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Preface 

This issue of the journal focuses on gender studies. It covers the topics of 
Moroccan feminism, gender equality in Moroccan educational institutions, 
gender-based violence, effects of gender on university students’ school per-
formance in Morocco, Tunisian women entrepreneurs, gender imbalance in 
Moroccan broadcast news and lesbian bodies in Tunisia. All articles except 
the book review were written during the project “Gender Studies Curricu-
lum: A Step for Democracy and Peace in EU-Neighbouring Countries with 
Different Traditions” (no. 561785-EPP-1-2015-1-LT-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP, 
2015-2018) supported by the European Commission.

In his article “Moroccan Feminists: Between Activism and Muslima 
Theology,” Sadik Rddad rereads Moroccan feminism within a nascent 
methodological interpretive framework dubbed “Muslima theology.” He 
argues that without Muslima theology as a liberating sub-branch of Islamic 
feminism, feminism in its activist form would fall short of achieving its 
objectives.

Souad Slaoui and Karima Belghiti focus on the reproduction of gender 
inequalities in Moroccan educational institutions. In their article “Promot-
ing Gender Equality in Moroccan Educational Institutions: Reality or Il-
lusion?” they analyze the ways in which these inequalities shape students’ 
identities through the intersection between gender stereotypes in the text-
books, manuals and media and the reproduction of traditional gender roles 
within family and society as a whole.

Hayat Naciri’s article “Gender-based Violence in Morocco: Domestic 
Violence as a Case in Point” examines the gender dimension of domestic 
violence in Morocco. By underlining its social, cultural, legal and economic 
aspects and implications, she interprets violence as a multi-dimensional 
phenomenon.

In their article “The Effect of Gender on University Students’ School 
Performance: The Case of the National School of Agriculture in Meknes, 
Morocco,” Saida Hdii and Mustapha Fagroud examine the number of girls 
enrolled in the School of Agriculture and gender differences in their aca-
demic achievement. Their analysis demonstrates a noticeable increase in the 
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number of girls compared to boys. Moreover, girls prove to be more likely 
to perform better than boys in different subjects.

Inès El Aissi, Henda Gharbi and Siwar Youssef ’s article “A Gender 
Analysis of the Relationship Between Entrepreneurial Orientation and Per-
formance: The Case of Tunisian Women Entrepreneurs” explores whether 
gender differences persist in the study of the relationship between entrepre-
neurial orientation and performance. The results of the authors’ quantita-
tive research indicate that gender difference does not moderate the relation-
ship between entrepreneurial orientation and performance.

In her article “Gender Imbalance in Moroccan Broadcast News,” Meri-
em Ouahidi develops a comprehensive account of the distribution of males 
and females in the news broadcast on 2M, a Moroccan public channel, at 
the peak viewing time during a two-week period. She argues that males 
dominate in all aspects of the news content.

The last French-language article of this issue focuses on the experi-
ence of young Tunisian women who perceive themselves as lesbians. Monia 
Lachheb demonstrates that their bodily appearance and clothes comprise a 
significant part of these women’s negotiations over gender norms. Because 
of their non-normative gender identity, the women encounter both verbal 
and physical violence in the public space. Nonetheless, as the author argues, 
they are able to challenge the model of traditional femininity and propose 
different ways of being a woman in Tunisia.

This issue also includes a book review. Jolanta Kuznecovienė reviews 
Eva Blomberg, Yulia Gradskova, Ylva Waldemarson and Alina Žvinklienė’s 
book Gender Equality on a Grand Tour. Politics and Institutions – the Nor-
dic Council, Sweden, Lithuania and Russia (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2017). 

Artūras Tereškinas
Editor-in-chief
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Pratarmė

Šis žurnalo numeris skirtas lyčių studijoms ir lyčių problematikai. Visi čia 
pateikiami straipsniai, išskyrus knygos recenziją, parašyti, įgyvendinant 
projektą „Gender Studies Curriculum: A Step for Democracy and Peace in 
EU-Neighbouring Countries with Different Traditions“ (nr. 561785-EPP-1-
2015-1-LT-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP, 2015-2018). Šį projektą finansuoja Europos 
Komisija.

Pirmajame – Sadiko Rddado straipsnyje „Maroko feministai ir femi-
nistės: tarp aktyvizmo ir Muslima teologijos“ permąstomas Maroko femi-
nizmas. Analizuojant Maroko musulmonių feminisčių Asmos Lamrabet ir 
Khadijos al-Battar darbus, aptariamas kritinis Muslima teologių požiūris į 
hermeneutinę Šventųjų Raštų tradiciją, kurioje dominuoja vyrai.

Straipsnyje „Lyčių lygybė Maroko švietimo institucijose: realybė ar iliu-
zija?“ Souad Slaoui ir Karima Belghiti nagrinėja, kaip lyčių nelygybės repro-
dukavimas švietimo institucijose formuoja marokiečių studentų tapatybes, 
kokią įtaką joms daro lyčių stereotipai, atpažįstami vadovėliuose, žinynuose, 
žiniasklaidoje, ir lyčių vaidmenys šeimoje bei visuomenėje.

Hayat Naciri gilinasi į smurto šeimoje reiškinį. Ši mokslininkė straips-
nyje „Smurtas lyties pagrindu Maroke: smurto artimoje aplinkoje atvejis“ 
analizuoja smurtą kaip daugialypį reiškinį, pabrėždama jo socialinius, kul-
tūrinius, teisinius bei ekonominius aspektus ir reikšmes. 

Saidos Hdii ir Mustaphos Fagroudo straipsnyje „Lyties poveikis univer-
siteto studentų pasiekimams: Nacionalinės žemės ūkio mokyklos Maroke, 
Mekneso mieste, atvejis“ aptariama, kiek merginų studijuoja Nacionalinėje 
žemdirbystės mokykloje, ir nagrinėjama, kaip lyčių skirtumai veikia aka-
deminius pasiekimus. Tyrimo rezultatai rodo, kad į šią aukštąją mokyklą 
įstoja žymiai daugiau merginų nei vaikinų. Be to, išanalizavus statistinius 
duomenis, galima teigti, jog merginų akademiniai pasiekimai skirtingose 
srityse yra aukštesni nei vaikinų.

Inès El Aissi, Hendos Gharbi ir Siwar Youssef straipsnyje „Santykio 
tarp verslo orientacijos ir veiklos rezultatų analizė lyties aspektu: tunisiečių 
verslininkių atvejis“ siekiama išsiaiškinti, kokį vaidmenį vaidina lyčių skir-
tumai, analizuojant santykį tarp verslo orientacijos ir pasiekimų. 

ISSN 2029-4573 (Print), ISSN 2335-8777 (Online)
KULTŪRA IR VISUOMENĖ. Socialinių tyrimų žurnalas. 2018 9 (1)
https://dx.doi.org/10.7220/2335-8777.9.1
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Straipsnyje „Lyčių disbalansas Maroko televizijos žinių laidose“ Me-
riem Ouahidi, remdamasi dviejų savaičių stebėjimo rezultatais, analizuoja, 
kaip pasiskirstę vyrai ir moterys Maroko visuomeniniame kanale „2M“ žiū-
rimiausiu laiku. Šios akademikės analizė rodo, kad darbuotojai vyrai ne tik 
vyrauja žinių laidose, bet ir apskritai yra siejami su žinių turiniu.

Paskutiniame šio numerio straipsnyje „Lyčių normų galia ir iššūkiai 
Tunise: apie lesbiečių kūnus“, parašytame prancūzų kalba, Monia Lachheb 
gilinasi į jaunų tunisiečių moterų, laikančių save lesbietėmis, patirtį. Nau-
dojantis pusiau struktūruotais interviu su jaunomis moterimis, kurios pri-
pažįsta savo marginalią seksualinę orientaciją, atskleidžiama, kad jų išvaizda 
ir drabužiai tampa rimta problema, derantis dėl lyčių normų. Priėmusios 
nenormatyvią lyties tapatybę, šios moterys patiria skirtingų tipų prievartą – 
nuo įžeidinėjimų iki fizinės prievartos – viešojoje erdvėje. Neatsižvelgdamos 
į tai, jos siekia keisti požiūrį į kanoninio moteriškumo modelį ir netgi įtvir-
tinti kitokio tipo moters sampratą.

