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The Women’s Movement
In the Maghreb:

with emphasis on Tunisia,
Morocco and Algeria

Rabéa Naciri*
Translated from French by Lynn Maalouf.

Women in the Maghreb and the Arab world at large are
usually represented as inferior, submissive and depen-
dent, living in a male-dominated, patriarchal society.
Apart from the fact that these women have in fact never
been fully subservient, their experiences with patriarchal
society vary according to their social background, their
educational level, activities and professional status. They
have always resorted to whatever means they had to
resist their subordination. The feminist movement now
emerging on the Maghrebi political and social scene
constitutes a modern form of this resistance, and is the
inheritor of an ancient tradition of opposition of Maghrebi
women to all forms of oppression

Since the independence of Morocco (1956), Tunisia
(1957) and Algeria (1962), deep-seated changes have
taken place in these countries, transforming their social
and family structures as well as the relationship between
man and woman. Resistance to change, however,
remains strong, with both men and women trying to
save an overvalued and mystified tradition of a past
gone forever.

While in the wake of independence the number of edu-
cated women in the Maghreb was slight, women now
make up 4 out of 10 university students in all three
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countries. Despite differences between these three
countries, education is everywhere strongly valorized by
professional activity, whether at the level of the impor-
tance of women'’s activity or with regard to the fields of
their employment. The spectacular recent increase in
women’s demand for work highlights the magnitude of
the ongoing changes.

In all three countries, the average age of women at first
marriage is currently 26 in Morocco, 27 in Algeria and
29 in Tunisia. Moreover, a woman’s permanent celibacy
is no longer perceived as abnormal or shameful. Women
in executive positions live on their own and are perfect-
ly integrated socially, even though marriage remains a
quasi-universal practice and widely valued institution.

Women also have fewer children than in the past. The
use of contraceptives is expanding even in the country-
side, and the ideal family model is no longer the patriar-
chal ‘extended’ family, but a smaller ‘nuclear’ family cen-
tered on the couple and their children.

These changes slowly introduced others in social and
family practices: for example, when a baby girl is born, it
is no longer perceived as a catastrophe, and families
tend to treat daughters and sons equally, whether as to
education or as to leisure occupations. Several studies
conducted in Morocco have shown that where there are
constraints such as extreme poverty, or remoteness from
educational institutions, parents may give priority to

sons, but in the absence of such constraints they usually
treat their children equally.

The Maghrebi states have not acknowledged these
social and economic changes however. Since their
respective independences, political leaders have general-
ly adopted policies that seek to transform their societies
through education and women’s activism. But at the
same time, they have done all they can to curb the
impact of these changes. The strategies developed differ,
but they generally tend to maintain male privilege and
traditional family structures.

Among the means used to this end, family law has resist-
ed social changes and the women’s movements, both in
Morocco and in Algeria. The situation in Tunisia is quite
exceptional: the Tunisian personal status code is one of
the most egalitarian in the region, or in the Arab world.

This tendency to curb ongoing transformations by not
legitimizing them, and by resorting almost systematical-
ly to religion and forms of social and political control, has
combined with dire economic conditions to deepen the
crisis all three countries are suffering from.

It was in this context that the current movement of
Maghrebi women emerged, simultaneously in the three
countries, around the mid-1980s. This movement is the
combined result of: i) social disruptions that impacted
women’s social-economic status; ii) women'’s reaction to
the incoherencies and contradictions of public policies,
and to the inferior status they are locked into within
their families and at the lower end of the professional
scale; and iii) their exclusion from the spheres of public
and political decision-making.

A growing awareness of women’s contribution to
economy and society, the dissemination of feminist
values at the international level, through the Women’s
International Year (1975), and the UN Decade for
Women (1976-1985), favored the emergence of this
movement as organized groups in all three countries.

