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I n the 1990s, the Western image of M idd l e Eastern women's role in politics is contradic
tory. O n the one hand , H a n a n al-Ashrawi appears as the sophisticated, articulate spokesper
son for the Palestinian delegation to the peace talks; on the other, male pol i t ic ians o f the 
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) i n A lger ia speak of women as subordinates who shou ld no t be 
al lowed to work outside the home, let alone participate in politics. 

Th i s contradic tory image reflects b road con
flicts a n d debates i n the M i d d l e Ejist over the 
nature o f society and the status o f women . 
These confl icts arise i n part f r om the cumula 
tive impact o f a century o f intense e conomic 
change a n d social d is locat ion , generat ing 
crises that have become part icular ly acute over 
the last decade. W o m e n 
have been active po l i t i 
cal players th roughou t 
this process. They have 
not always won the ir 
battles, but there is no 
doub t that they have 
fought them. 

As early as 1911, Egyp
t ian writer Ma l ek H i f n i 
Nas i f s tood u p in an al l -
male nat ional ist con
gress and d e m a n d e d 
that w o m e n have the 
r ight to be educated to 
whatever level they 
desire. Eighty years 
later, w o m e n have 
m u c h greater access to 
educat ion , a n d opportuni t ies to work; i n many 
countr ies they have the vote, and some posi
tive changes have been made in the laws 
govern ing fami ly a n d personal status. Yet there 
has been n o s imp le , l inear "progress." 

Economic changes have altered expectat ions 
and patterns of family life, but not always to 
women's advantage. The extent a n d impac t o f 
economic , social and legal changes varies 
greatly according to social class, geograph ica l 
locat ion and ethnic or nat ional g roup . Today, 
struggles cont inue unabated over w h o s h o u l d > 

cont ro l women ' s lives, 
in the family a n d in the 
nat ion. 

F r o m the first, the 
deve lopment o f wom
en's movements was 
intertwined w i th 
broader movements for 
pol i t ica l change a n d 
nat ional i ndependence . 
In Iran and Turkey , 
women's organizat ions 
developed rap id ly after 
the collapse o f auto
cratic regimes in 1906 
and 1908 respectively. 
In the pe r i od o f com
parative openness 
wh i ch fo l lowed, women 

part ic ipated in pol i t ica l demonstrat ions and 
wrote in the press. Issues s u r r o u n d i n g wom
en's status, part icularly educat ion , were hot ly 
debated, and women contr ibuted to these 
debates. 
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A major limitation of both the independent 
Egyptian feminist movement and the co-opted 
movements of Iran and Turkey was that their 
work influenced only limited sections of 
society. The majority of women, who were 
poor and lived outside major cities, were 
scarcely touched by changes in legal status, or 
by new educational and employment opportu
nities. 

For the states which emerged from colonial 
rule in the Middle East, the "woman question" 
has great symbolic importance. Women are 
used as symbols of "modernization," or to 
promote "national culture," or to stress the 
preservation of "traditional values." Generally 
speaking, however, women's movements 
independent of the state have been allowed 
little or no space to develop. 

State strategies regarding women differ consid
erably. Saudi Arabia and the Islamic Republic 
of Iran exemplify the theocratic imposition of 
strict public controls over women's appearance 
and behavior, enforced by agents of the state. 

In Lebanon, with its weak state and frag
mented society, controls over women are 
largely enforced by community pressures. The 
very limited changes in personal status law in 
the Arab world have presented little challenge 
to male hegemony. Only in Tunisia and the 
former People's Democratic Republic of 
Yemen were changes made to favor women. 

Most "secular nationalist" states - for example, 
Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Algeria - initiated 
changes affecting women's opportunities for 
education, health care and improved access to 
employment. In these states women's organi
zations have usually been closely linked with or 
part of the ruling political party structures. 
Their main role has been to mobilize women 
around the goals and tasks set by the party and 
the state. 

Today there are more individual women's 
voices to be heard in the political and artistic 
arenas (art in the Middle East is seldom sepa

rate from politics). Yet collectively, women still 
have little political influence. 

In contrast to Western feminist movements, 
political enfranchisement has not been a 
major priority of women's struggles in the 
Middle East. Turkey has been a partial excep
tion to this rule, but it is notable that there are 
fewer women parliamentarians there today 
than there were after women first got the vote 
in 1934. In general, the struggle for demo
cratic rights for men as well as women has yet 
to be won in most Middle Eastern countries. 
In this respect, access to the right to vote is less 
significant than the right to organize without 
state direction and heavy censorship of unwel
come opinions. 