Šis žurnalo numeris užbaigiamas recenzija apie Evos Blomberg, Yu-
lios Gradskovos, Ylvos Waldemarson ir Alinos Žvinklienės knygą „Gender 
Equality on a Grand Tour: Politics and Institutions – the Nordic Council, 
Sweden, Lithuania and Russia“ (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2017).

Artūras Tereškinas
Vyriausiasis redaktorius
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Moroccan Feminists: Between Activism and 
Muslima Theology 

Sadik Rddad
Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah University, Morocco

Abstract.This paper rereads Moroccan feminism within a nascent methodological interpretive 
framework dubbed “Muslima theology.” Examining the work of Moroccan Muslim feminists 
Asma Lamrabet and Khadija al-Battar, it addresses the social and political implications of the 
emerging critical engagement of Muslima theologians with the old-anchored male hermeneutic 
tradition of the Sacred Texts. It puts into question the ideological basis of the principle of the “clo-
sure of the gate of ijtihad” by revealing how the interpretive tradition is heterogeneous and has 
been over history subject to religious considerations as well as political and patriarchal changing 
realities. Focus on the contribution of “Muslima theologians” aims at tracing, recouping some 
aspects of the systematically foreclosed female interpretive narrative, and subverting the exclusive 
male norms of interpretation conducive to the formation of a socio-cultural reality that validates 
in the name of Islam the low status of woman. Enlightened gender-inclusive interpretation of 
the Sacred Texts allows for alternative histories and agencies bringing to the surface new articu-
lations based on particularities, gender, specific temporalities, contexts, and circumstances. The 
paper concludes that without Muslima theology as a liberating sub-branch of Islamic feminism, 
feminism in its activist form would fall short of achieving its objectives, for the traditionalist 
and literalist exclusive interventions will continue to shape cultural politics at an elitist and 
grassroots levels.

Keywords: Moroccan feminism, Muslima theology, Muslim feminism, Sacred Texts, gender-
inclusive interpretation, gender equality.

This paper addresses the social and political implications and functions of 
the contemporary body of critical engagement of “Muslima theology and 
theologians” with the old anchored male interpretive tradition of the Sacred 
Texts. It aims at revealing how the interpretive tradition is heterogeneous 
and has been subject not only to religious considerations, but also to ideo-
logical and patriarchal realities. As such, my focus on “Muslima theologi-
ans” is designed to trace some aspects of the systematically marginalized 
and foreclosed female interpretive rhetoric and challenge the hegemonic 
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and exclusive male norms of interpretation, affecting the social and cultural 
status of women in the Muslim societies in general and Moroccan society 
in particular. 

As such interpretation is a social act as much as it is not a mere intel-
lectual exercise, it rather has a direct impact on the male female dynam-
ics. I would like to stress, following Gayatri Spivak’s famous article “Can 
the Subaltern Speak?” that women spoke and speak but they could not be 
heard because they do not own power structures (education, media, and 
decision-making positions for example). I shall put particular emphasis on 
the contribution of Moroccan Muslim feminists to the controversial debate 
over women’s right to the reinterpretation of the Sacred Texts; these include 
Asma Lembrabet, and Khadija al-Battar; Fatima Mernissi’s contribution 
would require a separate article. I contend that the feminist interpretive 
trend in countries like Morocco gained momentum during the last 25 years 
thanks to the revival of Enlightenment, modernist, liberal, and rational 
epistemologies, ideologies, and philosophies. Such trend, side by side with 
the growing influence of feminism, helped shake the long-anchored hier-
archy of difference, giving way to the possibility for the transcription of a 
female intellectual, political, and religious subjectivity.

The systematic exclusion of women and their invalidation as interpre-
tive communities in the long exegesis tradition has political causes and dan-
gerous consequences. These include:

1. Many hadiths (prophetic tradition) were invented and are misogy-
nistic; they don’t chime in with the spirit of Islam. They are “inven-
tions of the Umayyad period and other post-Prophetic dynasties, 
when legal regulations and theological doctrine promoted the in-
tellectual and physical enslavement of Muslim women reflecting a 
culture of harems, where women needed to be controlled” (Wadud 
2006, 42). Although the Hadiths were inauthentic, they legitimized 
in the name of Islam the long tradition of patriarchal tyranny of 
harem-life and political hegemony.

2. The Gnostic and literalist textual-interpretive line of Arab-Islamic 
civilization eclipsed the rational trajectory of thought, leading to 
the eclipse of women’s contribution to rational and enlightenment 
narrative in spite of its presence at different phases of history. In 
the context of his reform project, al-Jabri proposes epistemological 
solutions to the eclipse of Arab civilization in the modern age by 
classifying the Arab-Islamic sciences as textual-interpretive (ulum 
al-bayan), gnostic (ulum al-irfan) and demonstrative-experimental 
(ulum al-burhan). The domination of the two former over the lat-
ter, he argues, resulted in the Arab world being surpassed in the 
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modern age. The adoption of a rational rethinking methodology of 
the religious heritage is meant to counterbalance the ideological and 
at times irrational interpretation and praxis.

3. More dangerously, the monopolizing male tradition of interpreta-
tion of religious texts validates the relegation of women to a second-
ary political and social position. I shall argue later that Muslima 
theologians and their act such as Amina Wadud’s unprecedented 
performative act of leading a congregational mixed prayer is an 
act of addressing, redressing, and subverting the male politics of 
religion. Islamic texts or rather male interpretive traditions would 
be revived to legitimize the political exclusion of women in a way 
that would be dismissed as political absurdity if espoused by non-
Muslim modern states. Fatima Mernissi uses the story of Benazir 
Bhutu’s victory in Pakistani elections in 1988 to launch mordant 
criticism against the double talk of the male politicians in Muslim 
countries.  When Benazir Bhutto was democratically elected Prime 
Minister of Pakistan after winning the 1988 general elections, “all 
who monopolized the right to speak in the name of Islam, and es-
pecially Nawaz Sharif, the leader of the then Opposition, the IDA 
(Islamic Democratic Alliance), raised the cry of blasphemy: ‘Never 
- horrors! - has a Muslim state been governed by a woman!’ Invok-
ing Islamic tradition, they decried this event as ‘against nature’” 
(Mernissi 1993, 1). She goes on to stress that Nawaz Sharif and his 
supporters “could not have waged a similar campaign against the 
candidate who won the election if he had been named Hasan or 
Muhammad. The resultant ambiguity (always a bearer of violence 
in matters of rights) only comes into play when it is a question of a 
woman” (Mernissi 1993, 1). Recourse to the seventh-century (Pro-
phetic Tradition) to hone a misogynistic political status quo and 
absurdly invalidate a twentieth-century election was dismissed by 
many Muslima theologians and secular intellectuals and activists 
as a striking example of the politicians’ manipulative utilization of 
religion for political purposes. 

4. The place of women in Arab-Islamic countries has over centuries 
been prisoner on the one hand of male partial and partisan rhetoric 
and on the other hand of two reductive “radical perspectives”: “one 
rigid Islamic conservative; the other western, ethnocentric and Is-
lamophobic” (Lamrabet 2016). Several critics call for a “third way” 
approach or what I prefer to call “Double Critique” to use the term 
of Abdelkbir Khatibi to deconstruct and eventually help dismantle 



14

KULTŪRA IR VISUOMENĖ. Socialinių tyrimų žurnalas 2018 9 (1)

both the Islamic conservative stance and the Eurocentric binary 
perspective.

5. Interpretation of the Sacred Texts has a direct impact on the laws 
that regulate the relation between men and women. An orthodox 
literalist male interpretation can produce rigid codes as is the case 
of the 1957 Women’s Personal Status that was drafted by a commis-
sion that consisted of ten male religious scholars in the total absence 
of women. Conversely, a more liberal, moderate, and more inclusive 
interpretation can produce a far less discriminatory law as is the 
case of the 2004 Family Code drafted by both men and women 
representing different ideologies. 