But this birth is also the result of a long maturation,
started well before independence, that gradually consol-
idated itself to become the privileged product of social
and political changes. The Maghrebi feminist movement
is a new actor, with a political and social project that is
coherent and ambitious, aiming to reestablish women'’s
rights and dignity, and thereby bring about profound
changes in their respective societies. Women’s struggle
for their emancipation has accompanied the main polit-
ical and social changes that have taken place in the
region since the beginning of the 20th century. They
bear witness to the changes of the past few decades,

despite the appearance of stagnation that these three
countries may currently give.

I. Women, Colonialism and Liberation
Movements

One of the commonalities between the three countries
of the central Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia) is
that all three were colonized by France. Algeria’s occu-
pation lasted longest and was the most painful. French
colonization had multiple and profound effects, albeit in
different degrees, on the three countries and on the sta-
tus of women.

The An-Nahda Movement

As in the Middle East (especially Egypt and Bilad ash-
Sham), contact with the colonizers was a shock that,
among other effects, made Maghrebi intellectuals (edu-
cated in Europe or the Middle East), demand the reno-
vation of Islamic thought and the reform of society.
Women’s status was part of a debate that started in the
1830s and 1840s. Indeed, several An-Nahda thinkers in
the Maghreb, influenced by the reformist ideology of the
Middle East, started calling for the education of girls.

The ‘Ulamas opposed this reformist trend, claiming that
French education in North Africa was contrary to Islam
and would lead to a loss of identity through accultura-
tion. According to them, this education was against God
and the Nation,* and it was this that motivated ‘Ulamas
such as Ben Badis in Algeria, Allal El-Fassi in Morocco,
and Tahar Haddad in Tunisia, as well as nationalists, to
establish free Islamic education. At these free schools,
they had no choice but to set a good example and send
their daughters; but this education had to take place in
an Arabic and Islamic framework, and had to take care
not to misdirect girls away from their ‘natural’ vocation,
ie. fulfilling their reproductive and family role.

Having experienced another vision of the world, educat-
ed young men belonging to the better-off urban strata
and the bourgeoisie, started calling for the right of girls
- their future wives? - to education. The marriage market
forced parents to adapt to this new situation, and the
ignorance of women started being perceived as danger-
ous, since intellectuals were marrying educated foreign
women.

The mobilization of certain ‘Ulamas in favor of education
for girls, its adoption by the nationalist movements in all
three countries, and the pressure from intellectuals,
removed the last resistance to girls’ education. Well
before independence, the three countries bet on educa-
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tion as a means to accelerate national liberation, and
economic and social development. Priority was given to
the education of boys, but the education of girls, despite
some resistance (especially strong in Morocco), was
adopted by the three nationalist movements.®

The Limits of Masculine Reformism

The history of the Maghreb countries teaches us that
women chose their communal identity to fight colonial-
ism, even though they had to suffer heightened control
over their freedom of movement. Veiled and hidden
from the eyes of Christian colonizers, to whom the
‘Muslim woman’ was an object of curiosity and fantasy,
Maghrebi women played both direct and indirect roles in
their countries’ independence struggles. They had to live
the conflict between the identity of colonized people
and that of subordinate women, in the hope that inde-
pendence would be as beneficial to them as to men.

The reformists’ commitment to education for girls soon
showed its limits. Indeed, according to them, education
had to give priority to women’s domestic role, and the
main aim of education was to improve this role. But even
though quantitatively and qualitatively limited, the edu-
cation of women started having effects that went
beyond the strict limits set by the patriarchal reformists.
Women of the urban elites wanted to make their voices
heard, and quit the protective, paternalistic isolation in
which the male reformists wanted to keep them. These
dissident voices were those of women who had the
same cultural resources as men but, because they were
women, had become aware of the conditions of women
in their countries. Isolated in the beginning, these voices
grew more confident as they turned to new resources,
and particularly as they had made an active contribution
to their countries’ national liberation movements.

