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Introduction  
 Throughout history, women living in the Middle East and North Africa were 
vulnerable to discrimination and suppression especially when it comes to their basic human 
rights. Their involvement in many aspects of social and political life in their countries was 
very limited, and in some cases, they did not even have the right to participate in any political 
life including voting. However, the situation has started to change in the late 20th – early 21st 
century, when the rise of globalization and wider spread of democracy in the world, along 
with the fast technological progress, have brought new feminist ideas to the region. The rise 
of feminism and women’s growing awareness of their right to participate in political life 
confronted the historical and cultural barriers, especially that traditionally Arab society have 
perceived women as second-class citizens. The uprisings that spread across the Middle East 
and North Africa in 2011, known as the Arab Spring, have contributed to further progress of 
the feminist movement in the region.  More important, the wider and more equal involvement 1

of women in the political life became one of the main issues in domestic politics. Many 
women striving for their rights urged to bring their efforts together and push their 
governments and legislators to create fair conditions for their involvement in the political life 
of their countries. This included taking part in elections and being elected or simply to 
participate in the political decision making process. Today, although women have made 
progress to gain their rights in some countries in the Middle East and North Africa, they still 
have a long way to go to reach the truly equal position compared to men because they have to 
overcome socio-economic and biases, plus other political barriers.  

         The general low level of female political empowerment in the Middle East and North 
Africa may be the result of certain cultural similarities between the countries in the region, 
such as the prevalence of Islamic ideology and its many interpretations, for example. 
However, there are obvious differences among the countries in the region, where women may 
hold from zero to third of the seats in national parliaments. Such differences cannot explain 
the major disparity between female political empowerment in the region by religious or 
cultural background alone. Instead, there are likely to be other factors which may influence 
the variations of female political empowerment in the region. This leads to my research 
question and that is “what are the factors that hinder female participation and representation 
in politics in the Middle East and North Africa?”. To answer this question I looked at various 
factors including voting and elections, education, economic factors, cultural and social norms 
and gathered data to help see the bigger picture and come up with recommendations. The 
limitations in this research is that some of the factors related to social norms cannot be 
operationalized like religion. 
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General Characteristics and Key Demographic Trends  
          Middle East and North Africa referred to as the MENA region has no standard 
definition; different organizations define the region as consisting of different territories. In 
general it stretches from the Atlantic Ocean in the west to the Arabian Gulf and Indian Ocean 
in the east, comprising 21 Arab states plus Israel, Iran and Turkey.  Although there are wide 2

variations among these countries, but MENA countries are categorized together because they 
share several key demographic trends. It is also important to note that although there are 
many common socio- economic and political factors influencing the development of MENA 
countries, each state responds to these factors in a unique way that depends on their internal 
dynamics. !
          The first common characteristic is the prevalence of Islamic ideology and cultural 
heritage; almost 90 percent of the population living in the region are muslims who share 
similar cultures and traditions. Second, the MENA countries share common historical 
political development in addition to the undemocratic internal governance systems. In the 
past, most governments in the region have been repressive and to some extend violent, and 
often reflecting the interests of ruling elite. This resulted in the exclusion of the population 
from the political process. These government systems have been described as neo-patrimonial 
and neo-prebendal. On one hand, this can be seen as a reason of the failure of effective 
construction of the nation- state and, on the other hand,it may be because they have reflected 
social structures of neo-patriarchy and patronage-clientage.   3

!
          Third common characteristic in the MENA region is the language. The Arabic language 
is spoken in most of these countries except for Israel, Turkey and Iran. The prevalence of a 
young population is another distinctive feature of the MENA region. More than 60 percent of 
the population is under 25 years old. It is one of the most youthful regions in the world, with 
a median age of 22 years compared to a global average of 28.  (See App. Table 1. 4

Demographics and Age of the MENA Population by Age Groups). The presence of the young 
population implies that MENA countries have a considerable economic potential.  However, 5

population- resource imbalances and unstable economic trends and conditions are another 
significant characteristic of the MENA region. The unemployment in the region is the highest 
in the world. Even with the growth of the literate population, it is still not a guarantee for 
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employment. As a matter of fact about 25 percent of the youth population are unemployed 
compared to other regions as Fig. 1 shows.  6

Figure 1. Total and youth unemployment by region (2010) 

Source: ILO and IMF data.  !
Another important general characteristic in the MENA region is the gender gap. Gender 
inequality is a critical issue in the region because, on the one hand, women have already 
started to gain the economic and political ground in the MENA region, while, on the other 
hand, the resistance to the change of the role of women is still strong. Hence, numerous social 
tension in MENA countries persist. Looking at the gender gap in the region we see it is 
higher compared to North America, Europe and even other Asian countries, where women 
also suffer from male-dominated culture oppression as Fig. 2 shows. The United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) ranked the MENA region as the second-lowest region in the 
world on the Gender Empowerment Measure and as the lowest region in terms of percentage 
of women in parliaments . Therefore, the political status of women in the region is a critical 7

issue. 
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Figure 2. Global gender gap by region  

!  

Women in Politics 
          One of the ways we can measure female political empowerment is by their 
representation in politics, namely their representation in parliaments which is the dependent 
variable in this research. In this respect, women are, to a significant extent, under-represented 
in parliaments of MENA countries as Fig. 3 shows.  

