 
father was established in the law. Similar progress was 
made in other policy areas as the Tunisian authorities 
implemented international standards of gender equ-

other issues, are still related to high levels of stigma.   

The case of Western Sahara and Sahrawi women dif-
fers from the rest of the Maghreb region because of 
its status as a non-self-governing territory.⁹ Western 
Sahara is subject to a decades-long territorial dispu-
te and two thirds of the territory has been occupied 
by Morocco since 1975. The conflict resulted in a 
large displacement of the Sahrawi people. Sahrawis 
in the thousands fled to refugee camps in Algeria, 
where they established a society in exile led by the 
Polisario Liberation Front. In contrast to most of its 
regional neighbors, the Sahrawi community is built 
on an ideology of equality and unity.¹⁰ Research 
conducted in the refugee camps shows that gen-
der equality is a dominant theme in the community 
and that Sahrawi women do not struggle with any 
widespread patriarchal oppression, including gen-
der-based violence or harassment. Correspondingly, 
women have a prominent role in the refugee camps 
and take an active part in all areas of society, inclu-

ding domestic work, education, healthcare, and poli-
tics. Women’s role in Western Saharan society is likely 
to be connected to the nomadic background of the 
Sahrawi people. Women were respected members 
of traditional Sahrawi society, able to live indepen-
dently and inherit property. 

A large share of the Sahrawi people also lives in the 
occupied territories under Moroccan rule.¹¹ Apart 
from being exposed to gender inequalities that exist 
in Morocco, Sahrawi women living in the occupied 
territories are also vulnerable because of the conflict 
dynamics. Although they are met with repression, vi-
olence, and harassment from the Moroccan govern-
ment, Sahrawi women participate in the liberation 
struggle alongside men. Alarmingly, gender-based 
violence and harassment from the Moroccan po-
lice and military have increased since the ceasefire 
between Morocco and the Polisario Front was bro-
ken in November 2020.¹²

ality in domestic laws. Feminist activists and women’s 
movements played a key role in the drafting process. 
Civil society organizations were able to voice their 
opinion on women’s rights issues within the Constitu-
ent Assembly, challenging a more conservative app-
roach proposed by Islamist political parties. Women’s 
influence was specifically visible regarding the langu-
age of gender equality. Ultimately, they succeeded in 
changing an article that initially suggested that wo-
men were “complementary” to men. 

Apart from constitutional reforms, the Maghreb 
countries have made progress in several legislative 
areas concerning gender-sensitive issues. Tunisia was 
the first country in the region to lift its reservations 
to the CEDAW in 2011.²² The reservations were rela-
ted to different areas of the family law and as it was 
withdrawn, women’s rights regarding family matters 
improved. In contrast to many other Arab states, the 
Maghreb states also provide comprehensive legis-
lation on violence against women.²³ Algeria was the 
first to pass a law on violence against women in 2015, 
followed by Tunisia in 2017 and Morocco in 2018. Tu-
nisia’s law, for example, recognizes a range of different 
forms of violence, including psychological, economic, 
and sexual violence. The law also repeals the possibi-
lity for a rapist to marry his victim to escape prosecu-
tion, which was abolished in Morocco in 2014. Tuni-
sia was also the first country in the region to abolish 
a law that prohibited Muslim women from marrying 
non-Muslim men. 