In Morocco, the women’s section of the Istiglal party (the
main party calling for independence), the Union of
Moroccan Women (formed by the Communist party in
1944), and the Association of the Sisters of Purity
(Jam’iyyat Ikhawat al-Safa), belonging to the Party of
Democracy and Independence (PDI, 1946), were the first
forms of women’s organization in that period, marked
by the rise of calls for independence. These organiza-
tions all gave a priority to the national struggle, or to
charity. The Sisters of Purity were an exception, since
they raised problems related to the personal status code,
such as early marriage, dowry, divorce and polygamy.

As in Morocco, the Communist party in Algeria created
the Union of Algerian Women (UFA) in 1943, made up
predominantly of European women. From 1945, as the
independence struggle got fiercer, the nationalist parties
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started encouraging women to join their ranks. To this
end, awareness cells were created for the sole purpose
of mobilizing women for the struggle against colonial-
ism. This mobilization appealed to women as holding
their countries’ future in their hands, but the question of
their status was never raised.

In Tunisia, thanks to the powerful reformist movement
led by Tahar Haddad* and sheikh Ben Achour, the status
of women was raised very early on (in the 1930s) as a
necessary condition for the modernization of the coun-
try. The first attempts to organize women belonging to
the Tunisian urban bourgeoisie took the form of social
and charitable commitment towards poorer women. But
this movement very quickly engaged in the struggle
against French colonization under the banner of the
Neo-Destour party (formed in 1934). As in the other
two countries, the Tunisian Communist party created
two women'’s organizations affiliated to it (the Union of
Women in Tunisia and the Union of Tunisian Young
Women, 1944). Women also joined the General Union
of Tunisian Workers (UGTT), as well as other political
groups.

During this period, in all the Maghreb countries, priority
was given to issues related to the ideological and politi-
cal orientations of the different formations. The issue of
women’s rights had no place except as a political issue
between nationalists and colonizers, and between con-
servatives and reformists. Women were mobilized
around these issues without ever having the opportuni-
ty to express their specific demands and aspirations.

Patriarchy and Colonization

The arrival of Western colonizers in the Maghreb, with
an ideology, practices and a discourse of ““I bring civi-
lization and development to the indigenous people™ cre-
ated an identity tension among the population that crys-
tallized around women, family and religion. The latter
constituted the most powerful tool to resist the coloniz-
ers and their values; this well-known and well-analyzed
process placed Arab and Muslim women at the intersec-
tion between two identities: that of an oppressed com-
munity and that of subordinated women.

The colonial heritage also held a very important place in
representations of Islam, which functioned as a resis-
tance force against conquest and assimilation, and
which was used by the nationalists of the colonized
countries as a mobilizing weapon.

For years “...colonialism wore the neutral mask of uni-
versal progress in order to subjugate the people, thereby

maintaining a confusion between modernity, colonialism
and domination.”® Indeed, as Yussuf Bangura notes,
...for several Third World countries, access to moderni-
ty consists of nothing more nor less than in breaking
with the boundaries of ethnicity, embracing the secular
identity of the nation-state, developing a rational and
scientific view of development, and treating individuals
as autonomous beings.””®

In Algeria, colonizers and anti-colonizers used the status
of women as a political card. In 1958, France called upon
women to burn their veils in a major public square in
Algiers, while shouting “French Algeria”. This move
served to ““falsify the problem, because spontaneously,
without any orders, Algerian women who had been for
a long time unveiled, re-adopted the haik, stating that
Algerian women would not be liberated at the invitation
of France”.”

To sum up in the words of Zakia Daoud, “Every ques-
tioning of the status quo was judged as conforming to
the colonial power’s integrationist policy, and con-
demned as a project of destruction of identity.”®

II. Maghrebi Women in the Post-Colonial
Period

As soon as these countries achieved their independence,
they all chose education as a cornerstone of their devel-
opment programs, despite their different political orien-
tations. The need to ensure the take-over from the colo-
nial powers, added to the desire to speed up the mod-
ernization process, gave education a primordial impor-
tance. The efforts made in this respect, especially before
the 1972 economic crisis, are notable considering the
limited resources. Moreover, a pressing social demand
that began among the intellectual elite well before inde-
pendence, spread to other social classes, which saw edu-
cation as the means to improve their economic and
social conditions.