Figure 3. Proportion of seats held by women in parliaments in MENA countries (1990-2015) 

Source: World Bank 2015. 
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Looking at the proportion of seats held by women in national parliament we see huge 
variations between the countries, with Tunisia on the top and Yemen and Qatar at the bottom. 
And since 2013, only a slight improvement occurred in Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Sudan and 
Israel whereas in Bahrain, Kuwait and Yemen we see a decrease in the number. This is low 
compared to other regions in the world like we see in Fig. 4. This makes it difficult for those 
women who are present in national parliament to effect any changes in legislation to benefit 
wormen. 

Figure 4. Proportion of seats held by women in parliaments in other countries  

Source: World Bank 2015. 

It is shocking to see that by 2013, there is not a single country in the MENA region 
with women involvement in legislative bodies or government that would exceed 30 percent 
of the total number of legislators or states-persons except for Tunisia, which is slightly above 
30 percent. By 2015, there were changes introduced in legislation in some countries in the 
region and changes in gender policies, like the provision of women with voting rights in 
Saudi Arabia. However, such changes still fail to close gender gaps and women remain 
under-represented as they hold the minority of seats in their parliaments. At any rate, the 
share of seats held by women in parliaments in MENA countries is disproportional to their 
share in the total population of their countries. This takes us back to the research question and 
looking closely to some of the factors that limit female representation in politics in the 
MENA region. 

Voting rights and opportunities!

  The first indicator of female representation in politics is their right to vote, which is 
definitely the fundamental right that gives women the access to vote and be elected. In this 
regard, women in the MENA region basically have the voting right, but, unlike western 
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democracies, for example, some MENA countries granted women the right to vote in the 
relatively near past . Turkey was the first country to grant women the voting right in 1930. 8

Lebanon became the first Arab country to allow women to vote in 1952 and the majority the 
Arab nations soon followed. However, some Gulf Oil Kingdoms took longer time. Kuwait 
granted women the right to vote in 2005, and Saudi Arabia only allowed it in 2015. (See App. 
Table 3. Female Voting Rights Timeline). 

 Therefore, women in MENA region were deprived of the possibility to take part in the 
political life in their countries until the mid-20th – early 21st century. Women were viewed as 
second class citizens, who could not live independently without the support of men  and were 9

not allowed to make independent decisions, especially in the field of politics. Moreover, since 
the legislators were always men, they have preserved the voting right as the prerogative of 
men only. In addition, women were uneducated and often illiterate by the mid-20th century 
and even later in some MENA countries that was another reason why legislators preferred to 
prevent them from taking part in the political life and from granting them the right to vote.  

The lack of the voting right means the limitation of the female representation and 
hence female political empowerment . They have neither the opportunity nor the experience 10

to push the way for women involvement in political life. The participation in the political life 
is a new experience for them as well as for MENA societies since female politicians are still 
small in numbers. At the same time, granting women the right to vote still did not mean that 
they obtained absolutely equal rights and opportunities to participate in the political life as 
men.  

Women in elections and political parties  

  The involvement of women in elections and political parties as candidates clearly 
shows their minority position or their under-representation compared to men and to their 
share in the total population in their countries. For example, some countries in the MENA 
region have experienced revolutionary changes, referred to as the Arab Spring, that have 
taken place recently, such as Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and some other countries.  The 11

democratization was proclaimed as one of the major goals of those revolutionary changes. As 
a matter of fact women were largely involved and have taken a big part in the revolutionary 
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process demanding equal rights, opportunities and access to leadership and decision-making 
positions. However, in spite of those revolutionary changes and the slight increase in the 
number of women voters, there is still not a lot of women to vote for and thus the share of 
women in political parties is consistently lower compared to men. 

At the same time, researchers distinguish regional differences in the level of female 
political participation and their involvement in political parties.  They point out that the 12

levels of female political competition and participation in Tunisia and Algeria fit expectations 
about elections being a safety valves or political spectacles, while Egypt’s presidential 
election stands apart, with exceptionally meager public involvement.  In this regard, the 13

difference may relates to political and social reforms that occurred in MENA countries and 
affected directly female political empowerment in those countries.   14

For example, Turkey was the first country in the MENA region that introduced the 
voting right for women, but this was the result of the revolution and reforms conducted by 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in 1920s. These reforms have changed the country drastically. They 
aimed at the ‘Europeanization’ of Turkey and accelerated socioeconomic, political and 
cultural reforms and developments.  Women voting rights comprised an integral part in the 15

political reform. It helped minimize gender gap and opened the way for female political 
empowerment in Turkey. People were willing to embrace these changes. And even though 
there is no formal gender quota in Turkey, many political parties do have, like the liberal 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP). In addition, the number of seats held by women in 
parliament has increased by 17.8 percent after the last elections.  Nevertheless, women are 16

still fighting for more seats through women’s advocacy groups.  

