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The Evolving Societal Role and Media Image 
of Arab Women

Mahasen AL EMAM

+XPDQLW\�KDV�GHYHORSHG�VLJQLȴFDQWO\�LQ�WKH�VSKHUH�RI�ULJKWV��MXVWLFH�DQG�IUHHGRP��\HW�WKH�LVVXH�RI�JHQGHU�
equality remains out of focus in the process of social modernisation. Mahasen Al Eman suggests that part 
of the problem is the type of image that women, and in particular Arab women, receive in the media. While 
WKH�ODWHVW�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�UHVXOWV�VLJQLI\�D�SRVLWLYH�WUHQG�LQ�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQȇV�FXUUHQW�DQG�
future roles in Mediterranean society, the author argues that there is still much to be done.

The gender issue is central in the process of social 
renaissance and modernisation as it touches upon 
various aspects of civic life from the sphere of freedom, 
to development and participation in decision-making 
SURFHVVHV�� ,Q� D� FRQWH[W� RI� VFLHQWL¿F� DQG� WHFKQRORJLFDO�
SURJUHVV� FKDUDFWHULVHG� E\� D� UHYROXWLRQ� LQ� WKH� ¿HOG� RI�
media and information and by a climate dominated by 
the rise of human rights issues and concepts of justice, 
HTXDOLW\�DQG�IUHHGRP��ZH�UHÀHFW��+DYH�ZRPHQ�EHQH¿WHG�
from this progress in terms of improving their status in the 
SURIHVVLRQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�¿HOG"�2U�GR�VRFLHWDO�FRQGLWLRQV�
still cause qualitative inequalities between men and 
women? 

Despite the recognition and protection of women’s 
rights and their equality with men by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, as well as the inclusion 
of Arab women’s development issues in the context of 
bilateral and international assistance agreements, such 
legislative covenants could remain a dead letter without 
a change in the current social and economic conditions 
which see practices of power and rigid traditions leading 
to discrimination. Perhaps the clearest example showing 
the extent of disparity between both sexes can be found 
in the media and media institutions. 

7KH�LPDJH�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�WKH�PHGLD

:RPHQ¶V� LPDJH� LQ� WKH� PHGLD� GRHV� QRW� UHÀHFW� WKH�
progress they have reached at the Arab level and it does 
QRW� UHÀHFW� WKH�FXOWXUDO�DQG�VRFLDO�GLYHUVLW\�H[SHULHQFHG�
by women today. That image in some media – 
readable, audible or visible – is often distorted and in 
some cases completely erroneous, tending to focus 
excessively on negative stories. At the same time, there 
is potential: media could contribute to the achievement of 
comprehensive social development policies and address 
the change of prevailing concepts, traditional legacies 
and misconceptions about women and their role by 
working in collaboration with academics to raise society’s 
awareness of the role that women play for its progress, 
monitor the changes that have affected women recently 

and present relevant role models. 

Statistical studies show that the percentage of business 
women is increasing in the Arab society, yet it is still small 
if compared to business men and producers. The media 
SURGXFWLRQ� ¿HOG�ZDV� IRU�PDQ\� \HDUV� DPRQJ� WKH� DUHDV�
attracting the least interest of women until they acquired 
WKH� OLWHUDU\�DQG�¿QDQFLDO�DELOLW\� WR�FDUU\�RXW�SURGXFWLRQ��
SURMHFWV� DQG� PRYLH� ¿QDQFLQJ�� SXEOLVKLQJ� KRXVH�
management and press on their own account. Despite 
the success of several production experiments in the 
visual, audible and readable media recently, these were 
only individual and distinctive experiments of women who 
were either famous or extremely wealthy or absolutely 
daring and willing to present a new, surprising and distinct 
intellectual and artistic work. Sometimes, female authors 
of TV series scripts do not get the direct credit on the 
¿QDO�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�IDLOXUH�RU�VXFFHVV�LV�DWWULEXWHG�WR�
the whole production team. Having said that, we cannot 
deny the change of women’s image in the media and the 
increased awareness of the cause of women, not only 
DW�WKH�RI¿FLDO�OHYHO�EXW�DW�WKH�JUDVV�URRWV�OHYHO�VXSSRUWHG�
also by the work of non-governmental organisations. 
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Greater role Lesser roleThe same Don’t know