The Limits of National Development Policies

The post-colonial Maghrebi states adopted different
means to the common aim of modernizing their soci-
eties while safeguarding patriarchy, so as to secure the
loyalty of pre-modern forces and leaderships. The devel-
opment strategy they adopted conformed to the needs
of the industrialized countries, and consisted in a mod-
ernization process involving factors and tools of produc-
tion, without changing relations of production or gender
relations within the patriarchal family.

The best illustration is the post-independence position of

all three states regarding codification of the status of
women and family relations. Tunisia, under the volun-
tarist and modernizing policy of President Bourguiba,
and within an Islamic system of reference, opted for an
emancipating legislation; Morocco hurried to promul-
gate an inequitable and retrograde mudawwana
(1957/58); and Algeria, after 20 years of hesitations and
aborted efforts, ended in 1984 by promulgating a per-
sonal status code (PSC) almost identical to that of
Morocco.

The situation in Tunisia differs from the other Maghreb
states to the extent that state intervention in the process
of modernizing family and social structures placed
women’s status in the context of ““contradictory relations
between a developmental, modernist ideology and a
sexist identity ideology”®. Put more simply, the Tunisian
state, headed by President Bourguiba, took a number of
measures to revise the PSC (majella), which could be
considered as revolutionary in the Arab context, among
them the banning of polygamy, judicial divorce, mater-
nal guardianship, etc. These reforms continued under
President Ben Ali (1987), so that the state’s commitment
to the liberation of women became a permanent char-
acteristic of Tunisia. But this ‘state feminism’ was above
all a ‘masculine feminism’,* rooted in a reformist politi-
cal movement that raised the issue of women’s liberation
as necessary condition to an Arab renaissance. It is a
‘masculine feminism’ because it does not aim at trans-
forming women’s traditional roles, but at making them
more efficient within a patriarchal family structure.

In Algeria, where women’s participation in the national
liberation struggle is a historically established fact, the
ruling National Liberation Front (NLF) tried to establish
the idea that from the mere fact of their participation in
the independence struggle, women had gained their full
dignity as citizens and automatically acquired all their
rights.*

So much so that when in 1984 Algerian feminists called
for revision or abrogation of the PSC, conservatives and
Islamists accused them of being ‘daughters of France’,
and ‘westernized’, forgetting or pretending to forget the
role of women in the struggle for independence. This
tendency to discredit claims made by the women’s
movement by appealing to anti-colonial feelings and to
reflexes of community and identity had not ceased to
function several decades after independence. The
Algerian state resorted to this method several times, well
before the emergence of Islamism.

In Morocco, in the euphoria of independence, the doors

of education and work were opened to women. Allal
Fassi, one of the great reformist thinkers of the time,
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was appointed by King Mohammed V in 1957/58 to
head the Commission charged with codifying customary
Islamic law. Contrary to expectations, this Commission
rapidly produced a mudawwana that consecrated and
institutionalized patriarchy and the subordination of
women. This text constituted the keystone used by the
state to establish the juridical, political and economic
foundations of independent Morocco, and as basis of its
authority and power. This subordination of women was
used to pacify the most conservative ulemas and most
traditional milieux, just as one throws crumbs to the
poor, so they would accept other secular texts leaving all
serious political business in the hands of the state.

In Morocco first, and then in Algeria, the PSC, simple
legal texts, were increasingly sacrilized and given the
function of permanently fixing the status of women,
whereas all other laws were able to evolve freely in a
modernity accepted as temporal. One cannot explain
what happened simply as a desire to respect the Shari'a
or/fand by the weight of tradition. The Shari’a is much
more selective, and the negative aspects of tradition
have been denounced by the most fervent respecters of
the Shari’a. The latter has been dismissed without hesi-
tation in favor of a secular juridical system of colonial
inspiration, with the exception of the PSC, treated as an
exception.