Similarly, the liberation of MENA countries, such as Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria and 
others from European colonialism opened the way to their independent development, but also 
urged them to conduct profound reforms. The colonial past of these countries contributed to 
the development of a deep sense of inferiority of MENA countries compared to European 
ones, which they viewed as more advanced. As a result, they tried to follow the lead of 
European countries in their socioeconomic and political reforms.  This way the sense of 17
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inferiority that was deeply rooted in MENA cultures after the colonial period encouraged 
countries to imitate European policies just like Turkey did in the 1920s – 1930s. They 
expected that westernization would bring them to prosperity.  Willingly or not, such 18

westernization brought women in MENA countries the right to vote and contributed to their 
further political empowerment. It helped reduce the gender gap to a certain extent, but it is 
still persist at different levels in each country in the MENA region.  

The Arab Spring aftermath and female political participation !

 As stated earlier, women played a prominent role the Arab revolutions, but 
unfortunately the societies entered a state of flux during the political transitions and the future 
of female political empowerment became uncertain. There are different trends after the 
revolutions. In 2012 the Constituent Assembly in Egypt publicly stated that it will reserve 25 
persent of its seats for women, but no similar quota was established for parliament and 
political parties were required to only have one female on their list. Consequently, not a lot of 
women were elected.  What was worse is that the military transitional government declined 19

any quota for women, which resulted in having less than 2 percent of women in parliament. 
In contrast, Tunisia and Libya have quotas requiring that party lists alternate between men 
and women which in turn guaranteed seats for women. This lead to women winning 23 
percent of the seats in Tunisian parliament, and in Libya women 17 percent of the National 
Assembly seats. Algeria has also introduced a new quota system in 2012 in which the 20

number of women candidates must be between 20 precent to 50 percent. 

Fig. 5 from the Inter-Parliamentary Union shows the difference of female seats in Lower and 
Single House Legislatures in 2014 in the MENA region.  21

!!!!!!!!
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Figure 5. Female held seats in Lower and Single House Legislatures (2008-2014) 

!!!!!!
 !!!!!
 
 !
 

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union 2014.  !
Of the 18 countries surveyed, 11 have increased the number of elected females, 3 showed 
drastic decreases, 2 had very small decrease, and another 2 remain static.  !
         These women’s quotas that are being adopted in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya or Algeria 
plus other countries in region, do bring women’s voices to the political arena. However, they 
do not offer an absolute solution for every country in the MENA region. There have been 
variations between the requirements in the quotas and the actual female representation. 
Furthermore, there are still many strong barriers and discriminations that prevent these 
women from influencing or making legislative decisions. As consequence, in order to 
establish a political base for women, there has to be a way to make sure that these quota 
systems are being enacted and enforced properly in the MENA countries.  22

Attitude towards female participation in political life 

Another factor that effect female political representation is their lack of experience as both 
voters and candidates. Additionally, women who participate in elections have a different 
behavior from that of men in terms of the decision-making process. To put it more precisely, 
women are more likely to make their decision to vote for the particular candidate on the day 
of elections, which means that they make the decision in the last moment.  Also the decision 23

taken by women often depends on their male guardian since often women in MENA 
countries vote for the same candidates as their spouses or other male guardians.  
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Researchers reveal that voters are indifferent whether women are enlisting at the top 
of party lists or not, while some voters have negative attitude to such parties.  The likelihood 24

of voting for a party list with a woman at the head varies depending on the gender. About a 
third of male voters (23%) are unlikely to vote for parties with women at the head of their 
lists, while only a small portion of female voters (17%) are unlikely to support such parties.  

Figure 6. Women enlistment in political parties in the MENA region 

!  

Source: Benstead, L.J. and Lust, E. The Gender Gap in Political Participation in North Africa. Middle East Institute, 2015. 
Retrieved from http://www.mei.edu/content/map/gender-gap-political-participation-north-africa 

 Therefore, enlisting women at the top of political parties list does not grant political 
parties with any advantages in elections. But, on the contrary, such decision may have a 
negative impact on the overall success of such parties because they will likely lose about a 
third of male voters and 17% of female voters. Such voter behavior discourages political 
parties from inclusion of women at their top list.  

Political system and regime change!

 Freedom House ratings of political rights and civil liberties in 2015 classified 16 
countries in MENA region as not free, four partly free, and only Israel and Tunisia as free.  25

When analyzing the consequences of Arab Spring, it is possible to trace another factor of 
female political empowerment. Tunisia has experienced the revolution that was followed by 
the further democratization of the country, introduction of democratic elections and 
emergence of various political parties. The democratic transformations had a strong impact 
on female wider participation in political life as members of parliament as well as the average 
voters. 
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 In addition, the impact of democratic transformations in Iraq reveals the wider 
participation of female in the political life of the country. Under Saddam Hussein rule, 
women remained under-represented. Their involvement in the government or parliament was 
symbolic and they did not really represent women in political power of the country. Saddam 
Hussein held the full power over the nation and its political life. Political freedom was very 
limited and women remained suppressed and could not manifest their political preferences.  26

As a result, women could not have their representatives in the parliament or government, who 
could really stand for their interests. The overthrow of Saddam Hussein regime has opened 
the way for the rapid democratization of the country and the wider involvement of female in 
the political life. This proportion of seats held by women in Iraqi parliament has skyrocketed 
from 7.6 percent in 2000 to 25.5 percent in 2006 and 26.5 percent in 2015. Such change is an 
obvious effect of the downfall of the authoritarian regime in Iraq. 