Such restrictive politics that made women subject to double-bind ar-
ticulation of conservative and Eurocentric hegemonic hierarchy led a group 
of Muslim feminists to reengage female alternative voices in the field of 
theology. I shall argue that Muslima theologians and the increasing acts 
of subversive observation of religious rituals such as women leading prayers 
and creating all-women’s mosques affect not only theological gender equal-
ity, but also the politics of the space of worship.1

Moroccan feminism operates at least at two different but mutually in-
fluential paradigm trajectories. As much is written about the former, I shall 
devote less space to it than to the latter. The first one concerns political 
feminist activism which can be traced to the early 1980’s when Marxist 
Leninist activists led campaigns to empower women and subvert the male-
dominated cultural politics. As the enthusiasm following the independence 
of Morocco in 1956 started to peter out, the gender issue which was not 
top priority during the State Building phase (1956-1974), came to top the 
agenda of the social movements. The feminists started off their rhetoric of 
difference discourse on the premise that “the subordination of women was 
not a class issue, but rather a gender one” (Miller 2013, 191); this paradigm 
shift from class to gender was supported by a growing regime of univer-
sal human rights and women’s rights standards (e.g. the CEDAW, the UN 
Decade for Women). This movement gained momentum when a group of 
Moroccan secular feminists and associations especially the Marxist Leninist 

1 Over the last few years, a growing number of women subverted the conventional religious 
practices. For example, Sherin Khankan started up an unprecedented Mosque run exclu-
sively by women in Denmark called “Mariam Mosque.” Khankan came to this decision as 
she thought that the Mosques as they were and are still run do not provide an environment 
where women can feel at home as they are male-dominated. She is also critical of the repro-
duction of patriarchy in religious spaces. Besides, Yemeni academic Ilham Manie gained 
media visibility when she delivered an unprecedented Friday khutbah (sermon) to a group 
of female and male Muslims in Switzerland. The prayer led by Halima Josay Hussein was 
intersected by pieces of music. 
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Union for Feminine Action, affiliated to the Democratic Political Action 
Organization championed a grass-root campaign by mobilizing women 
and human rights activists through the collection of one million signatures 
to revisit and reform the institutional patriarchal Family Code enacted in 
1957 and slightly amended in 1993.

Fortunately for them, the endeavor to dismantle the dominant political 
and religious conservatism and push for more social and political visibility 
of women benefited from Morocco’s ratification of the UN Convention for 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women in 1993. 
As the women’s rights and human rights’ narrative was gaining more mo-
mentum, King Hassan II, in line with the Palace’s unprecedented open-
ing up to opposition parties, appointed Abderrahman El Youssoufi, leader 
of the long-opposition Socialist Union for popular Forces Party to form 
a socialist government in 1998. This government proposed the controver-
sial National Plan for the Integration of Women in development. This plan 
was among other things designed to reform the discriminatory family code 
within the framework of the international covenants of human rights. This 
move was dismissed by the masses and by the Islamists, including the Party 
of Justice and Development currently in office and the Sufi-based opposi-
tion religious group Justice and Benevolence, as dictates from the West, just 
as they accused the socialist parties as horses of Troy used by the West to 
secularize the country and Westernize women. 

The Islamists and conservatives marched in Casablanca in fierce reac-
tion to the National Plan and to its supportive Rally of the liberal parties 
and groups in Rabat. The Rabat/Casablanca rallies showcased two seem-
ingly polarized narratives. The government’s withdrawal of the National 
Plan following the Islamists’ “show of force” in Casablanca prompted the 
leftists and the feminists to reactivate their lobbying mechanisms in order to 
keep their liberalizing project alive. Two major players were involved for this 
end: the ulama (religious scholars) and the street (Salime 2011, 70). Facing 
the reaction of the Islamists to the draft reform of the socialist government, 
the liberals shifted their battleground from elitist to grass-root locations. 
They spearheaded their campaign towards the masses to counterbalance the 
growing influence and popularity of the conservatives among the ordinary 
people. Following this logic, it is the Islamists who played a crucial role in 
the major paradigm shift of the leftist/secular feminists from elitist politi-
cal discourse to grass-root politics of the street so much so that, as Salime 
would argue, the Islamists and the liberals should be reconsidered not in 
terms of separation and binarism, but rather in terms of intersectionality 
and mutual influence. 
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Another crucial movement moment in Moroccan feminist history is 
the terrorist attacks of Casablanca in 2003. A group of young Moroccans 
influenced by fundamentalist ideology perpetrated attacks in the economic 
capital of Morocco, claiming the lives of over forty people. These attacks 
compelled the State to take measures. One the one hand, it accelerated the 
reform of the religious field where women came to play unprecedented roles: 
the Higher Council of Religious Scholars includes women for the first time, 
and female religious guides / murshidat were appointed to meet the specific 
religious needs of women. On the other hand, the State started up a long 
process of reforming the Family Code, based on a liberal re-interpretation 
of the Sacred Texts and which takes human rights, women’s rights, democ-
racy, tolerance, and moderation as referential principles. This liberal orienta-
tion of cultural politics in favor of women’s rights was even more reinforced 
thanks to the Arab Spring/Democratic Spring in 2011. The qualitative po-
litical visibility of women in the 20th of February Movement (the Moroc-
can version of the Arab Spring) has made the political debate over gender 
issues occur outside of the exclusive closed doors of the small close elite of 
the government and the monopoly of the religious interpretive community.  

The ultimate achievements of the Moroccan feminist movement are the 
relatively advanced reform of the Family Code in 2004 and the recognition 
of the 2011 Constitution of more rights, especially symbolical Article  19.  
The latter reads as follows:

The man and the woman enjoy, in equality, the rights and freedoms of 
civil, political, economic, social, cultural and environmental character, 
enounced in this Title and in the other provisions of the Constitution, as 
well as in the international conventions and pacts duly ratified by Mo-
rocco and this, with respect for the provisions of the Constitution, of the 
constants [constantes] and of the laws of the Kingdom. The State works 
for the realization of parity between men and women. An Authority for 
parity and the struggle against all forms of discrimination is created, to 
this effect2 (Constitution of Morocco, 2011, 9).

The second trajectory to which I shall devote most of the rest of this pa-
per is the emergent deconstructive interpretive tradition of theology that 
brings to the surface the work of female theologians who have been at best 

2 The italics are mine. The Arab Spring brought the Islamist Party of Justice and Develop-
ment to power in Morocco; this turn of events turned out to be a backlash against the ris-
ing positive advancements in women’s rights. The post-Arab Spring government brought 
down the number of female secretaries of State from about 7 to one.



Moroccan Feminists: Between Activism and Muslima Theology /
Sadik Rddad

17

back-lined and at worst excluded of the privileged hermeneutic positionality 
and subjectivity.

The work and activism of female religious scholars such as Amina 
Wadud, Asma Barlas, Fatima Mernissi, Riffat Hassan to name but a few 
announced the rise of a new sub-feminist intellectual and activist branch; 
this is namely “Muslima theology.” Increasing attention to this nascent the-
ological trajectory prompted Ednan Aslan and Mercia Hermansen to edit 
a pioneering book entitled Muslima Theology: The Voices of Muslim Women 
Theologians in 2013. The methodological and ideological delineations of the 
new sub-discipline are in the process of making, just as their delineations 
are not yet clear. It places women not only as subjects of study but at the 
heart of the interpretive process and as a category of theological knowledge-
production, intellectual analysis, and interpretive communities. 

