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Introduction 

In recent years feminism and gender - as fields of study and praxis - have been the subject of 

lively academic debates and activism in the MENA region particularly in the context of the 

ongoing Arab uprisings and important political transformations in Turkey and Iran. Critical 

questions have been raised about regional variants of feminism, and the status of women and 

gender as an area of studies. Questions also arise about the relationship between feminism in the 

region, and field of gender studies. For years now, the critical discourse around gender has fallen 

in the space between state feminism whereby governments have sought to co-opt gender 

discourse by championing women’s causes through the enactment of personal status and other 

related legislation or tokenized political participation on one hand, and the rising narrative on the 

NGOization and professionalization of movements for gender and social equity on the other. In 

the ongoing debate, NGOization has been credited for giving rise to women’s rights and gender 

equity as a category of analysis and policy but has also been critiqued for depoliticizing gender, 

aborting its development as a full-fledged social movement and occluding an agenda for 

transformative change. Women NGOs have always been dynamic spaces that provided training 

on gender and kept the field alive. At the same time, a fair amount of teaching in universities and 

much research on gender has been taking place both internationally and in the MENA region. 

Though movements for gender equality in many Arab countries are not recent, the region has 

witnessed increased mobilization and grassroots organizing around gender equality, sexuality, 

and women’s rights. Arab feminists and women scholars have sought to enrich feminist 

scholarship by engaging in the debate over feminist theory and how to construct feminisms that 

reflect the experience of women from the global South and third world countries.   

 

On the other hand, at the present time, gender studies are being targeted, delegitimized and 

discredited in many countries around the globe as a manifestation of the rise of right- wing 

populism. In Hungary the government is withdrawing the accreditation of gender studies 

programs in Hungarian universities. In Turkey, in the context of conservative social policies 

women’s reproductive and human rights have been under attack. Within these regional and 

international developments, it is important to take stock of the current status of gender studies 

and the research priorities in gender studies in the MENA region.  

  

Gender and development  

UN-sponsored conferences as well as other international platforms on women and gender that 

have taken place every five years since 1975, have undeniably contributed to holding 

governments and civil society organizations responsible for the achievement of gender equality 

among other development goals. As members of the international community, MENA countries 



have witnessed noteworthy achievements in the development-related aspects of women and 

gender in the last few decades.  With the MDGs and later on the SDGs, MENA countries 

including Arab states pledged to achieve gender equality among other development related goal 

and some MENA governments have been selected to report on the progress they have made in 

this area.  To meet SDG goal no. 5 on gender equality, MENA governments have designed 

national programs to improve the education of women and their participation in the labor force, 

create safe spaces for young girls, enhance women’s political participation and economic 

empowerment as well as access to land and property.  While MENA governments have been 

responding to some degree in these regards to international community accountability and 

pressures, one can also argue that these achievements would not have taken place without the 

persistence of local scholars and activists including NGOs who have been lobbying at the local 

and national levels and producing needed data and analysis  

 

Notwithstanding MENA governments’ commitment to enhance gender equality within their 

goals to achieve the SDGs, women continue to suffer grave and systematic injustices and abuses. 

Even though MENA girls’ access to education has generally improved, women’s participation in 

the labor force and politics and equal pay is among the lowest in the world. Violent upheavals 

and conflicts in several Middle East countries, including Libya, Yemen and Iraq, have had a 

negative impact on women’s health and livelihoods. The escalation of the Syrian crisis and 

related displacement of millions of Syrians to various countries in the region particularly Turkey, 

Jordan and Lebanon has led, among other issues, to the decreased access to education and the 

increase of incidents of early marriage among Syrian refugees and some local communities 

triggering the concern of development and civil society organizations.  In Turkey, a politically 

more stable context, the government has been seeking to encourage child marriage by lowering 

the age of marriage from 15 to 12 for girls. In countries like Egypt and Sudan the attack on 

women’s bodily integrity epitomized in the practice of female genital mutilation is widespread 

and legitimized.  Women’s struggle over personal status and citizenship rights particularly the 

right to pass their nationality to their children was won in certain countries while is still the 

subject of continued debate in others. Incidents of sexual harassment against women reached 

high levels in some MENA countries and the fight against it became the main concern of 

women’s organizations. In countries like Egypt, laws were passed to criminalize the act and 

inflict prison sentences on the offender. Deep seated cultural beliefs that inferiorize and objectify 

women, reinforced by too often the conservativism of religious institutions and ambivalent 

(sometimes reactionary and complicit) role of the state have posed constant challenges to the 

efforts of women’s and civil society organizations in these areas. 