The legislative reforms were a product of years of 
pressure from civil society organizations, women’s 
rights movements, and international organizations.²⁴ 
Moreover, regional cooperation among feminist acti-
vists and women’s rights organizations has played an 
important role in the process leading up to legislative 
reforms. The combined efforts to push for change is 
reflected in a pattern of convergence. Morocco, Tuni-
sia, and Algeria have passed laws on gender-sensitive 
issues in a nearly synchronized way. The importance 
of gender equality continues to be highlighted and 
emphasized by civil society and international organi-
zations in the region. As a result, there has been pro-
gress that, in principle, should improve women’s sta-
tus in society, but in practice there is still a long way 
to go. 
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LOOKING GOOD ON PAPER; 
WHAT ABOUT REALITY?
Incorporating gender equality into the law provi-
des a starting point for social change. Guaranteeing 
gender equality in legislation is also a prerequisite for 
an inclusive society in which human rights are up-
held. While addressing gender equality in national 
laws and policies is crucial, it is not sufficient to prevent 
gender-based discrimination and violence in society. 
Over 8000 cases of violence against women were re-
ported in 2016 in Algeria, out of which half were cases 
of domestic abuse.²⁵ There are also likely to be many 
undocumented cases due to the social stigma related 
to reporting abuse. In Morocco, over 50 percent of 
women between the ages of 18-65 have experienced 
some form of violence in the public or private sphere, 
according to a survey conducted in 2019.²⁶ According 
to the National Human Rights Council in Morocco, the 
high rates of gender-based violence are connected to 
it being socially acceptable.²⁷ 

Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
gender inequalities throughout the Middle East and 
North Africa.²⁸ Preexisting social norms of women’s in-
feriority to men and their role as caretakers have been 
reinforced by confinement measures and decreasing 
economic and employment opportunities. Additio-
nally, NGOs in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia reported 
a rapid increase in cases of domestic violence during 
the lockdown periods.²⁹

While progressive strides have been achieved, con-
servative ideas of gender roles remain common in so-
cial institutions. Law enforcement is often described 
as a great source of gender inequality, where both 
the police force and the judicial system are respon-
sible for reinforcing discriminatory practices against 
women. For instance, a Moroccan journalist was ar-
rested in 2019 and prosecuted for having an abor-
tion and engaging in extramarital sexual activity.³⁰ 
She was subjected to a gynecological examination 
against her will and her personal details regarding 
her reproductive health were made public by one of 
the prosecutors. Furthermore, societal, and culturally 
embedded values may impede women’s access to 
justice. Because of social pressure and stigmatization 
around sexual and domestic violence, women may re-
frain from reporting crimes in fear of social reprisals.³¹ 

Women could also be economically dependent on 
their abuser, making it difficult to report. In addition, 
Human Rights Watch has reported that cases of sex-
ual or domestic violence against women are not met 
with adequate measures within the police force. 

Shortcomings and legal loopholes still exist that im-
pede the implementation and enforcement of gen-
der-sensitive laws in the region. Although progressi-
ve laws on violence against women were adopted in 
the Maghreb countries recently, the authorities have 
failed to implement a comprehensive system for the 
investigation and prosecution of perpetrators.³² The 
Moroccan law adopted in 2018 does not include 
duties for police, judges, and prosecutors in cases of 
domestic violence. Similarly, the lack of measures to 
protect victims of abuse in Algeria, such as the fun-
ding of women’s shelters, undermines the effective-
ness of the law.³³ Moreover, legal loopholes allow for 
discrimination against women to continue and thus 
undermine the progress made in the region over the 
last decade. The Algerian Penal Code still allows sexu-
al assault perpetrators to escape conviction if they are 
pardoned by their victim.³⁴ 

Similarly, while the Moroccan law criminalizes a 
wide range of violence against women, marital rape 
is not explicitly addressed, leaving women vulnerable 
to domestic abuse.³⁵ As extramarital sexual activity is 
illegal in Morocco, women who report rape and are 
not believed by law enforcement might face crimi-
nal charges. Additionally, non-profit organizations in 
Western Sahara have reported that the constitutional 
changes in Morocco did not have any major effect on 
the human rights situation for the Sahrawi people, 
which is at a large extent affected by the territorial dis-
pute.³⁶ The lack of implementation and enforcement 
mechanisms raises an important question; has the 
expansion of women’s rights in the Maghreb states 
been a way of seeking international legitimacy, rather 
than a genuine effort to improve gender equality? It 
is possible that provisions of women’s rights have had 
a multifaceted purpose. However, it does not mean 
that the situation for women has not improved as a 
result.
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GENDER GAPS IN THE  
ECONOMIC SECTOR 
In the aftermath of the Arab Spring, governments in 
the Maghreb region have recognized that including 
women in the economy is key for economic growth 
and inclusive social development.³⁷ Consequently, 
gender equality and non-discrimination principles 
were incorporated into the constitutional and legi-
slative changes made after the uprisings. Although 
this sends a powerful and encouraging message, 
women remain underrepresented in the economic 
sector throughout the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA). 