 At the same time, Arab revolutions have brought the opposite effect on some 
countries. For example, Syria is still in the civil war and the political struggle between the 
authoritarian regime and opposition persists. Egypt has had a similar experience, but the 
insurgence of democracy was soon suppressed by El-Sisi, who has taken the power after the 
coup d’état. Hence, the suppression of democracy in Egypt resulted in the halt in the female 
political empowerment in Egypt. The experience of Egypt proves the negative impact of 
authoritarian regimes on female political empowerment. In the case of Syria, political 
freedom is suppressed and women also suffer from the limited participation in political life. 
Both Egypt and Syria cases prove the negative effect of authoritarianism and suppression of 
female political empowerment. They are not alone in their negative experience and the 
negative impact of the authoritarianism on female political empowerment. Iran is one of the 
most evident examples of the suppression of female political empowerment. The share of 
women in the parliament of Iran has not exceeded 4.1 percent within the last two decades. 
More important, the share of women in Iranian parliament has dropped from 4.1 percent in 
2007 to 3.1 percent in 2015. In other words, the representation of women in Iranian 
parliament has dropped by a quarter in less than a decade. On the other hand, countries where 
the democratization has taken place have doubled or even tripled the female representation in 
their parliaments. 

 In addition to the negative impact of the Arab Spring in some countries, it is also 
important to refer to other political systems in the region like monarchies and their strict rules 
in some countries the MENA region. For example, even though all MENA countries suffer 
from low female representation in political life, Qatar and Yemen have virtually the lowest 
level of participation of female in politics and these countries have a strong royal rule with 
the consistent limitations of democracy. Qatar is a monarchy with the strong rule of one 
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family, whereas Yemen is known as kleptocracy, where the ruling class and officials, headed 
by the President Ali Abdullah Saleh, take advantage of corruption to extend their personal 
wealth and political power.  The corrupted regime in Yemen suppresses political freedom 27

and democracy, just as the monarchy in Qatar. In such a situation, women remain under-
represented in the national politics, whereas their involvement in the past was rather the result 
of the internal struggle within Yemen, when there were some manifestations of democracy 
and political rivalry in the late 1980s – 1990s. This is why by 1990, Yemen yet had 4.1% of 
women in the parliament. However, as the kleptocracy has grown in power, the share of 
women in the national parliament has dropped to zero. In general the political systems even 
after the Arab Spring still effect the presence of female politicians in the country.  

Education and Economy Factors!

Many researchers develop the idea that female political empowerment is, to a 
significant extent, restricted by their low educational opportunities.  However, literacy rate 28

among the female population of the MENA region tends to grow as Fig. 6 shows.  

Figure 7. Literacy Rate AGE 15+ (Male vs Female) 

Source: World Bank 2015. 

!
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The traditional correlation between education, economy and politics implies that the 
education provides individuals with the educational basis on the ground of which they 
develop their political views and social consciousness. In addition, education opens wider 
economic opportunities and people with higher education have better employment 
opportunities. However, the data show that the literacy rate among women is hight while their 
presence in parliament is still low. At this point it is important to look at the quality of 
education in the region. According to the World Bank, the school system in the MENA region 
is below the international standard.  In addition, the number of women with higher education  29

is low. This is why the quality of education still may be a factor that deprives women in 
MENA countries from their political empowerment. Researchers argue that women with the 
higher education are more likely to take part in the political life than women with the basic 
education.   30

In addition, women with a higher education are more likely to take an active part in 
the political life which means that they are more likely to participate in elections as 
candidates or to obtain appointments in the government.  At the moment, the quality of 31

education and the opportunity for higher education for women in MENA countries is lower 
compared to men, at least, judging by the share of university graduates and degrees obtained 
by men and women in MENA countries (See App. Tables 5 and 6). Also women in MENA 
countries obtained access to education just a decade or two ago. As a result, their education 
still does not have a large scale impact on their political empowerment because its impact is 
relatively new.    

In terms of economy, a distinct feature of MENA is that in the past there was a low 
female participation in economic activities. Women had few job opportunities and dedicated 
their life mainly to households and their families, whereas economic activities were 
predominantly male domains. Women also confronted unsurpassable glass ceiling since they 
had no opportunity to obtain top positions in their organizations, government bodies, and 
other organizations. MENA cultural and socioeconomic norms did not admit women at 
managerial positions and, what is worse, women were not even supposed to care about their 
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professional education or career.  Hence, women were excluded from the economic life. 32

This limited their opportunities to take part in the political life because they had little 
economic impact and policy makers could simply ignore their position.  

The situation in the MENA region has changed for better for women, but there are 
still wide gaps between men and women in the field of economy. The wider female 
participation in the economic life of MENA countries becomes one of the mainstream trends 
in the development of MENA economies. More than one in every eight private companies in 
the Middle East and North Africa region is female-owned now.  In the contemporary 33

economy, better education of women opens better employment opportunities for them. 
Therefore, women have managed to make a considerable progress in the improvement of 
their economic position. This in turn increased the impact of women on the key 
socioeconomic processes. However, there are still many problems, for example, the problem 
of glass ceiling which is a big issue in the MENA region. Furthermore, women in MENA 
countries face employment discrimination and inequality, they have fewer promotion 
opportunities and receive lower wages compared to men. The distinction between male and 
female jobs still persists. 

