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Introduction:

 The active participation of women in the popular movement in a number of 
Arab countries was considered a first step towards changing the societal culture as 
well as the inferior perception towards it. The conservative traditions that dominate 
the mindsets in these countries did not prevent women from participating in the 
popular movement and achieving its goals. This created optimism among support-
ers of women’s issues that it is about to move from the position of a follower to the 
position of an influential actor, and to strengthen its presence on the numerical and 
qualitative levels in the political field, but the results of the elections that followed 
this movement were disappointing.

 Arab women have not achieved an acceptable representation rate, except in 
countries that apply the quota system. This reality warns of the danger of reproduc-
ing the system of marginalization and exclusion of women, not only as a result of 
the traditional societal view that continues to marginalize the role of women in the 
private sphere, but also under the cloak of religious currents that assumed power 
after the movement and man-made laws that encourage discriminatory tendencies 
against women(1).

 This was reflected in the deterioration of the status of minority women in 
those countries, as the political participation of women belonging to minorities is 
associated with two types of conditions; the first was imposed by the nature of her 
gender as a different gender according to the classification of the patriarchal society, 
and the second was imposed by her belonging to groups that suffer from margin-
alization under the rule of the majority in whose hands the decision is concen-
trated. What makes it more difficult for women belonging to minorities to reach 
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decision-making positions and prevents their actual participation in the political 
process are the religious and ethnic polarizations and the dominance of blocs with 
religious or ethnic identity and numerical weight over the entire political process 
in exchange for the absence or weak presence of moderate currents, which makes 
belonging to these blocs and ascending through them to decision-making centers a 
difficult issue for women who do not belong in sectarian or ethnic terms to this bloc 
except through having a common denominator with these blocs and entering the 
political process not as a representative of the minority to which they belong.

 The real problem facing minority women is the existence of a gap between 
the legal text supporting political participation in most Arab societies and reality 
and practice. The problem of minority women is not in the enactment of the law, 
but rather in ignoring the rule of law and setting it aside in the circumstances of the 
political differences that most of those countries are going through.

 (2) In light of the controversy over women’s rights to political participation, a 
greater challenge is raised about the rights of minority women in political life, as 
the double challenge is embodied in the challenge of race or religion and the chal-
lenge of gender together, as discrimination based on gender is done to prevent their 
political participation. Therefore, this article analyzes the argument that women of 
ethnic minorities suffer from deprivation of political participation, which explains 
the existence of a complex relationship between sex, race and politics, as gender 
parity is linked to the intersection of race with gender and the rejection of claims 
to represent ethnic minorities, their inclusion is conditional on their willingness to 
work far about their race and religion.

Features of women’s political empowerment in the Arab world:

 Among the purposes of the United Nations stated in Article 1 of its Charter is 
to “respect and encourage all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all with-
out distinction as to sex, language or religion, and without discrimination between 
men and women.” According to the charter, “gender equality, besides being a fun-
damental human right, is essential for achieving peace in societies and unlocking 
society’s full potential.”
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 This is evidenced by UN reports which indicate that “as of August 2015, only 
22% of all national parliamentarians were female, a slow rise in women’s political 
participation at the international level, as the percentage of women’s participation 
in political life varies from one country to another and from one society to an-
other according to the system of laws, values and ideas that govern this society. 
As we witness gradual strides in eliminating formal discrimination against wom-
en worldwide, as gender equality is now part of the basic rights binding on states, 
yet those rights are applied unevenly across the world, especially in light of the 
specificity of the Arab countries, which are rich in cultural, sectarian, religious and 
social pluralism(3).

 However, recent decades have witnessed a clear increase in calls for women’s 
empowerment and allowing them to participate in public life as a key actor, The 
Arab countries, with their different political systems, have taken great strides in this 
regard, albeit in a formal way at times, to the point that it is considered an advanced 
step. The higher the level of awareness, the more these sham measures will turn into 
real measures towards involving Arab women in the political field.

 Perhaps allocating a number of parliamentary seats to women, the system 
known as the “quota”, which was adopted by Arab countries to force their parties to 
nominate female candidates on their lists, is considered by some to be a good step to 
enhance the role and participation of women in political work. For example, Mauri-
tania adopts the “quota” system to ensure that women occupy a sufficient number of 
seats, as its electoral law stipulates that political parties must include a specific num-
ber of women in the candidacy lists, allowing women to obtain a representation of 
at least 20%(4).