The female participation rate in the labor force and 
entrepreneurship in the MENA region is among the 
lowest in the world. Algeria serves as a concerning 
example with a female labor force participation rate 
of less than 20 percent in 2019.³⁸ Although Tunisia 
and Morocco have a slightly higher rate, the female 
participation rate was still under 25 percent in 2019. 
The Sahrawi people living in the occupied territories 
are subjected to institutionalized discrimination in 

both education and employment, which is reflected 
in high unemployment rates among the Sahrawi pe-
ople.³⁹ As women’s participation in the labor force is 
central to economic inclusion, the region´s low le-
vels are a strong indicator of the limited economic 
opportunities for women in the Maghreb countries. 

”In regard to the region’s young 
demographic profile, the advance 

in education is an important  
milestone on the path towards 

gender equality.”   

On a positive note, countries in the Maghreb regi-
on have made significant progress in narrowing the 
gender gap in education.⁴⁰ In regard to the region’s 
young demographic profile, the advance in educa-
tion is an important milestone on the path towards 
gender equality. Among several key changes, the 

gender gap in tertiary education is closing and the 
number of women educated in traditionally ma-
le-dominated areas such as science, engineering 
and technology has significantly improved. 

However, these advances have not yet translated 
into the economic sector. Youth unemployment, es-
pecially among young women, is a major challenge 
for the Maghreb countries. Increasing job opportuni-
ties for the youth is essential, not only to improve the 
general living standards for the next generation, but 
also to strengthen the economy overall. Despite pro-
gress in educational attainment, women’s participa-
tion in the labor market has declined during the last 
decade in Morocco. Tunisia and Algeria have seen 
positive trends in female participation rates but are 
still among the lowest ranked countries in the Glo-
bal Gender Gap Index, in terms of economic oppor-
tunities. Thus, better education does not necessarily 
translate into an increase in women’s employment.  

”Consequently, many women and 
particularly young girls in rural  

areas are exposed to a vulnerable  
working environment.”

Common for all the Maghreb countries is that exis-
ting labor codes prohibit any form of gender-based 
discrimination in recruitment as well as provide for 
equal wages and working rights, albeit to different 
degrees.⁴¹ Yet, these principles are not always res-
pected in practice. Gender-based discrimination is 
common during the hiring process, and women face 
discriminatory barriers regarding wages and op-
portunities for career advancements. Although pu-
nishable by law, sexual harassment is nevertheless 
common in workplaces. Further, women are overre-
presented in the most vulnerable categories of the 
informal sector, such as agriculture and home-based 
work.⁴² Women perform a disproportionate amount 
of unpaid labor and domestic work which may impe-
de their ability to gain economic independence. Due 
to the high rate of unemployment and informality, 
women are not provided with adequate social pro-
tection and are thus more vulnerable to poverty. In 
2017, only 12 percent of employed females in Tuni-
sia received maternal benefits. Compared to the glo-
bal average of 41 percent, the rate is concerning.⁴³ 
Consequently, many women and particularly young 
girls in rural areas are exposed to a vulnerable wor-
king environment. 