The level of women’s engagement in the economy in MENA is far behind the rest of 
the world. First, in terms of female labor force participation, 24% of adult women in MENA 
– fewer than one in four women across all age groups – work or seek paid work.  The figure 34

for women in OECD countries is more than 60%.  Second, among those labor force 35

participants, 18% were unemployed in MENA, compared to 6% in the world as a whole, in 
2010.  Consequently, the number of women in MENA who are actually in employment is 36

even further behind in international terms: in MENA around 17.5% of the adult female 
population, less than one in five women, are now employed, compared to nearly 50% 
worldwide.  Fig. 8 shows the rate of participation between males and females in labor force. 37
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Figure 8. Labor force participation rate (Male vs Female) 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
 

Source: World Bank 2015. 

So far data show that MENA countries are harboring a large underutilized pool of 
human skills and capabilities embodied in the ready supply of women’s labor and 
entrepreneurial ambition.  Many researchers are inclined to believe that the economic 38

disparity does affect and prevent female political empowerment.  Politics mirrors, to a 39

significant extent, the socioeconomic development. Economy contributes to the emergence of 
various interest groups. Thus, the involvement of women into economic activities contributes 
to their growing involvement and impact on those interest groups. These interest groups, in 
their turn, may and do have an impact on politics. For example, various interest groups in 
MENA countries sponsor political parties. If women play an important part in an interest 
group, than that interest group would support a political party that stands for the interests and 
the rights of women or that interest group may support the political part, which has a large 
share of women enlisted in its party list. 

Cultural and Social Norms!

Many arguments have been put forth on women’s status in the MENA region and why 
they are held back from reaching and equal status as men. Religion has been sited as a factor 
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that hinders female progress. Muslim norms and traditions are still very strong and maintain 
female inferiority in political, economic and social life. The devaluation of women’s 
humanity and other kinds of gender-based violence in the public and domestic spheres, 
inequality in family and personal status laws, continue to tremendously impact women’s 
capacity for meaningful and effective participation in political life.  There are so many 40

interpretations of Islam that are being applied in different countries in the region, some of 
these countries apply outdated religious discourses that see women as lacking in reason and 
inappropriate for ruling (justified by concepts such as ‘qiwaama’). In general, the countries in 
the MENA region that have high impact of religion on the socioeconomic and political life 
have low female participation in political life. For example, Iran has low share of women 
holding seats in the parliament or government of Iran. Moreover, the domination of the 
religious ideology prevents women from setting themselves free from gender-related biases 
because religion imposes traditional biases on women over and over again. Religious leaders 
continue to promote male-dominated ideology which virtually enslaved women and limited 
their life by household and family routine.  41

However, if we look in the Quran there is no clear or direct statement which forbids 
women from participating in politics or becoming activists.  Only social and cultural norms 42

have imposed traditional biases and prevented women from participating, “The problem is 
not a man telling a woman no, it is a woman assuming no because she is expected not to 
ask”.  Therefore, Islam in itself is not an indicator, but how it is interpreted and implemented 43

in addition to other aspects of of Arab life that prohibit women from full political equality.  

As mentioned earlier, gender gap is one major indicator. Discrimination and 
inequality between men and women is a major obstacles for female advancement. Females 
traditionally hold inferior position in society of the MENA region.  In fact, the culture 44

reveals that the male-dominated ideology prevails. Males traditionally controlled the 
economic and political life in the region. They also shaped the ideology, religious views, 
beliefs and philosophy.  The role of women was doomed to focus on their households and 45

!18

 Zaatari, Z. No Democracy without Women’s Equality: Middle East and North Africa. Conflict Prevention and Peace 40

Forum, 2015, 1.

 European Union (EU) (2010) ‘National Situation Report: Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equality’. Tunis: EGEP, 2541

 Merrill, Ryan. "The Middle Eastern Gender Gap: The State of Female Political Participation Before, During and After the 42

‘Arab Spring’." September 15, 2013.

 Ibid.43

 Moghadam, V. and L.Senftova. (June 2005). “Measuring Women’s Empowerment: Participation and Rights in Civil, 44

Political, Social, Economic, and Cultural Domains,” International Social Science Journal, 57, 394.

 Hausmann, R., L.D. Tyson, and S. Zahidi, eds. (2012). The Global Gender Gap Report 2012. Geneva, Switzerland: World 45

Economic Forum, 22.



families. MENA cultures idealize women as good mothers and wives but not as civil rights 
activists or politicians. In such a context, men traditionally perform socially active roles and 
turn out to be in the absolutely advantageous position compared to women.  

Furthermore, women in some Arab countries are less likely to be a good source of 
wasta (See Fig. 9), which means a sort of nepotism in MENA countries.  “Wasta” is the 46

Arabic equivalent of having a personal connection in high level positions through tribes, 
family and friends. Many MENA youth believe that is is the most important thing for finding 
a decent job. The lack of wasta is rather a negative feature because wasta is essential for 
people living in MENA region to address burning issues, which they confront in their life, 
more effectively. If politicians are poor in wasta, they are unlikely to gain the large scale of 
public support. In this regard, female politicians turn out to be in a disadvantageous position 
compared to male politicians for voters in the MENA region. What MENA countries really 
need is the elimination of gender biases and inherited contradictions. This is only possible to 
attain through the elimination of inequalities between different social groups, including the 
inequality between men and women in their socioeconomic position and political 
participation. 