In the Gulf states, women do not have the c: 
vote. Women were not able to vote in Kuwaiti 
elections in late 1992, despite renewed de
mands from some Kuwaiti women, and the 
role which women played in the resistance to 
the Iraqi occupation. 

The increasing importance of Islamist politics 
has not always prevented women from exercis
ing the vote. Some Islamist groups have recog
nized the potential of women's votes to boost 
their own support. For example, women have 
not been deprived of the vote in Iran under 
the Islamic Republic despite the regime's 
highly misogynist attitudes which have pushed 
women out of public life and limited employ
ment in mixed work places. 

Where nationalist struggles have been intense, 
violent and prolonged - for example, in 
Algeria and in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict -
the outcomes of women's participation in 
political life have been more complex. Some 
women have risked their lives, and many have 
been imprisoned and tortured. Although 
women suffering from these ordeals have 
sometimes been praised as heroic, fears and 
suspicions about their sexual vulnerability 
have often created painful problems in return
ing to ordinary life. 
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T h e Palest inian upr i s ing (intifada) i n the 
occup ied territories, wh i ch began in Decem
ber 1987, has mob i l i z ed more women than 
ever before, y o u n g a n d o l d , i n refugee camps, 
towns and even isolated villages. He i gh t ened 
violence by Israeli o ccupa t i on forces has not 
spared women . Wh i l e to some observers this 
s i tuat ion has b rough t real changes i n attitudes 
toward women 's po l i t i ca l activism, others 
argue that this has been at the expense o f 
at tent ion to women ' s own demands. As one o f 
the leaders o f the women 's movement , A m a l 
Hre i she , put it, the changes for women have 
been "superf ic ia l , no t p r o f o u n d . " 

T h e state a n d po l i t i ca l 
movements have not been 
the on ly factors in f luenc
i n g women 's status. D u r i n g 
the past century, most 
countr ies i n the r eg i on 
have suffered major wars, 
po l i t i ca l repress ion, and 
dispossession o f na t iona l 
or e thn ic groups. T h e 
patr iarchal organizat ion o f 
family and society has 
altered to cope wi th rap id ly 
chang ing condi t ions . 

compared with contro l o f women's sexuality, 
and , i n some regions, genital mut i l a t i on , r isk 
accusations o f betraying their cul ture , the i r 
re l i g ion and even their own sex. In the view o f 
many, to challenge these norms is to accept 
Western norms of sexual and persona l 
behavior. This is despite the fact that many 
women who are crit ical of their own cu l ture 
are also crit ical o f the West and its att i tudes 
toward the Midd l e East. 

Wh i l e some of the ideas advanced o n the 
pol i t ics o f personal life may have been 
"seeded" from the West, their express ion is 
shaped by the region's specific po l i t i ca l a n d 

social context . Mos t 
women who regard 
themselves as f emi 
nists or campaigners 
for women 's r ights are 
acutely aware that they 
may be regarded as 
p r o m o t i n g ideas 
associated w i th cu l 
tures wh i ch have 
cha l l enged a n d t r i ed 
to subvert the i r own . 

Women who challenge 
patr iarchal norms... 
risk accusations of 

betraying their culture, 
their re l ig ion and even 

their own sex. 

In the M i d d l e East, as i n o ther deve lop ing 
regions a n d wi th the possible except ion o f the 
Persian G u l f states, the size o f households has 
shrunk: no longer do several generations live 
u n d e r the same roof. Th i s t h i n n i n g out o f the 
ex tended fami ly has affected some o f the 
mechanisms o f male author i ty over women. 

There has been a growing awareness a m o n g 
activist w o m e n i n the M i d d l e East that even 
where women enjoy greater legal rights (for 
example , i n Turkey or Tunis ia ) o r improved 
rights to educat ion and employment (as i n 
Egypt, Syria a n d Iraq), male cont ro l o f wom
en's persona l lives and sexual behavior is little 
changed . T h i s is h ighly controversial terrain. 

W o m e n w h o cha l lenge patr iarchal norms o f 
virginity at marr iage , male sexual f reedom 

A p r o m i n e n t t r end i n 
the 1980s was the revival or creat ion o f Islamist 
movements in most countries o f the r eg i on . 
These have gained numerous w o m e n adher
ents, i nc lud ing many college graduates. These 
groups are far f rom homogeneous i n the i r 
po l i t ica l stances, but have fairly s im i la r views 
o n the "woman question." They have p layed an 
in f luent ia l role in setting the tone o f the 
debate i n the 1980s, often pu t t ing the i r cr it ics 
o n the defensive. The i r strong c o n d e m n a 
tions, not only o f the encroachment o f West
ern values in the Midd le East but also o f the 
" c o r r u p t i o n " o f indigenous mora l values has 
chal lenged exponents of women 's r ights i n a 
more secular tradit ion. 