 

Gender as a field of studies 

A respectable number of women’s studies and gender programs was set up in universities in the 

MENA region in the last century. The gender program at Al-Ahfad university in Sudan has 

pioneered gender as a specialization since the establishment of the university in 1966. At the 

present time, al Ahfad university offers graduate degrees in four gender related topics.  The 

Center for Women’s Studies at the Lebanese American University (1973), and the Institute of 

Women’s Studies in Birzeit University (1994) have also led the way in teaching gender studies 

and are graduating significant numbers of students and leading feminists in this area. Since the 

1990s Turkish universities have been teaching gender and social policy, gender and law and 

gender, sexuality and society. A recent Bahithat/Asfari Institute joint conference at the American 



University of Beirut on the achievements in gender studies in the last 15 years and the future of 

the field, has shown that despite wide-spread populism and rise of fundamentalism, several new 

gender programs have recently come to life in MENA academic institutions. Only a few years 

ago, the Faculty of Economics and Political Science at Cairo University launched its first gender 

studies diploma and is making progress in enriching its contents and enhancing curricula by 

learning from the experience of European institutions. Even where no gender programs existed, 

students have often been encouraged to take into account gender - as one of the main structures 

of inequality -  in their research projects and MA and Ph.D. degrees. In a nutshell, so much has 

been happening in the development of gender as an area of studies in the MENA region that it is 

time to take stock of what is there and try to understand new directions and research priorities.   

 

MENA women activists and academics are contributing to the important academic debate and 

research emanating from the global south that advocates for women’s agency under Muslim law. 

For example, the Malaysia-based Musawah that brings together Muslim women from around the 

globe, is producing critical knowledge indicating that there is no contradiction between 

principles of Islam and human rights and that gender equality can be achieved under Muslim 

law. Moreover, the recent regional enthusiasm about the establishment of alternative archives to 

bring out the voices of women and give priority to women’s narratives is not only tipping the 

balance of power in favor of her-story, but is also paving the way for new types of academic 

resources and methodologies that could provide alternative knowledge about MENA societies. 

The recent case of the ACSS New Paradigms Factory program has shown that a young 

generation of Arab women who are researchers and activists at the same time, are clearly eager 

to take forward the lessons of earlier research and to learn how to write about women not as 

victims, but as resilient agents capable of resisting different forms of patriarchal structures, 

whether it is the state, religious institutions or the family.  

 

Regional meeting on gender research priorities: 

So much has been happening in the development of gender as an area of studies in the MENA 

region during the last few decades, that it is time to take stock of what is there and try to 

understand new directions and research priorities. To achieve that general objective, with support 

from IDRC Canada and the Open Society Foundation, the ACSS is pleased to organize a 

regional meeting entitled “Status and research priorities of gender studies in the Middle East and 

North Africa region” on October 6-7, 2019 in Amman, Jordan.  

The specific objectives of the meeting are to:  

1) Identify gaps in research on gender and assess state of knowledge production on 

economic empowerment and political participation among other topics. 

2) Identify emerging fields of relevance to the region such as women in the security sector, 

situations of forced displacement, and gender budgeting. 

3) Identify gender research priorities in MENA to help guide donor programming based on 

regional needs.  

4) Map out the legislative and policy framework around gender in the region with the aim of 

identifying priority areas for reform.  

5) Identify grassroots feminist movements and social networks that can embrace and scale 

initiatives for gender equality.  

6) Identify programmatic priorities and successful modalities for utilizing research findings.  

7) Identify possibilities for linking gender and advocacy activism. 



8) Explore the institutional bases for gender research in the region 

9) Identify appropriate funding possibilities and showcasing success stories. 

10) Provide an opportunity for donors to discuss their interests and priorities with gender 

scholars and CSO members. 

 

The meeting seeks to bring together a select number of individual scholars as well as 

representatives of MENA women’s and civil society organizations engaged with gender studies 

to share their experience and learn from them. The ACSS, OSF and IDRC will also work to 

secure the participation of representatives of donor institutions supporting work in the area of 

gender and gender studies. 

 
 

 

 

 