Chart 8.3
Women’s future role by country 

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ� Do you think that women in your society today play a 
greater role, the same, or lesser role than they did 5 years ago? %DVH� % 
RI�DOO�UHVSRQGHQWV�E\�FRXQWU\����$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������

6XUYH\� 4XHVWLRQ� Compared to their present role in your society, in 
5 years from now, do you think that women in your society will play a 
greater role, the same, or lesser role? %DVH� % of all respondents by 
FRXQWU\����$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������
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Chart 8.2
Women’s current role by country
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aged 30 years old or older. It is noted that there are 
close percentages between population of the Northern 
and Southern Mediterranean; however, percentages are 
higher in the population of the SEM countries, regardless 
of their gender and age. This can be explained in light of 
the large progress achieved by women in SEM countries 
due to the rise of university education ratio among women 
and the rise of their political participation in parliament, 
parties and higher governmental positions, in addition to 
their increased contribution to economic development.

Looking at the responses of those who believe women’s 
UROH�LV�WKH�VDPH�DV�¿YH�\HDUV�DJR��ZH�¿QG�WKDW�WKLV�LV�WKH�
opinion of 33% of European men and 35% of European 
ZRPHQ��RI�����RI�\RXQJ�(XURSHDQV�DQG�����RI�SHRSOH�
over 30 years of age. In SEM countries, 22% of men said 
WKDW�ZRPHQ�KDYH�VWLOO�WKH�VDPH�UROH�YHUVXV�����DPRQJ�
women, and 25% of respondents aged 15 to 29 years old 
and 20% of older respondents. In answering the question 
ZKHWKHU�ZRPHQ¶V�UROH�WRGD\�LV�OHVVHU�WKDQ�¿YH�\HDUV�DJR��
the percentage is lower among Northern Mediterranean 
population, as 6% of men mentioned so versus. 7% 
RI� (XURSHDQ� ZRPHQ�� ��� RI� UHVSRQGHQWV� DJHG� ��� WR�
29 years old and 7% of older respondents. However, 
10% of men of the Southern Mediterranean population 

3HUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�ZRPHQ¶V�UROH�LQ�VRFLHW\

Women are one of the underlying sources of change 
and energy in the Arab countries and in the current geo-
SROLWLFDO� FRQWH[W�� 7KH� UHVXOWV� RI� WKH�$QQD� /LQGK�*DOOXS�
Poll mark a positive trend among population of the North 
and South Mediterranean shores in the perception of 
ZRPHQ¶V�FXUUHQW�DQG� IXWXUH� UROH� LQ�VRFLHW\�RYHU�D�¿YH�
year period (Charts 8.2, 8.3). 

Results are here examined according to the gender 
and age distribution of respondents (people between 
15 to 29 years old and people over 30 years of age). 
In answering the question whether people believe that 
the role of women in society today is the same, larger 
RU� VPDOOHU� WKDQ� ¿YH� \HDUV� DJR�� ���� RI� WKH� (XURSHDQ�
men said that women play a larger role, while 57% of the 
European women said the same. This was the opinion 
of 60% of the respondents aged 15 to 29 years old; 
while this was mentioned by 57% of the respondents 
aged 30 years old or older in Europe. 65% of men in 
the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean (SEM) region 
also said so, versus 61% of women; while this point of 
view was often mentioned by 63% of the respondents 
DJHG����WR����\HDUV�ROG�YHUVXV�����RI�WKH�UHVSRQGHQWV�
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believed that the role of woman in their societies 
declined vs. 9% of women who said so and 9% of youth 
vs. 10% of over 30 years of age.