The public sector has traditionally employed the 
majority of working women, as it is viewed as more 
socially acceptable.⁴⁴ Participation in the private se-
ctor is described as limited for women that are more 
likely to remain in low-paid jobs with limited op-
portunities to high-managerial positions. Entrepre-
neurship is also often described by women as dif-
ficult due to cultural attitudes and high perceived 
barriers.⁴⁵ Consequently, women’s participation in 
entrepreneurship is low in the region. An important 
aspect that affects women’s ability to self-employ-
ment, and economic opportunities in general, is ac-
cess to productive and financial assets such as land, 
credit, and the right to own property. Although not 
restricted by law, women’s ability to access and sei-
ze financial resources, such as credit, is impeded by 
discriminatory practices that favor men. Combined 
with low participation in the labor force, this has cre-
ated large income differences between men and wo-
men.⁴⁶ In Algeria, for instance, the average income 
for women is only 19 percent of that of a man. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a huge impact on 
women’s economic opportunities throughout the 
whole Middle East and North Africa.⁴⁷ The negative 
impact on women as a group is connected to infor-
mal and vulnerable working conditions, gender seg-
regation in the labor market and barriers to financial 
and productive assets faced by women. Women are 
overrepresented in the informal sector, which has 
generally been hit hard by the pandemic. 

”Women hold part-time positions 
to a greater extent than men.”

Moreover, women hold part-time positions to a 
greater extent than men. For instance, up to 50 per-
cent of employed women in Morocco hold a part-ti-
me employment, which makes it easier to end their 
contract. Especially young women have faced chal-
lenges related to the pandemic as the region suffers 
from a high unemployment rate among the youth. 
While this trend is seen globally, women’s economic 
independence in the Middle East and North Africa is 
already limited due to restrictive social norms and 
systematic gender-discrimination. Consequently, 
the economic effect of the pandemic has dispropor-
tionately affected women.  
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ration through peace and resilience in Western Sa-
hara challenges the narrative of Muslim women as 
suppressed and passive. Their role in peacebuilding 
efforts also highlights the importance of including 
women in the field of peace and security.  

”Saharawi women’s role in peace-
building efforts also highlights the 
importance of including women in 
the field of peace and security.”

Although women have gained more influence in the 
political sphere in the last decades, political participa-
tion is still low, and women remain underrepresented 
in party and cabinet leadership positions across the 
region. Women continue to face obstacles that un-
dermine their political participation and influence; for 
instance, customary or cultural gender stereotypes.⁵⁵ 
Women that are politically active might be met with 
constraints, sometimes even within their own party, 
where they are excluded from the political process by 
male co-workers. The patriarchal structures embed-
ded in society have resulted in a form of political gate-
keeping, where women are systematically discrimina-
ted against by men in positions of power. Moreover, 
societal expectations of women’s family responsibi-
lities are another form of constraint that might limit 
female political involvement. 

Even though the Maghreb countries face several 
challenges in terms of political inclusion, the gains 
in women’s political empowerment are a step in the 
right direction and a key factor for an inclusive and 
democratic development in the region. Apart from 
being an issue of equality, women are argued to sub-
stantially influence politics by contributing with a 
gendered perspective in the policy-making process.⁵⁶ 
Hence, women’s presence in the political sphere is li-
kely to have a positive effect on legislation and policy 
that promotes women’s interests. It is, however, im-
portant to acknowledge that women's interests are a 
subjective concept, heavily influenced by contextual 
and individual aspects. Depending on their back-
ground, women have different priorities and needs. 
An increased female political participation is thus 
not a quick fix for a gender-equal society, but it is, 
however, essential for achieving equal participation 
in political and public life, in line with the 2030 Sustai-
nable Development Goals. 

management. Women’s inclusion in public and po-
litical life is reflected in the governing body of the 
government-in-exile, Polisario Front, where equality 
between men and women is integrated in the orga-
nizational structure and operation. 

The National Union of Sahrawi Women (UNMS), the 
women’s wing of Polisario Front, was established to 
enhance female participation in the Western Saha-
ran liberation struggle.⁵³ The organization has since 
then continued working to enhance women’s rights 
in the Sahrawi community, especially encouraging 
young girls to participate in politics. The UNMS is 
one of the primary institutions in the Sahrawi socie-
ty and has played a key role in the development of 
education, justice, and health care within the refu-
gee camps. Women’s participation in civil society or-
ganizations and activism in the occupied territories 
is another example of Sahrawi women’s prominent 
role in the community.⁵⁴ However, women’s political 
influence is limited in the occupied territory, mainly 
because of the oppression they face from the Mo-
roccan government. Saharawi women’s active role 
in society reflects the heterogeneity of women in 
the region. Further, Sahrawi women’s fight for libe-

POLITICAL REPRESENTATION 
AND INCLUSION 
There have been significant strides in women’s po-
litical empowerment in the Maghreb region in the 
last decades.⁴⁸ The importance of women’s political 
participation was emphasized in several legislative 
changes and electoral reforms initiated after the Arab 
spring, including laws that institutionalized gender 
quotas. Consequently, the Maghreb states are ahead 
in terms of female political representation compared 
to other countries in the MENA region. 