Muslima theology calls for new discursive trajectories and interpre-
tive subjectivities beyond the long-anchored gender hierarchies and gender 
blindness. Making use of the specificity of the Muslim feminists’ auto-
biographic moment Muslima theology also attempts to re-enact feminism 
outside the exclusive Eurocentric and Christian canons and historiography; 
it tends to rewrite feminism within a more encompassing perspective that 
takes into account “Muslim feminism” and the centrality of Islam in gender 
identity in Arab-Islamic countries. To grasp the performative and interpre-
tive thread that runs through the work and action of these pioneering intel-
lectuals, we have to always remember that their endeavor is deconstructive 
in a Spivakian way. That is to say a deconstruction that is not destruction 
but construction in that it stresses more intimacy than “critical distance” 
(Paulson 2016).

Muslima theology is “broadly defined to encompass a range of interpre-
tive strategies and perspectives arising from multiple social locations, inter-
rogates Islamic scripture and other forms of religious discourse to empower 
Muslim women of faith to speak for themselves in the interests of gender 
justice. Contemporary female Muslim ‘constructivist’ approaches articulate 
and religious pluralism, paralleling developments in womanist and mujeris-
ta readings of religious texts” (Aslan 2007). As such, this discipline/branch 
highlights difference and pluralism and calls for a more inclusive approach, 
just as it indicates an unequivocal stance towards gender equality, cultural 
politics gender visibility, and social justice as guaranteed by the Sacred Texts 
but foreclosed by male interpretive communities.

This challenging rhetoric has certainly a supportive logic within reli-
gion itself; social justice and equity. It is premised on the idea that Islam 
privileges the Maqasid of Sharia, that is to say the objectives of the legis-
lation which capitalize on saving the interests of humanity and warding 
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off the threatening dangers. As a matter of fact, some of the maqasid of 
Sharia include justice and equity and it so happens that women have suf-
fered for a long time the practical injustice and inequity caused by unjust 
male hermeneutic tradition. The emerging discipline aims at addressing and 
redressing the injustices of male theology. Muslima Theology is about “the 
growing role played by female Muslim theologians and academics working 
in the field of religious studies who are critically reflecting on their position 
within Islam through making interpretive contributions that challenge the 
prevalent patriarchal readings of religious tradition” and also that put into 
question the fixation and sacredness of male interpreters. Religion is divine, 
but interpretation is human and therefore it’s not a religious sin to subvert 
interpretation. As a matter of fact, the Muslima theologians’ objective is not 
to deconstruct Islam, but to radically reconstruct the tradition from within; 
it promotes the integration of gender as a category of thought and seeks to 
combat fixation and a historicality, as the divine always evolves within the 
limitation of mundane human. As Wadud puts it: “Allah cannot be fixed 
by any one moment, any one text, and any of the multiple interactions with 
that text. But as human knowledge and epistemology continues to develop, 
so do human ideas about Allah” (Wadud 2006, 112).

Some of the reasons that hindered women over the centuries from ven-
turing into the “labyrinths” of reinterpreting the Sacred Texts outside of the 
mainstream male exegesis tradition is the amalgam between Sharia and fiqh.

Mir-Hossieni clearly eliminates confusion between Sharia and fiqh in 
the following citation:

In Muslim belief, sharia – revealed law, literally “the way” – is the to-
tality of God’s will as revealed to the Prophet Muhammad. Fiqh – the 
science of jurisprudence, literally “understanding” – is the process of hu-
man endeavor to discern and extract legal rules from the sacred sources 
of Islam – that is, the Koran and the Sunna (the practice of the Prophet, 
as contained in hadith, Traditions). In other words, while the sharia is 
sacred, universal, and eternal, fiqh is human and – like any other sys-
tem of jurisprudence – subject to change. Fiqh is often mistakenly equated 
with sharia, both in popular Muslim discourses and by politicians and 
academic and legal specialists, and often with ideological intent… (Mir-
Hosseini 2006).

It is only with the denial of the divine nature of the fiqh that the religious 
field is more open to a wider range of intervention including women who 
came to be able to challenge male tradition within the scope of a secular 
human criticism rather than within a challenge of divine orders.  
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Jerusha Tanner Lamptey’s attempt at laying down the contours of a 
growing discipline shows that the work of Muslim women interpreters of 
the Holy Quran represents an alternative conception of difference and is an 
essential resource for two major reasons:

First, women—whether silent, silenced or unheard—have generally suf-
fered from interpretative “voicelessness” within Islamic history; the Islam-
ic interpretative tradition has historically been dominated and controlled 
by men. Thus, the mere inclusion of a largely excluded voice has the poten-
tial to proffer new insights. Second, the central interpretative task of these 
scholars is the elucidation of a Qur’anic conception of human difference, 
specifically sexual/biological difference. Certain elements of this concep-
tion of difference can be generalized and utilized as a guide in articulat-
ing other conceptions of human difference (Lamptey 2007).

In the same vein, Meena Sharify-Funk and Celene Ayat Lizzio position 
themselves within a female-centric tradition critique of “purity norms;” an 
approach which favor “femalestream contemplations of piety, female-centric 
modes of leadership, and female epistemological authority, in this case as 
inspired by engagement with Islamic heritages.” However, the gynocentrism 
of Muslima theology is not meant at substituting the superiority of men by 
a superiority of women and exclusion of male engagement (Lizzio 2007).

The hermeneutic endeavor of Muslima theologians and Muslim femi-
nists was possible thanks to the pioneering work of contemporary Arab-
Islamic philosophers such as Fazlurahman, Mohamed Arkoun, Sadeq Jala 
al-Adm, Bouaali Yassin, Moahamed Abed al-Jabiri, Abdellah Laroui, and 
Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid, to name but these, who put into question a whole 
tradition of ideological, theological, and intellectual legacy. The traumat-
ic effect incurred by Western colonialism prompted the conservative and 
orthodox scholars (the curates of traditional ideologies) together with the 
masses of the Arab-Islamic world to dismiss the Western logosphere and 
epistemological foundations as a threat and disfiguration of the Muslim cul-
tural order. Face to what they see as a parochial stance, the Muslim liberal 
scholars proposed open ways of negotiating Western thought and critically 
revisiting the Muslim heritage, criticizing on the one hand its epistemologi-
cal and epistemic bases, and on the other hand, celebrating Western meth-
odological and pedagogical frameworks. Arkoun, for example, suggests that 
“rational modernism breaks with dogmatic truths of traditional faith and 
dogmatic postulates of a closed system”3 (Arkoun 1996, 43). Laroui opines 
that Western civilization has achieved the best progress that humanity has 
3 Unless otherwise indicated all translations are mine.
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been able to reach so far and that various civilizations across history includ-
ing Arab civilization have contributed to building up what he views as hu-
man or universal civilization. Western civilization as such is multi-handed; 
therefore, the Arabs and Muslims have the right and probably the obliga-
tion to import Western institutions to which they have contributed: demo-
cratic institutions, human rights, women’s rights, technology, and values not 
as Western, but rather as human and universal. This position is meant as an 
answer back to the conservative rejectionist stance towards the West.  

This deconstructive anti-conservative approach helped hone a revision-
ist line of thought and conduce modern Islam to “reconnect with its creative 
past and intellectual legacy that flourished during the period between the 
third and the fourth centuries [AH]. This was a prominent period I referred 
to earlier as Arab humanism” (Arkoun 1996). Interestingly, this citation 
implies that this rational narrative isn’t borrowed from the West; it is rather 
inherent and intrinsic to the Islamic philosophical tradition. Elsewhere Ark-
oun bemoans the scholastic trend of the Arab thought. In his seminal study 
The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought, he essentially ascribes the 
eclipse of innovative rational thought in the Arab-Islamic world to the tri-
umph of the unthinkable and the conscious and unconscious praise of the 
limitation of the space of the thinkable. As he succinctly puts it: “when the 
field of the unthinkable is expanded… the intellectual horizons of reason 
are diminished and its critical function narrowed, and there is little space 
for the unthinkable” (Arkoun 2002, 12). The systematic shrinkage of the 
margin of (l’ inpensé) “the unthought” and (l’ inpensable) the “unthinkable” 
led to the a-historicality and a-spatiality of the very act of thinking and 
interpreting. The corollary guillotine of pluralism based on ideology and 
gender silenced the voices of difference and reason for long centuries. 