Looking to the future, nearly 58% of European men said 
that women will have a bigger role during the coming 
¿YH�\HDUV�YHUVXV�����RI�(XURSHDQ�ZRPHQ��ZKLOH�����
of European men believed that the role of woman will 
QRW� FKDQJH� GXULQJ� WKH� FRPLQJ� ¿YH� \HDUV� YHUVXV� ����
RI� ZRPHQ� DQG� ��� RI� PHQ� FRQVLGHUHG� LW� ZLOO� GHFOLQH�
versus 5% of women. By age, 57% of Europeans from 
respondents aged 15 to 29 thought that women’s role will 
grow; in line with the view of Europeans aged 30 years 
or older,  37% of respondents aged 15 to 29 and 35% of 
older respondents consider it will stay the same, 3% of 
respondents aged 15 to 29 and 5% of respondents aged 
thirty years or older consider it will deteriorate. Of the 
VDPH�YLHZ����RI�(XURSHDQ�PHQ�YHUVXV����RI�ZRPHQ��

As for population of SEM countries, 67% of men thought 
women will have a bigger role in the society during the 
FRPLQJ�¿YH�\HDUV� YHUVXV�����RI�ZRPHQ�ZKR�VDLG� VR��
By age, 66% of respondents aged 15 to 29 and 67% of 
respondents aged 30 or older believed so, while 17% 
of men thought that woman role will not change versus 
19% of women. 10% of men believed that woman 
role will decline versus 6% of women. By age, 66% of 
respondents aged 15-29 thought that woman role in the 
VRFLHW\�ZLOO�JURZ�GXULQJ�WKH�FRPLQJ�¿YH�\HDUV��YV������RI�
respondents aged thirty years or older. However, 20% of 
respondents aged 15-29 thought that woman role will not 
change versus 16% of respondents aged thirty years or 
older, and 9% of respondents aged 15-29 believed it will 
decline vs. 7% of respondents aged thirty years or older. 
Overall, the future expectations concerning women’s role 
LQ�WKH�(XUR�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�UHJLRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�FRPLQJ�¿YH�
years are positive, particularly among SEM countries 
�&KDUWV�������������

+LQGHUV�WR�$UDE�ZRPHQ�PDUFK�

The obstacles in front of true equality do not only stem 
IURP� WKH� RI¿FLDO� UDWL¿FDWLRQ� RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� FRYHQDQWV��
but from our own societies as well as deep historical, 
psychological and social leavings which still control our 
reality either consciously or unconsciously. Legislations 
governing the movement of our societies still stem from 
old frameworks and do not completely recognise women 
as a separate unit in many Arab countries, thus leading 
to gender gaps in the personal status, labor, retirement 
and social security laws as well as other laws. Besides, 
there is an invisible ceiling for the access of women to 
decision-making positions. 
7KH� OLPLWHG� QXPEHU� RI� HIIHFWLYH� DQG� LQÀXHQWLDO� FLYLO�
society organisations has had a negative impact on 
the woman emancipation movement. In an active civil 
VRFLHW\��ZRPHQ�FDQ�¿QG�FRQWH[WV�IUDPLQJ�WKHLU�ZRUN�DQG�

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ� Do you think that women in your society today play a 
greater role, the same, or lesser role than they did 5 years ago %DVH� % of 
DOO�UHVSRQGHQWV�E\�VRFLR�GHPRJUDSKLFV����$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������
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Chart 8.5 
The perspective of youth and women on the future 
role of women in society by gender and age group
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6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ��Do you think that women in your society today play a 
greater role, the same, or lesser role than they did 5 years ago %DVH� % of 
DOO�UHVSRQGHQWV�E\�VRFLR�GHPRJUDSKLFV����$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Chart 8.4 
The perspective of youth and women on the 
current role of women in society by gender and age 
group
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VWUXFWXUHV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�FDQ�SOD\�WKHLU�UROH�¿UVW�WKURXJK�
training, then through the practice and then in leadership 
positions. 