Most Islamist groups stress the impor tance o f 
male authority and emphasize the p r imacy o f 
women's roles as wife and mother . T h e y stress 
sexual purity and contro l , and the dange r o f 
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l os ing it, as a just i f i ca t ion for increased male 
superv is ion o f w o m e n a n d for insist ing o n self-
con t r o l by w o m e n themselves. 

W o m e n activists wo rk ing w i th in Islamist 
groups clearly have to tread a fine l ine be
tween po l i t i ca l c o m m i t m e n t and the pressure 
to pr ior i t i ze the roles o f wife a n d mother . T h e 
tens ion is no t always resolved. 

T h e issue o f women's dress has recently be
come the most visible symbol ic sign o f the 
struggle over women's identity. "Cover ing u p , " 
wh i ch has become m u c h more prevalent i n 
urban society d u r i n g the 1980s, can range 
f rom cover ing ha i r a n d throat a n d wear ing 
modest clothes to fu l l ve i l ing a n d the wear ing 
o f gloves. 

T h e impor tance ascribed to dress codes also 
reflects a broader concern over women's social 
a n d po l i t i ca l roles, and how these are symbol
ized. Many people in the r eg i on -no t only 
Islamists and their sympathizers-regard this as 
a s igni f icant issue. 

Some w o m e n argue that "modest dress" frees 
w o m e n to move a r ound the streets and the 
workp lace w i thout harjissment by men . O p p o 
nents argue that it is another f o rm of male 
con t r o l a n d male de f in i t i on of women's space. 
They fur ther argue that it stigmatizes those 
who do not c on f o rm a n d denies women the 
f r eedom to dec ide o n their own appearance: 
persona l moral i ty s h o u l d not be confused with 
external con formi ty to norms o f dress. O n e 
consequence o f this visual div ide has been to 
put cons iderable pressure o n young women to 
adopt modest dress, a n d many do so, for a 
variety o f reasons w h i c h may have little to do 
wi th adherence to an Islamist g roup or even 
wi th personal piety. 

W h i l e some feminists view Islam, and indeed 
a l l the major monotheist ic re l ig ions, as incom
pat ib le w i th women 's emanc ipat ion or l ibera
t ion , the majority o f M idd l e Eastern women 
activists seek some k i n d of accommodat i on 
wi th re l ig ious belief, because of its cr i t ical role 

i n ind igenous cul ture . Some w o m e n have 
sought i n the earliest days o f Islam a m o d e l o f 
women 's ro le i n society wh i c h differs f r om 
those wh i ch have evolved since. 

Th i s has been a largely speculative a n d even 
po l emica l exercise, t hough histor ica l research 
has he lped revise ideas about women 's roles i n 
M i d d l e Eastern societies. Stereotypes o f the 
passivity o f M i d d l e Eastern w o m e n i n the face 
of oppress ion are embedded i n most histories 
o f the reg ion , wri t ten by Western a n d M i d d l e 
Eastern male historians. W o m e n a n d their 
concerns frequently have been omi t t ed en
tirely f o rm the histor ical record . Recent efforts 
to recoup this h i d d e n history o f w o m e n have 
cha l lenged these assumptions and revealed a 
far more comp lex p ic ture . 

Recent histor ical work has shown that women 
often played active roles, and o n occasion 
resisted oppress ion , bo th by the state and their 
menfo lk . Some studies also suggest a consider
able dif ference between the way women actu
ally behaved a n d the prescriptive writ ings o n 
"proper " female behavior wh i ch have come 
down to us f rom rel ig ious scholars a n d o ther 
male writers. 

A t the present t ime many M i d d l e Eastern ? 
societies are go ing th r ough part icular ly i n 
tense po l i t ica l a n d cu l tura l identity crises, 
generally coup l ed w i th severe e conomic dislo
cat ion. In these c ircumstances, women ' s 
symbolic roles t end to take o n added signif i- .. 
cance, and to the de t r iment o f the women 
themselves. 

W o m e n as activists a n d part ic ipants in po l i t ica l 
and social movements i n the M i d d l e East, 
cont inue to struggle as they negotiate and 
renegotiate the way they present themselves at 
home, i n the workplace a n d i n the larger 
po l i t ica l arenas o f ne i ghbo rhood and nat ion . 

Source : Pamphlet series from Middle East 
Research and Information Project (MERIP) on 
Women in the Middle East. MERIP, 1500 Mass 
Ave. NW Suite 119, Washington, DC 20005, USA. 
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