The changing social, economic, and ideological conditions faced the 
colonial reality in the beginning of the twentieth century followed by ma-
jor intellectual and ideological shifts starting from the second half of the 
twentieth century kindled by the 1967 Arab defeat known as the Nakba 
polarized the Arab-Islamic world into vehement curators of the “the sacred 
traditions” and the liberal secular holders of reformist ideologies. It is in this 
conjuncture that women as a sociological, interpretive, intellectual, politi-
cal and activist category came to power. Although the liberal line of Arab 
thought did not address women’s issues or addressed them only at a second-
ary level, it opened up horizons of cultural politics that are not monopolized 
by colonial and patriarchal epistemological ideologies.    

It is within the pluralistic and gender-inclusive approach that I will 
examine Moroccan Muslim feminists: Asma Lamerabet and Khadija al-
Battar. The former rereads the Holy Quran from a Muslima perspective 
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and the latter rethinks the male Hadith tradition from a gender perspective 
with particular focus on al-Bukhari’s Sahih. 

I have to clarify here that while it is significantly important that women 
like Amina Wadud addressed Islamic perception of woman by an immedi-
ate and unmediated exploration of the Quran outside of man’s mainstream 
hermeneutic tradition, it should be pointed out that such reading is incom-
plete, for Muslim theology, sharia and fiqh are not exclusively drawn from 
the Quran. The other source of theology that Wadud excluded, particularly 
in Woman and The Quran, is the Prophetic Tradition (Sunna). The latter is 
examined in the work of Muslima scholars like Asma Lamrabet and more 
particularly Khadija al-Battar. 

The reason that makes imperative the examination of the Quran and 
the Hadith side by side rather than in separation is that are both revealed 
and that “the truth does not contradict the truth;” indeed the prophet’s tra-
dition is itself a revelation. In Sura an-Najm, Allah said: “Your companion 
[Muhammad] has not strayed, nor has he erred (53:3). Nor does he speak 
from [his own] inclination. It is not but a revelation revealed” (53: 5). Ac-
cordingly, the egalitarian and equity rhetoric and social justice that perme-
ate the Holy Quran cannot be contradicted in the Prophetic tradition that 
vilifies women and spreads a misogynistic patriarchal discourse. 

In Morocco, a new generation of Muslim feminists aims at rereading 
the Sacred Texts outside of the patriarchal and the colonial hermeneutic 
machines. For example, Asma Lambrabet, director of the Center for Femi-
nist Studies in Islam affiliated to the religious institution Rabita Moham-
media of the Ulema, operates within the principles of a growing school of 
holistic, gender-inclusive, and subversive modern methodology that is fac-
ing strong resistance on the part of the traditional conservative institutions 
and figures. Lambrabet identifies twenty problematic and controversial 
questions that have been at the basis of the perpetuation of a misogynic 
tradition in Islam, on the one hand, and the Western misconceptions of 
Islam on the other hand. These questions include: the origins of the crea-
tion of Eve from Adam’s rib, (in)equality between men and women, men’s 
authority over women, violence against women, stoning as punishment of 
adultery, women’s dress code and the Hijab, interfaith marriage, testimony 
of women. She argues that women need to promote an innovative reform-
ist discourse as “a third way” to counterbalance both the colonial ideology 
and the traditionalist Islamic discourse. On these grounds, she thinks that 
wearing the veil is not an obligation, inheritance laws should be revised, and 
more importantly the educational system, especially Islamic tracks, must be 
reconsidered in the light of the advancements in the universalistic demo-
cratic promises of democracy, human rights, and modernity. 
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She warns us however that while discrimination against women is a 
common characteristic of all cultures, it is almost exclusively associated with 
Muslim societies. She rightly stresses that in “our post-modern and hyper-
globalized world, the correlation between patriarchy and ultraliberalism has 
resulted in new forms of exploitation and domination of women” (Lamra-
bet 2016, 5). Besides, like Fatima Mernissi, especially in her later work, she 
argues that criticism should not be launched against Islam as “a spiritual 
message;” for her it’s not Islam that is oppressive to women, but rather its 
“different interpretations and legal rulings founded by interpretative ideolo-
gies many centuries ago”4 (Lamrabet 2016, 6).

In her revisionist revisit of the Sacred Text, Asma Lamrabet, like Ami-
na Wadud, builds her critical articulations on the premise that the Qur’anic 
rhetoric is often linked to the time and context of its revelation and its 
teachings should be negotiated in line with the circumstances of different 
communities and temporalities.  There is no wonder that in societies like 
Morocco that are still dominated by conservative cultural politics, such a 
re-interpretive act would be encountered by a strong rhetoric of resistance. 
Needless to say that in a social and cultural environment where the rates of 
illiteracy are inauspiciously high more particularly among women, Moroc-
can Muslim feminists’ engagement with the Sacred Texts and with the male 
misogynistic fiqh tradition remains elitist. It did not go grass roots as is the 
case of feminist political activism which managed to mobilize the masses 
around their conservative Islamist ideology at different movement moments 
starting from the early 1990’s. 

For Asma Lamrabet, Muslim scholars as well as laymen built on the 
Qur’anic concept of “quiwama” to legitimize the superiority of men over 
women. This refers to verse 4:34: “Men are in charge ‘qawamun’ of women 
because Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because 
they spend of their property.” The male abusive interpretation of quiwama-
decrees in the name of God the absolute material and moral authority over 
women, which is articulated in the family (wife’s obedience to her husband), 
in politics, and in economy. Lamrabet comes to the conclusion that qui-
wama, as is the case of other Qur’anic concepts, is meant to evolve over time 
especially that the Quran did not assign specific social roles for men and for 
women. For that matter, it should lend itself to evolving (re)interpretations. 
As Morocco is undergoing major socio-economic transformations, the in-
terpretation of the Quran should be fine-tuned to the practical demands 
of life. “Both spouses” she writes “are today confronted with daily real-
ity in which financial co-responsibility has become a fact on the ground” 

4 Italics are the author’s. 
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(Lamrabet 2016, 21). It should be stressed here that 21% of the households 
in Morocco are run by women and that there is a growing number of single 
mothers. On these grounds, Lambrabet doubts that in such cha(llen)ging 
times in the job market the husband alone can support quiwama. She calls 
therefore for “mutual support and shared responsibility” between the two 
spouses and a more egalitarian partnership in the marriage institution in 
accordance with the Qur’anic commandments of social justice. This falls 
into place with the relatively “progressive” provision of the Moroccan Fam-
ily Code which articulates the shift from the wife’s minor status (1957) to 
the status of partnership between the two spouses (2004).  

Although Lamrabet seems to be avant-gardist in her gender-inclusive 
theological intervention, her views can still be dismissed as conservative 
both by Western and Arab liberal-secular scholars and activists. For exam-
ple, she still views women as minor agents that need even in the present 
time “additional measures of protection” equating them with vulnerable be-
ings such as children and the elderly. She is trapped between the demands 
of the liberal narrative and the constraints and resistance of a powerful or-
thodox ideology.