The introduction of different forms of gender quotas, 
such as reserved seats or legislated candidate quotas, 
has made a substantial difference for women in the 
political sphere. Over the last ten years, the propor-
tion of women in the Moroccan national parliament 
has increased from 10 percent in 2010 to 20 percent 
in 2020.⁴⁹ As a result of the 2014 constitutional re-
forms in Tunisia, female representation in the national 

parliament increased from 27 percent in 2013 to 32 
percent in 2014. However, the rate has fallen since, in 
2020 25 percent of the seats in the parliament were 
held by women. Following a new election law which 
established gender quotas, the seats held by women 
in the Algerian parliament increased from 8 percent 
in 2010 to 26 percent in 2020. Although Algeria has 
shown great progress in the last decade, there have 
been some recent setbacks. As a result of the electoral 
gender quotas requirements being abolished, only 8 
percent of the elected representatives were women 
in the 2021 parliamentary elections.⁵⁰ 

Sahrawi women are involved in politics at all levels of 
society, from local administration to ministry level.⁵² 
The society in the refugee camps in Algeria is based 
on a female-dominant structure, where women are at 
the forefront of decision-making and community



CONCLUSION: 
CHANGE WILL COME 

important as policy and legislation are for women’s 
rights, these reforms will only reach their full poten-
tial if social and cultural barriers are addressed si-
multaneously. 

”Women continue to fight for their 
rights, pressuring decision-making 

entities & pushing back against  
traditional, male-dominating  

norms in all sectors of society.”

To conclude, the Maghreb countries face several 
challenges related to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. However, key factors for change, 
such as social mobilization and governments that 
are willing to adhere to international standards of 
human rights, are also seen in the region. Women 
continue to fight for their rights, pressuring deci-
sion-making entities and pushing back against tra-
ditional, male-dominating norms in all sectors of so-
ciety. These significant steps toward gender equality 
will hopefully pave the way for the younger genera-
tion. Change is possible, as long as there is solidarity, 
support, and hope.   

This is the fourth part in a series of articles about 
prospects for peace, a decade after the Arab Spring in 
the Maghreb region. The next, and last, part is about 
human rights.

The article series will focus mainly on four countries 
in the Maghreb region: Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and 
Western Sahara. 
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The Maghreb region is on a path to social change. 
Over the past decades, the Maghreb countries have 
passed landmark legislations that enhance gen-
der equality and have seen the rise of a mobilized 
civil society demanding change. While the Magh-
reb countries still face several challenges regarding 
gender equality, significant strides have been made 
in the last decade that bring hope for the future de-
velopment in the region. The constitutional reforms 
in Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco represent a step in 
the right direction. Nevertheless, its implementation 
and enforcement mechanisms need to be improved. 
Similarly, the gender gap in education has narrowed 
vastly and women’s political representation has im-
proved due to the implementation of gender quo-
tas. Women’s rights movements have, through hard 
work and effort, reached several milestones, such as 
the passing of laws on violence against women.

While progressive reforms are a considerable gain 
for women’s rights, the Maghreb countries still have 
a long way to go to achieve a gender-equal socie-
ty. 10 years on since the uprisings, over 70 percent 
of Moroccan women remain outside the labor mar-
ket – a figure that can no longer be explained with 
the educational gender gap. Similarly, women’s par-
liamentary representation remains limited, reflected 
in the 2021 Algerian parliamentary election, where 
only 8 percent of the elected representatives were 
women. Although Tunisia has come a long way in 
addressing equality in the constitution, women are 
still entitled to less inheritance than the man accor-
ding to the law. Persistent sociocultural norms are 
prevalent in all aspects of society and constitute a 
major obstacle to women’s economic opportunities 
and access to justice. Consequently, women conti-
nue to face discriminatory barriers and marginaliza-
tion in both public and private life.  