)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�UROHV�FRQ¿QHV�
women to the house and men to public life and attitudes 
KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�PRGL¿HG� LQ�PRVW�$UDE�VRFLHWLHV�HYHQ� LI�
the economic life requirements, the family well-being,  
women’s education and awareness of their new roles 
call for a change. Arab women themselves have not 
LGHQWL¿HG�\HW�D�EDODQFH�DPRQJ�WKHLU�VHYHUDO�UROHV�VLQFH�
WKH\�FRQVLGHU� WKDW� WKH�IDPLO\�RFFXSLHV�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH� LQ�
the social structure and women are its mainstay and 
protector and in this way the guarantor of social stability 
while on the other hand they are haunted by the negative 
consequences on the family caused by women labour 
outside the house in previous years without the necessary 
legislative and support measures. Many educated 
women work while considering it as a temporary stage 
between study and marriage. This drives them away 
from true professionalism, seriousness, continuity and 
commitment. Besides, this impacts on their image as 
LQÀXHQWLDO�DFWLYH�SDUWQHUV�ZKR�DUH�HTXDO�WR�PHQ�LQ�ULJKWV�
and duties, and thus casts a dark shadow on their acting 
as leaders in the decision-making positions and their 
existence as independent persons having rights, hopes 
and will. 

-RUGDQLDQ�ZRPHQ�LQ�IRFXV�

The number of female lawyers registered in the syndicate 
LQFUHDVHV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�HYHU\�\HDU��DQG�LQ������LW�UHDFKHG�
���� PHPEHUV�� ,Q� ������ -RUGDQLDQ� ZRPHQ� REWDLQHG�
the electoral and running rights for parliaments and, in 
������ IRU� WKH� ¿UVW� WLPH� LQ� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH� -RUGDQLDQ�
parliamentary elections, six women were elected and 
were able to enact laws that would strengthen women 
current status. In 1983, they were granted to participate in 
municipal councils. As for the treatment of gender issues 
within political party programmes, despite the presence 
RI� VSDFHV� IRU� ZRPHQ�� WKHVH� SURJUDPPHV� UHÀHFW� D�
conventional understanding of the women’s roles and 
most of them do not propose effective mechanisms to 
overcome the obstacles. Moreover, most of the parties 
do not focus in their political and media discourses on 
attracting and inviting women to join them with the same 
attention offered to men and they grant women marginal 
membership roles, linked to secondary affairs such as 
GLVWULEXWLQJ� OHDÀHWV�� RUJDQLVLQJ� WUDLQLQJ� FRXUVHV� DQG�
participating in sit-ins and marches. 

)HPDOH�LOOLWHUDF\�KDV�GHFUHDVHG�IURP�������LQ������WR�
������LQ������EXW�WKH�UDWH�LV�VWLOO�PXFK�KLJKHU�FRPSDUHG�
WR�PDOHV�ZKRVH�LOOLWHUDF\�UDWH�LQ������ZDV�RQO\�������:LWK�
the increase of female primary and higher education, a 
higher presence of women teaching university staff was 
registered. In terms of the concentration of female workers 

according to economic activities, the female workforce 
centers in the public administration and defense sectors 
followed by the industrial sector. Despite the rise in their 
overall contribution to economic activities this represents 
only around 7%.

Addressing gender issues in the Arab countries means 
paying full attention to women’s fundamental rights, 
reviewing school curricula in relation to the values they 
present, raising social awareness of men and women 
alike, and re-considering the administrative practices 
and traditional templates of work. This will enable 
women to carry out their multiple roles and achieve the 
balance required among them, to reform legislations that 
hinder the recognition of women as separate beings and 
their multi-faceted role, and to take advantage of the 
general international climate and its resulting studies and 
recommendations pushing forward gender issues.

0DKDVHQ�$/�(0$0 is Founder and Director of the Arab 
Women Media Center (AWMC) in Jordan.