Figure 9. “In general, do you mostly agree or disagree with the following statement:  
                 Knowing people in high positions is critical to getting a job (Wasta)?” 

Source: Gallup World Poll, 2013 

Paving the Way for Wetter Empowerment  

 The political system and policies conducted in MENA countries are the major factors 
that affect female political empowerment in the region. The democratization and the 
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introduction of democratic transformations brings positive effects even within former 
authoritarian states, like Tunisia, Iraq, or Morocco even if the change is small but it’s moving 
in the right direction. In contrast, the maintenance or establishment of the authoritarian 
regime leads to the suppression of democratic liberties and the female political 
empowerment, as is the case of Iran, Syria, Qatar, or Yemen. 

In addition, the experience of female’s participation in elections and their voting rights are 
also important factors that determine their involvement in the political life. Women have little 
experience of the participation in the political life that results in their under-representation 
and their weak position in parliaments and governments of their countries. Female voters also 
still have to gain the consciousness of the importance of their participation in elections and 
the political life and raise of their awareness of the impact on the political right of their 
countries, which the voting right gives them.  

Eventhough there have been some advances and improvements for female political 
empowerment in the MENA, the issue is still critical and has to be further addressed. In terms 
of parliamentary quotas, it is not enough to have the rules for the number of seats, but the 
process of implementing them is the most important part. ’Quotas are a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, they oblige men to think about including women in decision-making, since 
men must create spaces for women. On the other hand, since it is men who are opening up 
these spaces, they will seek out women who they will be able to manage—women who will 
more easily accept the hegemony of men.’  Therefore, monitoring the implementation is a 47

crucial step that needs to be taken in order to reach the results required for female 
representation. Also the type of quota has to be suitable for the electoral system used in the 
country. Strict punishment or sanctions are important in case of non-compliance with the 
quota rules. !

Secondly, international actors have to work with the governments in the MENA 
region to promote equality in the political spheres and other sectors including legal, social, 
and economic. This can be done through investing more and adequate resources for that 
promotion. One example is investing in education and making it more open for critical 
thinking and knowing the rights, this could be effective in changing the position of women in 
MENA countries plus changing the way people view women. This step would raise the 
awareness of women as well as men that women have equal rights compared to men. It is 
essential for women to have access to well-developed education and leadership training 
systems to help prepare women for political life. There are no other objective reasons for the 
discrimination of women except for cultural biases driven by the historical domination of 

!20

 Dahlerup, Drude. "Increasing Women’s Political Representation: NewTrends in Gender Quotas." 2014. http://47

www.idea.int/publications/wip2/upload/4-_Increasing_Womens_Political_Representation.pdf.

http://www.idea.int/publications/wip2/upload/4-_Increasing_Womens_Political_Representation.pdf


men in economic, political and social life of MENA countries. This can be changed through 
educating the society at an early age. The elimination of cultural biases and gender gap is 
possible through new, bias-free education and enlightenment of the population of MENA 
countries. !

Moreover, all women’s movements, activists, and feminists in the MENA region have 
to work together to break down the neo-patriarchal society. Women in MENA countries 
should be aware that there is no one who can stand for their interests better than themselves. 
This means that women in the MENA region should enhance the feminist movements and 
take a proactive stand in regard to their participation in politics. They should focus on the 
enhancement of their political parties or their wider representation in political parties. They 
should try to become candidates to obtain seats in their national parliament or government. 
They should vote for political parties that make gender equality in politics, economy and 
other fields their priority. 

Conclusion  

The future of female political empowerment will need diverse and complex changes 
that are interrelated. However, current changes in political, legal, and education systems can 
lay the foundation for the adequate inclusion of female in the political life. Cultural barriers 
remain quite high and they have to be finally eliminated to open the way to the full inclusion 
of women in the political life in MENA countries on an equal ground compared to men. It is 
important for the societies in MENA countries to become aware that in order to prosper and 
benefit from any reform, women have to be an active part of that reform. Women have to 
assert their full potential and show that they have the capability to perform their jobs and can 
they will stand for the interests and needs of women, which male legislators and states 
persons may be unaware of.  !
  

!
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Appendix: 

Table 1. Population of the MENA region 

Population                                                                               
millions