 After the Arab revolutions since 2011, which allowed for greater political par-
ticipation of women, Tunisia was considered a pioneering example of the participa-
tion of Arab women in political decision-making, , which is the first parliamentary 
elections to be held after the revolution, the number of women participating in the 
parliamentary elections was 76, with 35% of the parliament members, and this is 
the highest percentage reached in the history of Tunisia as well as in the entire Arab 
region. While in Egypt, 75 women succeeded in reaching the House of Representa-
tives after the revolution through free, direct election, whether by competing for in-
dividual seats or through the absolute list, in addition to 14 women representatives 
who were appointed by a decision of the President of the Republic. Thus, the total 
number of seats occupied by Egyptian women became 89 out of the total 458 seats 
in parliament.
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 In contrast to the persistent calls to enhance the political participation of 
women in the countries of the Arab world after the revolutions of the Arab Spring, 
however, efforts to involve women in political life face several obstacles, the most 
important of which are: society’s acceptance of women assuming a leadership role, 
which raises a pivotal question about the extent of the seriousness and desire of 
the ruling Arab regimes to make room for women’s participation in decision-mak-
ing, and whether these political calls stem from real convictions of the importance 
of women’s role in public life, or whether the purpose is winning women’s votes 
in elections and obtaining their support without their actual participation in deci-
sion-making(5).

 Despite the pivotal role that women play in the Arab world, they are still un-
derrepresented in decision-making positions and processes, as women’s interaction 
with power institutions is diverse, and often reflects their position in this regard. 
Discrimination is embodied within the male-dominated political spheres. There 
is disparity within the prevailing political structures. Most countries in the Arab 
world allow women to be represented at the local level and in regional politics, but 
their representation declines at the state and external levels due to the socially con-
servative political climate(6). What emerges is that Arab women suffer from multiple 
social systems of oppression and respond to the ways in which gender intersects 
with other social categories of identity, as discrimination can occur for more than 
one reason, either cumulative disadvantage or cross-discrimination.

 Therefore, the presence of women in the countries of the homeland in politi-
cal decision-making positions is still below the level compared to their presence in 
other sectors such as health and education, as the percentage of women’s presence 
in government does not reflect their presence in other sectors. Arab women have 
not yet reached the presidency of the government, nor have they reached the min-
istries of sovereignty such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Defense, nor the 
ministries of economy and finance, and most of them continue to run ministries of 
a social nature, as if they are an extension of their traditional functions in society 
and the family. In addition, the percentage of women decreases as we move up the 
administrative ladder in decision-making positions, whether in local councils, po-
litical parties, or trade unions(7).
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Minority women and power:

 All countries of the Arab world have one or more groups of minorities living 
within their lands, which are characterized by an ethnic, linguistic, religious or ra-
cial identity different from that of the majority of the population. The harmonious 
relations between minorities and the majority, and the respect of each group for 
the identity of the other, are the basic elements in building democracy in those 
countries, and achieving the aspirations of minorities and guaranteeing their rights 
represents an acknowledgment of the dignity and equality of all individuals, and 
promotes development based on participation, as it guarantees the protection of the 
rights of persons belonging to national minorities or the ethnic, religious or linguis-
tic political and social stability of the countries in which they live.

 However, despite this, poor living conditions are widespread in minority ar-
eas, and most minorities in the Arab world suffer from a lack of basic services. Il-
literacy, unemployment, and lack of health care are widespread in minority areas, 
and minority women are not provided with educational and cultural capabilities. 
Women who speak only their mother tongue face discrimination even with regard 
to meeting basic living requirements. Which pushes them to withdraw into their 
narrow cultural circles, and thus deprives them of acquiring the skills and experi-
ences that qualify them to enter the labor market. Therefore, the lack of vocational 
education, obtaining a university degree, and limited knowledge of the official lan-
guage are additional obstacles that prevent the involvement of minority women in 
Arab societies(8).

 It is clear that minority women’s access to social, economic and cultural public 
positions is very limited, compared to minority men, due to the prevailing cultural 
barriers and society’s view of gender. It becomes more difficult with regard to polit-
ical positions, as discrimination and inequality hinder their political activity more 
clearly, especially with regard to running for political office or campaigning with 
political parties. As the risks and costs of running for elections are higher for wom-
en in general than for men, especially with regard to minority women, as double 
restrictions are imposed on them related to their affiliation to a particular race or 
religion, and what is related to the so-called “micro loyalties” within a variety of so-
cial movements and civil society which are often organized around individual issues 
or identities(9).
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 The fundamental problem facing minority women remains the gap between 
the legal text and reality and application. In Arab societies such as those in which 
custom takes precedence over the law, and society takes precedence over the state, it 
becomes useless for the constitution to be full of articles guaranteeing cultural and 
religious freedoms for minority women, without the existence of guarantees and in-
stitutions that guarantee the application of these laws. For example, labor and wage 
laws do not discriminate between women of different religions and nationalities 
and between men. However, women in general and women belonging to minori-
ties in particular suffer from discrimination in the field of employment and work, 
as they cannot assume important positions under a system based on the failure of 
managing ethnic and religious pluralism(10).