This enclosure of women within anti-colonialist and
communitarian boundaries continued long after the de-
colonization of the Maghreb. Maghrebi women have
been held back in a specificity that isolates them.
Anything could change, but women were called on to
represent continuity, because such was the interest of
men, who after independence controlled all power
through sending women back to their domestic and
reproductive roles. The state had contributed to destabi-
lizing the old order by secularizing the law, through edu-
cation, and through the massive employment of women,
which resulted in making the small nuclear family the
norm. But it also tried with great success to limit the
impact of transformations these policies might have
caused, by investing in the symbolic domain, by the
Islamisation of political discourse, and through the
Family Code and other legal provisions. To build an inde-
pendent state, it was above all question of safeguarding
the ancient family, religious and tribal allegiances, with-
in an authoritarian and hierarchical framework.

One of the chief characteristics of the post-indepen-
dence period was the occupation of the religious domain
by states to consolidate their power and establish their
legitimacy. Islam was immediately proclaimed as official
religion (even by Algeria, which claimed to be socialist).
The systematic recourse to religious discourse, used for
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multiple ends in the name of cultural and religious speci-
ficity, was given common currency and integrated as a
factor of political legitimization by all political actors who
sought to compete with the ‘authorities’. Among the
countries of the Maghreb, Morocco devoted most hours
to religious education (1977), with a rigid and retrograde
Islamic content, reduced to glorification of the past and
to memorize pious sayings.*? The beginning of prayers in
schools in the 1960s, the intolerant and discriminatory
contents of schoolbooks,*® religious programs on televi-
sion, superficial Arabization, were all contributing ele-
ments in the orientation of the Maghreb states (espe-
cially Morocco and Algeria).

Algeria and Morocco took care to protect the model of
the judicial family model,* and the ideology conveyed by
family law. Other texts, such as the penal code, the code
of penal procedure, the code of public liberties, the code
of nationality, all strengthened patriarchal ideology
through the absolute power given to father and hus-
band in family and social relations. The introduction into
secular texts of discriminatory provisions, supposed to
make them conform with the Shari’a, can only be
explained by the will of legislators to reinforce patriar-
chal ideology.

Thus, with the exception of Tunisia, Personal Status
Codes inspired by Islamic law and based on a fallible
interpretation of the Qur’an and the Hadith are the ori-
gin of the inferior juridical status of women in the
Maghreb today. Their discriminatory provisions, as well
as the identity and political crystallizations around these
codes, represent a blow to women’s rights and freedom,
even though these are guaranteed by these countries’
constitutions,*® and a main obstacle to women'’s partici-
pation in economic, political and public life.*

Family law allows over-early marriage for women (15
years in Morocco, whereas for men it is 18 years). The
judge may decide to authorize a marriage even before
the legal age, if there is fear for ““the morals or reputa-
tion of the girl”.

The obligation of matrimonial tutelage for women
(wilaya) is another provision that has been resumed in
the PSCs of Algeria and Morocco. The duty of upkeep in
exchange for the duty of obedience constitutes the basis
for gender discrimination in the region today. With a few
exceptions,”” women owe obedience to their husbands
and respect to his family. Because of this, a husband can
stop his wife from visiting her family, and can stop her
from working outside the house, or simply going out.
Except in Tunisia, polygamy is authorized, even though it
is becoming rare. Everywhere the family head is always
the husband, including in Tunisia, even though it has the

most liberal family code in the region. Husbands have
the right of repudiation (unilateral rupture of a mar-
riage), without having to give a reason, whereas women
themselves can never divorce, except by going before a
court, or by giving their husbands compensation to
agree (al-khul’a). To sum up, a husband divorces freely,
but a wife must ask a judge’s authorization for divorce
which is only given in restricted cases.