Average annual 
population growth 

%

Population age composition
Crude death 

rate 1,000 
people  

Crude birth 
rate 1,000 

people  Age 0 —14 
%

Age 15-64             
%

Age 65+           
%

2000 2014 2025 2000-14 2014-25 2014 2014 2014 2013 2013

Algeria                         31.2 38,9 45,9 2 1 28 66 6 6 24

Bahrain                          0.7 1,4 1,6 5 1 21 76 2 2 15

Djibouti                            0.7 0,9 1,0 1 1 33 63 4 9 27

Egypt, Arab 68.3 89,6 108,9 2 2 33 62 5 6 23

Ethiopia                         66.4 97,0 125,0 3 2 42 54 3 8 33

Iran, Islamic 65.9 78,1 86,5 1 1 24 72 5 5 19

Iraq                               23.6 34,8 45,6 3 2 41 56 3 5 31

Israel                               6.3 8,2 9,5 2 1 28 61 11 5 21

Jordan                             4.8 6,6 7,5 2 1 36 60 4 4 27

Kuwait                            1.9 3,8 4,7 5 2 22 76 2 3 21

Lebanon                         3.2 4,5 4,5 2 0 24 68 8 4 13

Libya                               5.3 6,3 7,1 1 1 30 66 4 4 21

Morocco                       29.0 33,9 38,3 1 1 27 67 6 6 23

Oman                               2.2 4,2 5,1 5 2 21 76 3 3 21

Qatar                               0.6 2,2 2,6 9 2 15 84 1 1 11

Saudi Arabia               21.4 30,9 36,8 3 2 29 68 3 3 19

Sudan                          28.1 39,4 50,7 2 2 41 56 3 8 33

Syrian Arab 16.4 22,2 28,3 2 2 37 59 4 4 24

Tunisia                           9.6 11,0 12,0 1 1 23 69 7 6 20

Turkey                    63.2 75,9 83,5 1 1 26 67 7 6 17

United Arab 3.1 9,1 10,4 8 1 14 85 1 1 14

West Bank 2.9 4,3 5,6 3 2 41 57 3 3 30

Yemen, Rep.               17.8 26,2 33,2 3 2 41 57 3 7 31
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Table 2. % of seats held by women in parliaments in MENA countries (1990-2015) 

Table 3. Female Voting Rights Timeline in the MENA Region 

Country 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

United Arab Emirates 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 22.5 17.5

Morocco 0.0 0.0 0.6 10.8 10.5 17.0

Djibouti 0.0 0.0 0.0 10.8 13.8 12.7

Jordan 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.5 10.8 12.0

Turkey 1.3 1.3 4.2 4.4 9.1 14.4

Algeria 2.4 2.4 3.4 6.2 7.7 31.6

Tunisia 4.3 4.3 11.5 22.8 27.6 31.3

Bahrain 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.5 2.5 7.5

Lebanon 0.0 0.0 2.3 4.7 3.1 3.1

Ethiopia .. .. 7.7 21.9 27.8 28.0

Egypt, Arab Rep. 3.9 3.9 2.0 2.0 12.7 ..

Iraq 10.8 10.8 7.6 25.5 25.2 26.5

Syrian Arab Republic 9.2 9.2 10.4 12.0 12.4 12.4

Iran, Islamic Rep. 1.5 1.5 3.4 4.1 2.8 3.1

Israel 6.7 6.7 12.5 14.2 19.2 24.2

Kuwait .. .. 0.0 1.5 7.7 1.5

Sudan .. .. .. 17.8 25.6 30.5

Libya .. .. .. 7.7 7.7 16.0

Oman .. .. .. 2.4 0.0 1.2

Saudi Arabia 0.0 0.0 .. 0.0 0.0 19.9

Yemen, Rep. 4.1 4.1 0.7 0.3 0.3 0.0

Qatar .. .. .. 0.0 0.0 0.0

West Bank and Gaza .. .. .. .. .. ..

Created from: World Development Indicators 
Series : Proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments (%)

Year Country Year Country Year Country Year Country 

1930 Turkey 1952 Lebanon 1973 1995

1931 1953 Syria 1974 1996

1932 1954 1975 1997

1933 1955 1976 1998

1934 1956 Egypt 1977 1999 Qatar
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Table 4. Female quota in MENA countries 

1935 1957 1978 2000

1936 1958 1979 2001

1937 1959 Tunisia 1980 Iraq 2002 Bahrain

1938 1960 1981 2003

1939 1961 1982 2004

1940 1962 Algeria 1983 2005 Kuwait

1941 1963 Iran 1984 2006 UAE

1942 1964 Libya 1985 2007

1943 1965 1986 2008

1944 1966 1987 2009

1945 1967 1988 2010

1946 Djibouti 1968 1989 2011

1947 1969 1990 2012

1948 Israel 1970 Yemen 1991 2013

1949 1971 1992 2014

1950 1972 1993 2015 Saudi Arabia

1951 1994
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Coutry Quota Types Results ast lections % of women in 
parilament 

Algeria
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/  

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

146 of 462 31.6%

Djibouti
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/    

Lower House 7 of 65 10.8%

Egypt
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/  

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

10 of 508 2%

Iraq
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/    

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

83 of 328 25.3%

Israel  • Voluntary quotas adopted by     
political parties

27 of 120 22.5%

Jordan
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/  

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

18 of 150 12%

Lebanon - 4 of 128 3.1%



Table 5. Gross enrollment ratio 

Gross enrollment ratio Net enrollment rate

Preprimary 
% of relevant 

age group

Primary  
% of 

relevant 
age group

Secondary  
% of 

relevant 
age group

Tertiary  
% of 

relevant 
age group

Primary  
% of relevant age group

Secondary  
% of relevant age group

2013 2013 2013 2013 1999                   2013 1999                   2013

Algeria                             79 119 98 33 86                       97 51                         ..

Bahrain                           53 .. 101 40 96                         .. 87                       93

Djibouti                               4 68 46 5 25                       58 14                         ..

Egypt, Arab 30 115 89 33 93 95 .. 85

Ethiopia                           .. .. .. .. 36 .. 11 ..

Iran, Islamic 38 119 86 58 86 98 .. 82

Iraq                                 .. .. .. .. 89 .. 30 ..