The limits of political participation of minority women in the Arab world:

 Decision-making centers in Arab countries often rely on national and reli-
gious forces that have the greatest weight in society, and certainly not minorities 
among them, which makes the access of women belonging to minorities impossible. 
However, in recent years some Arab societies have realized the danger of this on 
the status of minorities and their influence within the society. Therefore, the Arab 
regimes created the quota system as an attempt to achieve the desired equality, and 
with the existence of laws that guarantee the right to political participation for all 
citizens regardless of religion or gender. However, the law and its institutions were 
not able to bring minority women to decision-making centers, nor to important 
administrative positions. Therefore, minority women lack psychological and social 
security, and find their religious, national, or even national identity a challenge to 
their social integration and political participation(11).

 Apart from this, minority women face other obstacles to effective participa-
tion in political life, including due to cultural barriers, in particular the local tra-
ditional societies that prevent women from playing a role in decision-making, and 
thus a greater burden and deeper discrimination towards minority women, which 
deprives them of expressing an opinion on national decisions. Firstly, because they 
are women, and secondly, because they belong to minority groups, and women may 
be marginalized within the minority communities to which they belong, as the par-
ticipation of minorities was often ineffective, and of a symbolic nature in national 
and local bodies in many countries of the Arab world(12).
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 The dangerous thing is that this political marginalization of minority wom-
en in most countries of the Arab world is not due only to the ideology of the rul-
ing elite, but also to the societal culture that rejects the participation of minority 
women, which often comes from minority men. The argument that politics is the 
work of men is spread everywhere and is rooted in broader social processes, as well 
as women’s obedience to traditions so that women sometimes themselves become a 
contribution to the marginalization of their position in relation to men, in various 
educational, religious, social and economic fields(13).

 In this context, the literature has identified factors that impede minority 
women’s path to political office such as traditional gender norms, family support, 
party recruitment and support, electoral systems, and campaign financing. While 
all candidates face challenges during political campaigns, women need to campaign 
harder than their male counterparts do, because they need to win larger numbers of 
donors because people tend to make fewer contributions to women, so women are 
three times more likely to worry about gender discrimination, and twice as likely to 
be afraid of negative societal views(14).

Conclusion:

 Increasing the political participation of women in decision-making in the 
Arab world is seen as a pillar of democracy, respect for human rights, justice and 
good governance. Accordingly, the participation of women from ethnic, national, 
linguistic, religious, immigrant and stateless minorities is also part of building re-
sponsive and accountable democracies. However, despite their mobilization at the 
grassroots level, minority women are still largely marginalized in exercising politi-
cal power, so the literature is still divided on whether it should focus on the quanti-
tative representation of women and their numerical presence in the legislative and 
executive branches in Arab countries, or the content and impact of specific political 
measures on women and their impact on the decision-making process(15).
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 In the context of the fact that women’s participation in political action is low 
in the entire world, but it is the lowest in the Arab region, especially with regard to 
minority women in the region, whether in elected or appointed councils. The liter-
ature refers to a group of obstacles that together form a barrier preventing minority 
women from participating in political action at the global level, and at the Arab level 
in particular. Among them, gender hierarchies, discrimination, and violence are 
rooted in different ways across multiple areas of their lives, and persistent inequality 
hinders their political activity. This is due to a combination of linguistic discrim-
ination, lack of political education, an anti-difference climate, and gender-based 
discrimination to prevent their political participation at all levels.

 In response to these obstacles and in order to activate and strengthen the 
role of women in political work and thus activating minority women. The Arab 
countries have adopted many mechanisms such as the signing of international in-
struments such as conventions and treaties concerned with human rights in gener-
al and women in particular, and the inclusion in their constitutions of supportive 
legislation and procedures to activate the role of women in political action, and the 
adoption of specific strategies and practices such as the application of the quota sys-
tem in parliaments and representative councils(16).

 However, the legal and procedural basis for respecting the rights of minority 
women in Arab countries is still restricted, due to the absence of implementation 
mechanisms. However, features of a possible change in the prevailing mentality be-
gan to appear during the popular movement in a number of Arab countries, after 
the active participation of women during this Arab movement and the period that 
followed. Therefore, we can say that the countries that have witnessed popular rev-
olutions in recent years in the region may have a comparative advantage, because 
they are in the process of preparing new constitutions that can include articles that 
guarantee women’s political rights. As for countries that have not witnessed revolu-
tions or popular movement and regime change, and that lack the necessary mecha-
nisms, the participation of women in public affairs and political action is still below 
the desired level, which indicates a gap between theory and practice.

 Hence, instead of adopting a one-size-fits-all approach to combating the lack 
of political representation of minority women, the multiple, diverse, and intersect-
ing needs of minority women must be taken into account in order to support them 
in a real and effective way. In addition to establishing a zero-tolerance rule for sex-
ism and other forms of discrimination with clear channels for reporting hate speech, 
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as well as promoting work-life balance for both women and men, while adopting 
measures to ensure gender balance in electoral lists, providing funding for women 
candidates in elections, supporting minority women’s associations and networks, 
consulting regularly and empowering minority women to advance the policy agen-
da in the Arab world(17).

Huwaida Adly, reference previously mentioned p. 136.(17)


