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Arab Spring and Gender: Opportunities and Obstacles
            Organized by the Arab-Dutch Women Circle (ANVK)
on Friday 16 of December 2011,  at The Hague, Netherlands

A BRIEF REPORT

Opening:
Dr. Tomador. Meihuizen-Hasssoun, president of the Arab-Dutch Women Circle (ANVK), opened the proceedings by noting that the Arab Spring has afforded opportunities through new constitutions. We must support the democracy so that women’s rights are not excluded but given key positions in government and society. Will women be empowered with full rights? This is the theme of this conference.

Keynote speech:

His Excellency Karim Ben Becher, Ambassador of Tunisia’s keynote speech:

The speaker first brought to mind the humble Tunisian street vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi, who, in utter desperation at the lack of employment, dignity and social justice, immolated himself on 17 December 2010. It was an act of protest against the annoyances of the authorities which Bouazizi saw as unfair, incompetent, and corrupt and a brutal power. His desperate act set off a tsunami of protests across the entire region. All the more surprising, since international observers had always considered Tunisia a stable, prosperous, attractive and open country. But the regime was of an arbitrary nature which mixed business with politics. Moreover, good economic results combined with a competent and skilled administration, concealed the sickness which affected society and ultimately launched the Tunisian revolution. But most notably, the Tunisian revolution was a socio-political phenomenon which started without any leadership or ideological basis.

The speaker noted that in the context of this conference it was necessary to point to the advanced position of women in Tunisia. Shortly after independence in 1956, the Code of Personal Status was promulgated establishing the basis for a modern society in which women shared the same rights as men. Tunisia was the first Arab country to abolish polygamy, the first to grant women equal professional and personal rights as men and to establish progressively modern family laws, by which women played as active role.

Proud of its Arab-Muslim culture, Tunisia has, since its independence, adopted a progressive interpretation of the Islam and adapted it to a modern Tunisian society. The Code of Personal Status is the fruit of such an approach. This Code is not in contradiction with Islam but the fruit of a valuable effort of interpretation initiated by eminent Tunisian Muslim lawyers, with the aim of assuring the advanced status of Tunisian women in an Arabic-Muslim society, whereby Islamic rules were the source of its legal framework.

Gender equality is a reality in Tunisian society. Tunisian women were in the frontlines of the revolution on January 14, 2011 and participated actively in the elections on October 24 of that year. All political parties endorsed and supported the principle of gender equality in the electoral lists since they are required to alternate between male and female candidates by having at least 50% women on their lists.

Mrs. Irma van Dueren, Head of the Gender Division of the Department of Human Rights, Gender, Good Governance and Humanitarian Aid at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, spoke next. Her central theme was: “How can The Netherlands support Arab movements?”

First and foremost we need to be well-informed. For The Netherlands, supporting gender equality is by no means new - we have done so for many years. Mrs. van Dueren noted that during the many years she spent at the Netherlands Embassy in Sanaa, Yemen, even though there were no uprisings yet, one could sense the tension. Still, this uprising was unexpected. Even more unexpected and surprising was the presence of young Yemeni women in the frontlines. These young, strong, persistent, courageous and determined women play a key role in civil society.

Still, travelling in the Arab region, Mrs. van Dueren became aware of the enormous diversity in women’s concerns and goals in the Arab world. And precisely because these differences are so enormous it is imperative we listen to this diversity of voices from the region when discussing supporting the role of women in the various countries.

From the start the question at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs was: “How can we support the women leaders of the uprising?” However, post-revolution (male) leaders are not in favour of women’s rights. Therefore, first and foremost, we need to emphasize the importance of the position of women to the new leaders. To this end the Dutch government has invited proposals which can be supported. For this purpose four million euros (€ 4 million) has already been set aside. So please come with suggestions, especially as they relate to the new constitution.