Israel                             112 104 102 67 97 97 96 98

Jordan                             34 98 88 47 94 97 77 88

Kuwait                            .. .. .. 28 93 .. 99 ..

Lebanon                       102 113 75 48 97 93 .. 68

Libya                              .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Morocco                         59 117 69 16 71                    98 ..                       56

Oman                               52 113 91 28 83                       94 65                       83

Qatar                               58 .. 112 14 90                         .. 73                       95

Saudi Arabia                  13 108 123 58 ..                       96 ..                       92

Sudan 38 70 41 17 .. 54 .. ..
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Libya
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/  

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

30 of 200 15%

Morocco
 • Legislated quotas for the Single/    

Lower House 
 • Legislated quotas at the Sub-    

national level

66 of 395 16.7%

Saudi Arabia  • Legislated quotas for the Single/   
Lower House

30 of 151 19.9%

Sudan  • Legislated quotas for the Single/    
Lower House

88 of 354 24.9%

Tunisia  • Legislated quotas for the Single/    
Lower House

68 of 217 31.3%

Turkey  • Voluntary quotas adopted by     
political parties

78 of 550 14.2%



Table 6. Literacy Ratio 

Syrian Arab 
Republic

6 74 48 31 94 62 39 44

Tunisia 40 110 91 34 96 99 .. ..

United Arab 79 108 .. .. 83 91 76 ..

West Bank 48 95 82 46 91 91 75 80

Yemen, Rep.                    1 101 49 10 57 88 32 42

                   Primary completion rate 
 

                                    Total %                                Male  %                 Female %  
                             relevant age group      relevant age group   relevant age group  

Adult literacy rate  

                                                            
Male % ages 15 

and older                                      
Female % ages 

15 and older

1999 2013 1999 2013 1999 2013 2005-13 2005-13

Algeria                         80 106 81 106 78 105 81 64

Bahrain                        99 .. 100 .. 99 .. 96 92

Djibouti                         23 52 27 56 19 47 .. ..

Egypt, Arab 98 110 102 111 94 110 83 67

Ethiopia                         20 .. 26 .. 14 .. 49 29

Iran, Islamic 93 104 95 103 90 105 89 78

Iraq                                57 .. 62 .. 51 .. 86 73

Israel                           104 102 105 102 104 103 .. ..

Jordan                          98 93 97 94 99 92 98 97

Kuwait                       115 .. 115 .. 114 .. 96 94

Lebanon                     120 89 117 91 124 87 93 86

Libya                            .. .. .. .. .. .. 96 84

Morocco                       55 99 61 99 48 98 76 58

Oman                             84 98 84 95 85 101 90 82

Qatar                            92 .. 87 .. 98 .. 98 97

Saudi Arabia                .. 108 .. 104 .. 112 97 91

Sudan                           .. 57 .. 61 .. 53 82 66

Syrian Arab 92 64 95 64 88 64 91 80

Tunisia                    91 98 91 97 90 98 98 96

Turkey                         .. 101 .. 102 .. 100 98 92

United Arab 89 111 88 116 90 106 89 91

West Bank 99 93 99 93 99 93 98 94

Yemen, Rep.              56 70 76 78 34 62 83 52
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Table 7. Labor force participation rate 

Labor force participation rate Labor force (ages 15 and older)
Labor force 
growth (%)

                 Male %                         Female %  
                                ages 15 and older      ages 15 and older

                             Female  
Total millions          % of labor force

 2000 2013 2000 2013 2000 2013 2013 2003-13

Algeria 75 72 12 15 9,0 12,1 17,3 2,3

Bahrain 86 87 35 39 0,3 0,7 19,5 7,4

Djibouti 66 68 31 36 0,2 0,3 34,9 2,8

Egypt, Arab Rep. 73 75 19 24 20,1 29,0 24,1 2,8

Ethiopia 90 89 73 78 29,0 45,4 47,3 3,4

Iran, Islamic 
Rep.

74 74 14 17 18,9 26,6 18,3 1,8

Iraq 70 70 13 15 5,5 8,4 17,6 3,2

Israel 61 69 48 58 2,5 3,7 46,8 3,4

Jordan 69 67 13 16 1,2 1,7 18,2 2,8

Kuwait 82 83 44 44 0,9 1,9 27,1 5,9

Lebanon 71 71 19 23 1,0 1,6 24,1 3,0

Libya 74 76 27 30 1,8 2,3 28,1 1,3

Morocco 79 76 29 27 10,3 12,3 27,0 1,4

Oman 78 83 23 29 0,8 2,0 14,1 8,6

Qatar 92 96 38 51 0,3 1,6 13,1 13,8

Saudi Arabia 74 78 16 20 6,5 11,8 15,2 4,5

Sudan 75 76 29 31 8,2 12,1 29,4 2,9

Syrian Arab 
Republic

81 73 20 14 4,9 6,0 15,4 1,6

Tunisia 72 71 24 25 3,2 4,0 26,9 1,7

Turkey 73 71 26 29 21,4 27,4 30,7 2,2

United Arab 
Emirates

92 92 34 47 1,7 6,2 13,0 10,4

West Bank 65 66 11 15 0,6 1,0 18,5 4,2

Yemen, Rep. 71 72 22 25 4,3 7,3 25,9 4,2

!29