In the same logic, Asma Lamrabet addresses the even more controver-
sial question of hijab. Ever since the early 1990’s, the issue of the Hijab in 
Morocco and elsewhere including in the West became more visible, con-
tributing to a growing polarization between feminists and Islamists. She 
warns us in the beginning as to the common misconceptions about the term 
“Hijab.” She convincingly stresses the slippage and discrepancy between the 
Qur’anic use and the conceptual and practical interpretations of the term. 
Going through the seven instances where the Quran refers to “Hijab” she 
shows that it in no instance indicates the scarf that covers the hair.5 In a 

5 For Fatima Mernissi, the veil (Hijab), which is derived from hajaba, meaning cover and 
hide, is a three-dimensional concept. The first one is visual, that is hiding something from 
sight; the second one is spatial, that is separating, marking a border, establishing a threshold. 
The spatial dimension of the male-female dynamics (the hudud, borders) is central to most 
of the work of Mernissi. The third dimension is ethical; it belongs to the realm of the forbid-
den. The three dimensions cannot be separated from one another and are mainly connected 
to the wives of the Prophet (See Mernissi 1991, 93). For Marnia Lazreg, veiling is both a 
discourse and a practice. “As a discourse,” she contends “it lies at the interface of politics, 
culture, and agency. As a practice, veiling cannot be detached from history.” By means of 
a funny but poignant anecdote, she gives veiling a more social and practical signification 
outside of the overwrought religious dimension. Veiled young girls reminded her of an ex-
perience she had when she was seven as she was playing outside of her home with friends: 
“A boy… had pulled my braids from the back while making lewd movements with his body. 
Alerted by my cries for help, my mother opened the door of our house and took in the scene. 
Since time was of the essence, she could not go back inside and put her white veil. Instead, 
she pulled one of her clogs off her foot and threw it at the boy, missing him. The clog landed 
on my forehead, making a bloody gush. I had a half-inch scar for many years to remember 
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very controversial move, she argues that the verse commonly used to prove 
the “obligation” of the Hijab: “O you who have believed, do not enter the 
houses of the Prophet except when you are permitted for a meal… And 
when you ask [his wives] for something, ask them from behind a separation 
(Hijab).” Quran 33: 53 is addressed to the Prophet’s wives and it was subject 
to specific causes of revelation, aiming at respecting the private life of the 
Prophet. A quick conservative or even layman critical reaction to this argu-
ment is that the Prophet in Islam is a model to be followed by the Muslims 
and his wives are called Muslims’ mothers who are meant likewise to be 
taken as models in faith, behavior, and social roles. 

In her view, the Qur’an does not set up a particular dress code for the 
Muslim women. In the course of her interpretive analysis of the Qur’anic 
regulations of the hijab, Lambrabet discusses another verse that denotes the 
scarf: 

And tell the believing women to reduce [some] of their vision and guard 
their private parts and not to expose their adornment (zinatahunna) ex-
cept that which [necessarily] appears thereof and to wrap [a portion of] 
their headcovers (Khumurihinna) over their chests (Juyubihinna) and 
not to expose their adornment except to their husbands, their fathers, their 
husbands’ fathers, their sons, their husbands’ sons, their brothers, their 
brothers’ sons (Quran 24: 31).

This divine command was subject to a multiplicity of interpretations or 
rather misinterpretations. On the one hand, the Quran uses the term “khi-
mar” rather than hijab which is dominantly adopted by religious and con-
servative scholars. On the other hand, the khimar was used by pre-Islamic 
Arab women “to uncover their neck and upper chest” (Lamrabet 2016, 47).
Lemrabet deliberately indicates a milder form of divine command to refer to 
the divine order of veiling: “The Quran,” she tells us, “invites the believing 
women to fold their scarves (Khimar) over their chests (Juyubihinna) to hide 
the upper part of their busts when they are in public”6 (Lamrabet 2016, 47). 
The slippage between the invitation and order leads her to conclude without 
enough convincing historical, political, theological, and linguistic data and 
explanation that a deliberate semantic shift from “Khimar” as part “of the 
Qur’anic message of liberation and a symbol of dignity” (Lamrabet 2016, 
48) to “Hijab” is a way of “separation” in order to “show them [women] their 

the incident by. Had my mother not been thoroughly socialized in the culture of the veil, 
she would have simply walked the twenty feet or so that separated her from my attacker” 
(Lazreg 2009, 3).

6 Italics are mine. 
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place in society, and exclude them, in the name of Islam, from the socio-
political sphere” (Lamrabet 2016, 48). She implicitly accuses the male ex-
egetical tradition of invention; an invention that was politically and socially 
disempowering to women, for by imposing the veil on women in opposition 
to the divine message “they will lose all the rights acquired at the advent of 
Islam. And the ‘veil’ or Hijab will remain the single powerful indicator of 
the deterioration of Muslim women’s legal status, since they will be secluded 
and excluded from the public space, in the name of this symbol” (Lamrabet 
2016, 48). Imposing the veil on women falls short of the teachings of the 
Quran premised on the general principle: “No compulsion in religion.” As a 
matter of fact, Lembrabet does not fully cover her hair. 

In June 2017, Asma Lamrabet shelled the literalist traditionalist theo-
logians by scathing criticism. She insisted that the religious reformist project 
in Morocco is fragmented and disorganized, calling on the decision mak-
ers to put into place mechanisms that institutionalize the reformist act of 
interpretation. She reiterated that in spite of the dominance of the literalist 
theologians of the religious scene, ijtihad is inevitable. The literalists’ in-
terpretation cannot meet the requirements of the Muslims in the present 
time. Her reformist perspective departs from the necessity to desacralize the 
interpretative heritage without desacralizing the Sacred Texts themselves. 
This process should bring together sociologists, economists, historians etc…. 
to start up an inclusive, realistic, and enlightened rethinking of Muslim 
theology. As it is expected, her “daring” reformist engagement has incurred 
on her the wrath of a huge number of Moroccan internet users.   

Here I shall provide some random samples of reactions following Lam-
rabet’s lecture on “What is our Position vis-à-vis the Reformist Reflection 
on Religious Thought” in Casablanca in June 2017: 

1. You are calling for equality in inheritance, the ban of polygamy, 
recognition of homosexuality… an Islam light!!! I have a better 
solution for you. Why don’t you simply go live with your Judeo-
Christian masters!!! (in French)7

2. I should tell Lemrabet: “Ijtihad is just like the hijab you are wear-
ing. Half of your hair is uncovered!!! Fear God. (in Arabic)

3. These women aim at dismantling Islam from inside; they are more 
threatening to the Islamic nation more than the military of the en-
emy. They combat Islam on behalf of the colonial West. (in Arabic)

4. We want separation between religion and laws; we want a secular 
state, and we want religious marriage and secular marriage separat-
ed. It’s time to make things clear and fight corruption! Who wants 

7 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.
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Islam follows it, and those who don’t want to should follow secular 
law! We are fed up of feminists trying to impose their distorted 
ideas on Islam. (in English)

5. The Islamic Sheikhs excelled at poking their nose in every single 
detail of public and private lives of our societies. Over history, they 
prohibited painting, photography, music, arts, philosophy, printing, 
coffee, television, telephone, pants and things nobody can think of. 
Today, they are combating intellectual freedom, secularism and de-
monize difference. They use all forms of oppression and terrorism; 
they imprison and kill atheists, thinkers, and innovators. But we let 
them know that their endeavor will fail. Humanity has overridden 
you and you won’t be able to control and silence ideas… Enlighten-
ment is coming and change will happen, and you won’t manage to 
stop the deluge… (in Arabic)

This gives us an idea about how the Moroccans from different walks 
of life, ideological affiliations, and social backgrounds address the gender-
inclusive interpretation of the Sacred Texts. This issue requires a fieldwork 
study for a better insight into the sociology of religion in Morocco. 

In her intrepid Fi Naqd al-Bukhari, Moroccan theologian Khadija al-
Battar launched caustic criticism against one of the most established com-
pilers of the Prophetic Traditions, al-Bukhari and his Sahih. She called for 
the desacralization of al-Bukhari who she claims has invented many Ha-
diths less for religious purposes than for political and patriarchal motiva-
tions. In Muslim theological tradition, it’s very adventurous to attack this 
most established compiler; he has the accolade of being the “commander 
of the faithful” of the hadith and his Sahih as second only to the Quran. 
According to her, these titles are undeserved and fail to the first test. The 
enlightened religious scholars of Islam such as Mohamed Ibn Yahya al-Dah-
li, al-Abani, Ibn Dahya, al-Kawthari, al-Ghumari to name but these have, 
in her opinion, undermined these fake titles and have demonstrated that 
al-Bukhari was not erudite and showed considerable inabilities in Hadith 
sciences.