Mrs. Iman Mandour, Board member of CEWLA, HABI and FEMNET, chose as her theme: “Egypt. Tahrir Ethics: Gender equality utopia. Gone with the wind?“ Mrs. Mandour elected to start with queries from the public. There were a great many questions which she answered in detail as follows:

We all want information; however, we all see things from different perspectives. Everything is speculation. There are no fixed answers to what the future will bring. What went wrong and what went right? What will the future bring? What happened (and is happening) in Tahrir Square is not change but transformation. It has to grow and develop gradually. If Tahrir constitutes a transformation, events outside Tahrir matched that. People came together and shared (food, shelter, etc.) and joined in defending their neighbourhoods (houses and families). After things went wrong, ownership of Tahrir changed hands. The military sacrificed Mubarak to retain power by means of emergency laws and clampdowns.

What went right? Miracles did happen, but not as many as were promised or expected. It all came at a high cost. People are still being killed and imprisoned. As for women’s right; officially after the revolution, women were marginalized. There was low public representation. It is still an on-going process and people are still dying.

Regarding the marginalisation of women; at the National Council the quota for women was abolished. On the electoral lists, women were placed at the very bottom. On just two lists women were granted top electoral positions. Still, very prominent women are in reality influencing public opinion. Mrs Mubarak had the mechanics to generate support or otherwise. Now there is a vacuum without her.
But there is another scenario. Now women are ready to die for the country. International NGOs and activists (not the diplomats) lend their support. Certain things Egyptian women can do for themselves such as dealing with sharia law and the threat of Islamist movements.

How do we deal with women’s groups? We need to expand and communicate with other groups – new entities where women are represented. We need to bring them together. We also need to have much faith in young people from all groups. They can accept differences and work together – liaise with each other. Older people are more stultified.

Mrs Rhadia Nassraoui, human rights lawyer and chairperson of the Association de Lutte contre la Torture en Tunisie, ALTT (Association against torture in Tunisia) spoke on Tunisia. Revolution and Women.  She spoke in Arabic with simultaneous translation.

She noted that it all started with a young man in the market place who set himself ablaze. It was the spark that set off a revolution for human dignity (such as work, a decent standard of living, etc.). The call on Ben Ali to step down was astonishing. The revolution was about freedom of expression. They got rid of Ben Ali but not of the dictatorial system. The president might be gone, but everything else is still in place as well as all the institutions (such as the police). Strikes did force the Prime Minister to resign. People were told the police had been disbanded, but that was not true. Torture and the suppression of people continue. Abuses go on (against prisoners and specific political parties). They wanted to bring the president back for trial; in fact they want to bring the whole regime to trial. But this has not yet happened. So everything remains the same except that the president is gone. Under these conditions elections took place. Some parties have a great deal of money. There is no transparency. Many votes were bought. Parties with fewer resources had less influence. Nevertheless, these parties do not accept funds from abroad. These elections were certainly not free and fair. There were many violations during the campaign and the elections. No more than 45% of those eligible voted. People who wanted to vote did not know what to do. Mosques were used for or against certain parties. Not all the parties had monitors, so there were many violations and irregularities.  The current council has most votes. Women are well-represented in the Council but will they support the rights of women or stick to their party’s line? Women of certain parties will not defend women’s rights. For example, since the election there has been a regression with regard to adoption (adoption is illegal in Islam). Polygamy is considered a personal freedom, but is very dangerous. We also need to tackle employment to allow women to work part time. Traditionally housework has been considered a noble duty for women. Reinstating segregation between boys and girls is also being discussed, which is astonishing. Mrs. Nassraoui’s own mother already attended a mixed school. There are now also violations against women without an hijab. Salafists attacked women at universities, even women in hijab who go to study on their own. They also want segregation of teachers, with women teaching girls and men teaching boys. There are also attacks on certain TV channels (showing ‘Persepolis’) as it violates the name of the Divine. Islamist lawyers are defending these attacks in court. The constitution states that anyone running for president must be Muslim. Tunisia is religiously very diverse. Therefore, many people are worried about women’s rights and the secular state. The worry is that political parties of all shades which, in 2005, were committed to respecting human and women’s rights are now pulling back. They have refused to sign the Amnesty Human Rights Agreement. Still, there is optimism in Tunisia since women’s participation in all aspects of the revolution will continue. Tunisia has a long tradition of human and women’s rights. Many people are convinced of the need for equal rights for women and this is reason for great optimism.