As this report comes to an end, it is important to 
acknowledge that change doesn’t happen over-
night – it requires structural changes in both formal 
and informal spaces. The progress made in the regi-
on needs to be nurtured with comprehensive mea-
sures at a governance level as well as at a societal le-
vel – it is not sufficient with simply one approach. As 

AT THE FOREFRONT IN THE 
STRUGGLE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
Women’s movements have played a major role in in-
tegrating women into the socio-economic develop-
ment seen in the region in the last decades.⁵⁷ Women 
in the Maghreb countries have actively participated in 
public life outside of formal public institutions, mainly 
through feminist organizations and movements, but 
also through the media. Women’s activism has been 
crucial in the process leading up to landmark reforms 
which have expanded women’s rights and liberties. In 
Morocco, women’s NGOs pushed for the ratification 
of CEDAW in 1993 and advocated for reforms in the 
Family Code, which was finally revised in 2004. Simi-
larly, women took a leading role in the Arab Spring 
protests and in the post-revolution debate, despite 
threats of repression.⁵⁸ 

As demonstrated in the drafting process in Tunisia, 
civil society organizations advocating for women’s 
rights influenced the discourse of gender equality in 
the constitution.⁵⁹ Women’s advocacy has also chal-
lenged political forces with a more conservative app-
roach to gender equality and played an important 
role in holding decision makers accountable for their 
actions through protests and demonstrations. Apart 
from advocating for legislative reforms, civil society 
organizations and prominent feminist activists have 
educated women of their legal rights and made patri-
archal structures visible in the public sphere.⁶⁰

Women in countries across the Maghreb region have 
continued to enhance human rights since the Arab 
spring uprisings. For many, however, there has been 
a heavy price to pay. Female human rights activists 
and journalists are sometimes subject to smear cam-
paigns targeting their marriage status or sexual and 
reproductive health.⁶¹ In Morocco, for instance, the 
authorities have in some cases used sexual violence 
or harassment in an attempt to silence female activists 
or journalists.⁶² One example is the Sahrawi human 
rights defender Sultana Khaya and her family.⁶³ Since 
November 2020, Khaya and her family members have 
been placed under house arrest and have been syste-
matically subjected to various types of violence. The 
home has been surrounded by the Moroccan military 
and police who have prevented the family from lea-
ving the home. In May this year, the abuse culminated 
when police broke into the house and raped Sultana 
and her sister. The case of Sultana Khaya demonstrate 
that it is not enough to work for women’s formal pla-
ce in political processes and in peacebuilding efforts, 
when in practice it is made difficult due to the enor-
mously high price the women, and their relatives, 
must pay for their participation. 

Although faced by challenges, the effort to enhance 
human rights has continued over the last decade. In 
2014, the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women 
along with other organizations initiated a mission with 
the purpose of assessing women in the electoral pro-
cess.⁶⁴ Targeting especially young, rural, and illiterate 
women, the mission worked to increase voting regis-
tration and inform women of gender equality issues. 
In 2020, the collective Parity Now, consisting of vario-
us human rights organizations, politicians, artists, and 
academics, was launched in Morocco. The civil initia-
tive started a successful national petition for parity 
by 2030, in alignment with the SDGs, that was sent to 
the House of Representatives. In Algeria, women also 
played a major role in the Hirak movement and the 
mass protests that erupted in 2019, calling for demo-
cracy and human rights. The role of strong feminist ac-
tivists and women’s rights movements are thus crucial 
for the future development in the region. Furthermo-
re, raising gender equality issues in the public sphere 
sends a powerful message to future generations, espe-
cially to young people, to stand up for their rights.  
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