Moreover, the law provides nothing for divorced
women, who have right to support only for the brief
period called ‘idda. The mother is considered, despite
minor changes introduced in Tunisia for example, as
child-carer and never as the legal guardian, except in the
case of the father’s death or other restricted cases.*®
Moreover, a divorced mother and guardian of minor chil-
dren does not have the right to keep the marital house
except in rare cases, and cannot remarry*® without losing
the right to look after her children, whereas a father’s
remarriage does not entail the same effects.

The law of inheritance has adopted the rule of inequali-
ty between men and women.® With the exception of
Tunisia, the principle of ta’sib means that in the absence
of a male heir, the collaterals of the deceased compete
for the inheritance with female children.? Furthermore,
in all three countries, a non-Muslim woman has no right
to inherit from her Muslim husband.

Other subterfuges have been used to stop women from
inheritance: in Morocco, the habous or waqgf allows the
circumvention of the unequal inheritance law for the
benefit of male heirs, disinheriting the female heirs; the
obligatory legacy (wassiya wajiba) gives the right to
grandchildren born of a pre-deceased son to benefit
from an inheritance while depriving the children of a
pre-deceased daughter of the same rights.

Since independence, state interventions have mainly
aimed at preserving the status quo, controlling claims,
and neutralizing social and political forces in opposition.
If today the societies of the Maghreb confront a political
Islam, one has to admit that the latter has managed to
gain ground so rapidly because it found a favorable
political, economic and social terrain.

Women'’s Voices: the Post-Independence
Generation

Soon after independence, women who had participated
in political action and resistance returned to their homes
to carry out the ‘noble task’ assigned by their past com-
panions, namely educating future citizens. Those who
decided to continue in spite of this, invested their efforts
in social work and charity.

But very quickly, thanks to the spread of education and
salaried professional work, especially in cities, a new
generation of women who had not participated in the
struggle for independence, joined political and union
organizations. Despite a difficult political and social con-
juncture, and repression, some women struggled within
these organizations, which had always given priority to
establishing socialism, social justice, and democracy,
never to claims for gender equality.

Starting from the mid-1970s, a new stage in the history
of Morocco began, one of relative political openness and
greater freedom of speech. This allowed opposition par-
ties to resume their activities, including women, who
started organizing themselves in women’s sections with-
in their respective parties. This period of political open-
ness in Morocco coincided with the UN Decade for
Women (1976-1985), as well as the promulgation of the
Convention against discrimination against women
(CEDAW) in 1979. These events offered opportunities
for women to intensify the debate within party struc-
tures on their positions and commitments to women’s
issues, and more specifically to the issue of revising the
mudawwana (PSC).

The implicit aim of these women’s sections was to
increase the audience for their own parties among the
ranks of women. Initially social action and conscious-
ness-raising with women were privileged. But very quick-
ly the issues of liberating women, their judicial status,
and their representation at decision-making levels were
raised. Differences between the demands made by these
women’s sections need to be noted. Whereas there was
unanimity around the issues of education, political par-
ticipation and women’s activities, the question of revis-
ing the mudawwana was treated in a different and
ambiguous manner, depending on the degree of auton-
omy and combativity of women activists within their
respective parties. Indeed, two trends had long coexist-
ed among political and union women activists, and still
do today: one follows strictly the orientation of their
organization, while the other manages the contradic-
tions between their partisan and feminist identities.

In the mid-‘80s the first feminist association was created,
the Democratic Association of Women in Morocco
(ADFM, 1985), followed two years later by the Union
d’Action Feminine (UAF). From then on, several other
feminist organizations were created, contributing to the
plurality and diversity of the movement, specialization in
field of intervention, to a better geographical spread,
and to its autonomy. Underlying the emergence of a
feminist movement in Morocco is the aspiration of
women activists to an autonomy of claims, speech and
organization, independent from their male counterparts
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