One of the major factors the religious scholars have based their scath-
ing criticism against him is that the content of his compiled Sahih contra-
dicts the Quran, the noble prophetic biography, and the rational spirit of 
Islam (al-Battar 2003). Likewise, she stresses that the Sahih is replete with 
contradictions and mainly with misogynistic statements that are in stark 
opposition to gender equality, social justice, and the high status with which 
Islam endowed woman. For example, he inserted hadiths that woman is cre-
ated of a crooked rib at a time when the Quran says that men and women 
are created of the same soul. Besides, al-Bukhari includes in his compilation 
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a hadith about the circumcision of woman, one associating augury with 
women, and one about the decrease in mind and religion. The hadith reads 
as follows: 

Prophet peace be upon him left for the prayer to the mosque for the Eid 
(Adha or Fitr) and then admonished the people and command them to 
pay charity, therefore called out “O people do pay alms” and then passed 
by women and called out to them: O assembly of women, do pay alms for 
I see you making up the majority in Fire (Hell), and he was asked why/
how is that O Messenger of Allah, he replied: (You women do) excessive 
La’na (Cursing) and ingrate to husbands (refusing them), and Naqisatu 
‘Aqlin Wa Din-in (females decreased in religion and mind).

Khadija al-Battar backs her refutation of this vilifying prophetic saying by 
referring to established religious scholars like al-Shawkani, al-Nawawi, and 
al-Jaziri who argue about a lot of injustices to woman and to the Prophet 
whose statements are revealed by God. 

Al-Battar concludes in an unequivocal manner that incurred on her 
the wrath of the general public and the orthodox scholars that al-Bukhari 
is the embodiment of extremist and irrationalism in Islamic theology. He 
guillotined the principles of enlightenment and reason that are at the heart 
of Islam. His fundamentalist ideology that has shaped cultural politics in 
the Muslim societies over history, being one of the most influential hadith 
compilers, has among other things denied women’s rights and institutional-
ized the patriarchal male-female dynamics. Al-Battar’s deconstructive act is 
certainly one of the major interventions in the process of shaking the bases 
of patriarchal injustice in the name of Islam. 

As it is expected in such revisionist interpretive cases, the conservatives, 
in opposition to the teachings of the Quran “Invite to the way of your Lord 
with wisdom and good advice, and debate with them in the most dignified 
manner” (Quran 16: 126) attacked al-Battaraccusing her of heresy. A con-
siderable number of Moroccan ulema (religious scholars) have used conserv-
ative outlets such as an-Nour Journal and al-Tajdid newspaper to dismiss 
her allegations. The fact that she chose the leftist al-Ahdath al-Maghribiya 
Publications that they claim is affiliated with the Union of Socialist and 
Popular Forces Party to publish her book is seen as a thinly veiled sign that 
her act is ideological. She is used by the left to shake one of the major foun-
dations of the Islam. Besides, they claim that her study is plagiarized; she 
is said to have drawn her material from “her chief who taught her magic” 
Mohamed Arkoun. Although al-Battar is the least mediatized of the Mo-
roccan Muslima theologians, she succeeded in making herself more visible 
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in so much as she attracted the attention of the ulema due to her audacious 
reflections on al-Bukhari.

Conclusion

This paper has shed some light on the importance of innovative gender-
inclusive interpretation of the Sacred Texts which resides in shaking the 
long exegesis tradition preserved by the notion of “the closure of the gate 
of ijtihad.” The ijtihad as jihad was possible thanks to the enlightened work 
of a number of Muslim scholars in the light of the latest developments in 
humanities, history, linguistics, hermeneutics, anthropology, history, femi-
nism, cultural studies, philosophy, and post colonialism. Focus on alterna-
tive histories and agencies brought to the surface new articulations based on 
particularities, gender, specific temporalities, contexts, and circumstances.  

It can be argued that without Muslima theology as a liberating sub-
branch of Islamic feminism, feminism in its activist form would fall short of 
achieving its objectives. As long as male orthodox theologians monopolize 
the religious field, feminism will be incomplete, for the traditionalist and 
literalist exclusive interventions will continue to shape cultural politics at 
an elitist and grassroot levels. The gender turn of theology is seen as an 
answer back to Islamophobia. In a BBC interview on March 19, 2017 with 
SherinKhenkan the founder of the Mariam Mosque, the first-led female 
mosque in Scandinavia, she proudly indicates that “I think that it is very 
difficult today to hold on to the narrative that Muslim women are oppressed 
when they can see that we have Imams.” Her ending note is very powerful: 
“the future of Islam is a woman.” In Morocco, the feminists address dar-
ing issues but they didn’t push through to the question of the imamate or 
political leadership of a woman. The future of feminist activism is gender-
inclusive interpretation of the sacred Texts. 

There are signs in the Moroccan social movements’ horizon that the re-
interpretive process of gender equality is going grassroot. In June 2017, the 
Democratic Association for Moroccan Women launched a campaign called 
O3lach la? (Why not?) to denounce the failure of the implementation of 
the provisions of the 2011 Constitution, especially Article 19. They call for 
more equal rights concerning inheritance and the expansion of the scope of 
ijtihad to end the injustices done to women.
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Sadik Rddad

Maroko feministai ir feministės: tarp aktyvizmo ir 
Muslima teologijos

Santrauka

Atsižvelgiant į iškilusį metodologinį interpretacinį Muslima teologijos reiškinį, šia-
me straipsnyje permąstomas Maroko feminizmas. Analizuojant Maroko musulmonių 
feminisčių Asmos Lamrabet ir Khadijos al-Battar darbus, aptariamas kritinis Mus-
lima teologių požiūris į hermeneutinę Šventųjų Raštų tradiciją, kurioje dominuoja 
vyrai. Straipsnyje kvestionuojamas ideologinis „ijtihad vartų uždarymo“ principas, 
atskleidžiama, kad interpretacinė tradicija yra heterogeniška: ji visada priklausė nuo 
besikeičiančių religinių, politinių ir patriarchalinių sąlygų. Sutelkiant dėmesį į Mus-
lima teologes, siekiama atkurti kai kuriuos sistemiškai ribojamus moteriško inter-
pretacinio naratyvo aspektus ir sugriauti išskirtines vyrų interpretacines normas, pa-
dėjusias formuoti sociokultūrinę realybę, kurioje Islamo vardu pateisinama žemesnė 
moterų padėtis. Šventųjų Raštų interpretacijos, įtraukiančios lyties dėmenį, atveria 
alternatyvias istorijas bei jų veikėjus ir atskleidžia naujas lyties ypatumų, savito lai-
kiškumo, kontekstų bei aplinkybių artikuliacijas. Autorius teigia, kad, jei feminizmas 
neatsižvelgtų į Muslima teologiją, kaip islamiško išlaisvinančio feminizmo atšaką, jis 
negalėtų realizuoti savo politinių tikslų, nes kultūros politiką tiek elito, tiek eilinių 
piliečių lygmeniu ir toliau formuotų tradicionalistinės ir išskirtinai tiesioginės Šven-
tųjų Raštų interpretacijos. 

Reikšminiai žodžiai: Maroko feminizmas, Muslima teologija, Islamo feminizmas, 
Šventieji tekstai, lyties dėmenį įtraukianti interpretacija, lyčių lygybė.
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Promoting Gender Equality in Moroccan 
Educational Institutions: Reality or Illusion? 

Souad Slaoui
Karima Belghiti
Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah University, Morocco 

Abstract. The paper seeks to investigate the extent to which the reproduction of gender inequali-
ties in educational institutions shapes Moroccan students’ identities through the intersection 
between gender stereotypes in the textbooks, manuals and media and the reproduction of tra-
ditional gender roles within family and society as a whole. By so doing, the paper argues that 
despite the fact that Moroccan universities have made good initiatives as far as the culture of 
gender equality is concerned by introducing gender studies course at the university level, the 
traditional gender roles seem to be still reproduced. The study particularly explains why a radical 
change from the pre-schooling to the schooling and the family institution to the higher education 
is important in shaping gender identities of Moroccan university students. It demonstrates that 
to promote the gender equality culture among students all stakeholders (policy makers, the fam-
ily, media, educational institutions, etc.) should collaborate in order to reform the curriculum so 
as to deconstruct the stereotypes generated in the media and textbooks.