Discussion:

For the discussion there were many questions from the public which were answered as follows:

· What was the effect of the revolution in Cairo on the countryside?

It was not just a single Cairo thing. What happened in Cairo was mirrored in other cities such as Alexandria. Egyptians all around Egypt are fighting for their rights. This shows how the revolution is reaching other layers of society.

· What about a quota for women?
The European Union needs work with NGOs that have UN status and also with civic society.

Why is a quota important? That is not the core issue. The framework for women’s rights must never be religious because the group is too diverse. Basic human rights should be agreed upon internationally. We do not expect Europe to do what we should be doing ourselves, however, Europe must not support dictators. 
· What can Europe do for Egypt regarding the Islamist/secular debate?

We have texts that have been interpreted and reinterpreted in the light of certain eras. There are huge differences. Now we need a new interpretation that reflects today’s conditions.

· The revolution in Tunisia benefitted women. We have more freedom of speech, meetings, etc. which also impacts positively on women. Not only have the instigators benefitted but also the ‘man in the street’. However, the revolution in Tunisia brought good as well as bad things. Women are still threatened.

=============================

Dr. Nadje Al-Ali, Professor of Gender Studies and Chair of the Centre for Gender Studies, at the SOAS, University of London had as her theme: Iraq. War on terror and women`s rights.

Iraq is off the radar for the moment. “Mission accomplished?” not at all, especially with regard to women’s rights. There is much gender-based violence both in the home and outside such as in traffic situations, etc. There has been a strong militarization of society. This has increased gender-based violence (on the streets, without hijab, sexual, etc.). It is not good to focus on the “Arab” revolution. In Iraq there are regular protests (against corruption and for freedom of expression). Women have been on the forefront of the protests. They are glad to be rid of Sadam Hussein, but are now worried once more.

In 1959 there was a new Constitution. Women were very instrumental in that. A brief history of Iraq shows that the Baath State Party encouraged women’s emancipation and participation. There was the highest increase in women’s literacy in the 1970s. Now there is a backlash. The personal status quo has changed (marriage laws etc.) Political groups, in the name of religion, impose restrictions on women. With the UK and the USA invasion the first to disappear were women’s rights. Iraqi politicians ignore women’s rights. After the invasion women were in the forefront of reconstruction, despite US objections. Paul Bremmer gave no support. There was no quota for women. Before, through the quota, women in parliament dared to assert themselves. Now, in the coalition, women’s rights have been dropped from the agenda.

What can be done? Examine UN resolution 1325. The way gender is understood in Iraq now is to bring forward homosexuality just to discredit groups working on gender issues.

What does democracy mean? Not elections but to educate people to think creatively.

Mrs Mays Haddad, attorney and legal consultant at Haddad's law office, Damascus, Syria, spoke on Women`s rights in Syria, the current crisis: challenges, risks and opportunities. The following is her summary:

Quote: “Syrian women have reached advanced positions compared to most of the other Arab states. However, they still have much to achieve and the challenges are to break the chain between laws and traditions which stands against further development. Now with the crisis, the risks are high because of the manipulation of women suffering from many parties for political reason, and because of the rise of sectarian fundamentalists. Nevertheless, based on the level of awareness it has reached, there is a big promising chance that Syrian society can direct the change toward a better future for women and further for all.” Unquote. 

Mrs. Houzan Mahmoud, publicist and representative of the Organisations of Women's Freedom in Iraq discussed the impact of the Arab spring on women’s movements in the Middle East and the role of the international Community.

Why did the revolutions happen? There have been many instances of suppression and bullying. In Iraq the invasion and the occupation were no revolution. There are many political parties but not much is being done for women’s rights. Two political families hold all the power and influence. There are many demonstrations and women’s groups belong to political parties. Many women are out on the streets (in Kurdistan) but not the women’s organizations. Women activists were out on Baghdad’s streets demonstrating for women’s rights. But Maliki’s forces came out to suppress them. Women must not be part of large organizations. They must be more specific.

Iraq does not want any intervention from westerners. Agendas cannot be imposed from the outside. People themselves know what they want. People are different from their governments (both in the East and the West). Iraq has long had quotas for women, but that does not make much difference (these are mere tokens). Women are not treated as equals due to the patriarchal structure of the past.

Discussion:
What can the European Union and the Dutch do in Iraq with regard to funding and women’s issues?

The British Council in Iraq cut all funding to Iraq. All the money was diverted from Iraq to Egypt and other countries that now have more money than they can spend.

We should think globally not just in terms of the Middle East.

How will things go in Syria?

In Syria there is no civil war. We want no international intervention such as in Libya. We can defend ourselves. Sanctions will harm the people but will not change politics. A significant part of the population supports the regime. We aim to reform the regime – this is not about regime change. If it falls, chaos will follow.

As for involving men in women’s struggle; yes we must! Men have already given much support. But we certainly do not want to be dominated by men.

In Saudi Arabia women were not killed for honour before. But once in power the parties forget about women’s rights. It is not society that must be changed but the traditions and the institutions. The government remains responsible.

What were the effects of the revolution on Egypt? Rural Egypt changed rural Egypt.

Conclusion:
1. Women would like to recognize the differences in Arab countries.

2. Also similarities regarding women. The similarities are interesting.

3. Traditional period to reach their goals - it takes time. Don’t draw quick conclusions.

4. Dissimilarities are interesting and the effect on other Arab countries.

5. Most of the speakers agree on no foreign military or other interventions or sanctions.

6. The international community should listen to local NGOs and should not impose ideas on us.

7. There is a need to exchange experiences among Arab countries. The government must support both women and men.

8. As for international pressure – some say a certain amount of pressure is needed, others say none at all. There should be an adherence to International agreements.

Recommendations

- Although many similarities dealing with the situation of women exist in the different Arab countries where the revolution is ongoing, the distinctiveness of each country must be taken into account very seriously. The historical, political and social particularities of each country must be a guide in the analysis and kind of support to women (NGO’s) in the different countries. 

- Military intervention of any kind and by any organisation or country is absolutely rejected by all participants and speakers. 

- Sanctions against a certain regime are not able to change the situation on the ground. They are extremely harmful especially for women and must be therefore avoided or lifted. 

- Local women NGO’s in the countries involved must be engaged in all kind of programs offered to assist these countries in their democratic transitional process. UN developed criteria for defining these NGO’s and their part of participation must be taken into account.

- The international community must listen to these NGO’s and avoid any imposition of own views and political agendas.

- Funding offered to the NGO’s of the countries involved may in no way be linked to conditions and programs imposed by the funding party. The fear for such an outside pressure was a reason for some participants and for one speaker to refuse any foreign funds meant for women empowerment.

- Support for any government must take into account violation of human rights and more specifically the gender issue. The political and the social evolution must be amalgamated. The question which must be structural in all kind of involvement is the following: What is the impact of any policy on lives of men and women in towns and in the countryside? Work with the different governments must take place on basis of commitments. 

- Involvement of men in gender policies is essential to reach respect for human rights of all. 

- The Netherlands - as well as other European countries - could facilitate the exchange of experience, strategies en ideas between Women NGO's of different Arab countries by organising meetings in the Netherlands or elsewhere in Europe. Learning about experiences in other Arab countries is at least as useful as listening to ideas and experiences outside that part of the world. 

- The Netherlands -as well as other European countries- should take advantage of the knowledge and expertise of migrant Arab women living in the Netherlands. Those women know both worlds and are able to act as a trait-d'union between both.
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