Keywords: deconstruction of gender stereotypes, gender equality, higher education, identities. 

Introduction

Morocco is a country where democratic change is making the headlines, 
and where all major institutions have been reformed to suit the progressive 
implementation of democratic practices, thus, it is no longer acceptable for 
a crucial field such as education to be portrayed as “a gender biased” field 
or as a place where students are still discriminated based on their gender. 
Despite the efforts exerted in empowering women and reforming education 
in Morocco, it seems that  gender equality is still lagging behind. In fact, 
both gender and education are engineered by different sources of power and 
authority in the Moroccan culture, which are obviously observed in family 
and media. This is asserted by Sadiqi (2013, 15) who states that “Gender is 
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primarily constructed and reinforced in family socialization and education 
is primarily ‘manufactured’ by state policies.” Equally important, stereo-
types in media and textbooks play a substantial role in the persistence of 
gender inequalities.

The present paper is divided into three sections: the first section pro-
vides a general theoretical background to the study. The second one de-
scribes the methodology used in this research. The study adopts the mixed 
methods approach, which combines both the qualitative and quantitative 
data collection procedures and which targets Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah 
university students as its sample population. The third section provides an 
analysis of the collected data. The last section puts forward a set of strategies 
on how to implement gender equality in the Moroccan education system.

Theoretical framework 

Starting from the assumption made by Nelly et al. (2009, 472), in which he 
claims that “Frequently, when the state expresses concern for gender issues 
in education, it sees the problem as one of equal access to education for both 
girls and boys, and of questions of women’s under representation within 
certain fields of study.” However, the issue goes beyond this limited level 
of understanding since it overlooks the substantial process of socialization 
that is responsible for gender identity formation, the neglect of which yields 
the consolidation of gender stereotypes and, consequently, the persistence of 
gender inequalities despite the initiatives that can be taken by stakeholders 
in this respect. 

Following Stroquist and Fischman (2009), the concept of gender is 
constructed within the social, racial, religious, ethnic and economic condi-
tions of men and women and understanding the intersectionality of gender 
dynamics is crucial to detecting moments in which the creation of new so-
cial attitudes and practices may be fostered.

The sociology of education provides a useful theoretical framework 
for our research questions. This theoretical framework is adopted following 
Volman and Ten Dam’s (1998) perspective with regard to the conception of 
gender identity. In this connection, the two authors note that:

Feminist strategies are still relevant in education as, despite vertical equal-
ity between girls and boys, students still receive different messages at school 
about their capacities, vocation in life and opportunities, and horizontal 
inequality continues to exist in the form of gender-specific educational 
choices. However, if feminist strategies are to acquire a place in education, 
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we feel that it is imperative to understand what gender, gender differences, 
gender inequality and emancipation mean to the present generation of 
students and to accommodate that meaning in educational practice. For 
this reason, we think the concept of “gender identity” is important in the 
sociology of education (Volman, Ten Dam 1998, 530).

Along the lines of the sociology of education as an approach to understand, 
explain and analyze the topic under investigation based on the assumption 
that it is through education that individuals interact in society in a global 
way and with its diverse components, the present study aims to discuss the 
reasons for gender inequalities observed at the university and to determine 
the most critical issues that require vital attention in the context of Mo-
rocco. The study also seeks to reflect upon how to shield and support gender 
equality in Moroccan institutions and eventually to propose a set of general 
recommendations and actions to be taken for their consequential execution.

To address the present issue, two hypotheses have been formulated:
1. It is hypothesized that the way boys and girls are raised and the way 

they are depicted in media and school textbooks strongly shapes 
their identities and their perceptions of the opposite sex.

2.  It is assumed that raising students’ awareness through the introduc-
tion of gender studies courses can promote gender equality.

The study attempts to answer the following research questions:
1. To what extent has gender equality been achieved in Morocco?
2. Who is benefiting the most from it? And in which domains?
3. To what extent does there exist equality between females and males 

within Moroccan families?
4. To what extent are females and males depicted equally in media and 

textbooks?
5. To what extent does gender in/equality in families, textbooks and 

media shape students identity?
6. To what extent and how can the introduction of gender courses help 

decrease gender inequality?
Adopting the mixed methods approach, the study relied on both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection instruments. As to the former, 
a focus group interview was conducted with 19 students (11 females and 8 
males) from the Women and Gender Studies Master Program at the Faculty 
of Letters and Human Sciences-Dhar El Mahraz, Fez. As to the latter, a 
questionnaire was administered to 163 students (97 were females and 66 
were males) from the Department of English Studies at the two faculties of 
Letters and Human Sciences-Dhar El Mahraz and Sais, respectively. Out of 
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the 163 students, 115 students were BA students (semester 6), 42 were MA 
students and 6 students were doctoral students.

Perceptions of gender policies in Morocco

In answer to the question related to whether gender equality has been 
achieved in Morocco, 42% of the respondents disagree with the statement 
saying that gender equality has already been achieved in Morocco for the 
most part as Figure 1 demonstrates:

Figure 1: The extent to which respondents agree with 
the statement “Gender equality has already been 

achieved in Morocco for the most part”

It is worth pointing out that this finding was confirmed by both males 
and females as mentioned by one female respondent who stated, “I don’t 
think there is social equality between men and women.” Similarly, a male 
respondent asserted that “there is no equality between man and woman in 
Morocco.”

The results also revealed that despite the fact that there exists some 
equality between males and females, this equality remains restricted to a 
particular category of Moroccans, namely the elite as Figure 2 demonstrates:
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Figure 2: The extent to which the respondents agree 
with the statement “Morocco’s current work to achieve 
gender equality today seems to benefit mainly the elite”

This can suggest that only favored segments of the society such as intel-
lectuals,  highly educated and upper-class  people are more likely to benefit 
from gender equality in the Moroccan society.  

As far as the domains where gender equality is apparent the most, the 
study revealed that education remains the most predominant area in which 
gender equality is observed as Figure 3 illustrates:

Figure 3: The domains in which gender equality is 
apparent the most

According to Volman and Ten Dam (1998, 530), currently girls remain 
in the education system as long as boys and have quickly caught up with 
them in terms of the level of educational achievement, sometimes even man-
aging to get ahead of them. Reflecting on the status of gender dynamics in 
the Moroccan educational system almost 60 years, Sadiqi (2013, 16) equally 
observed that

The number of female pupils and students has been on the increase at the 
primary, secondary and tertiary levels (over 60% at the tertiary level). 
However, the academic achievement of this female population decreases 
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drastically  when it comes to employment especially in the higher spheres 
of decision making positions in both the private and the public sectors.

This  statement is further confirmed by a female respondent, who asserted 
that females are confined to specific and common jobs (secretary, etc.), saying 
that: “In the job market I don’t think there is equality because the criteria of 
choosing employees in positions like secretary are different, directors surely go 
for females, they should be well presented the way they talk, you know [sic].”

While referring to the less frequent presence of females in leadership 
positions in politics, another female respondent noted that according to the 
way Moroccans understand the Islamic culture and interpret religious texts 
only men should be leaders:

In leadership positions, we see a lot more men than women, so I think it 
is because of the misinterpretation of the religious texts and culture. We 
really see that a man is the one that directs a whole family and children 
and society and then the employees. 
`

Factors behind gender in/equality in Morocco

Once the respondents were asked to rank the institution of family, school 
and media according to their responsibility for gender inequality in Moroc-
co, the family institution stood at the top of the list as Figure 4 demonstrates:

 
Figure 4: Factors behind gender in/equality 

           
According to the findings, there are two major ways in which gender 

inequality is manifested in Moroccan families: inequality in the way girls 
and boys are raised and the different gender roles assigned to each sex.

The majority, 82% of the respondents, reported that girls and boys do not 
receive an equal treatment during their upbringing as Figure 5 demonstrates:
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Figure 5: Whether boys and girls are raised equally 

When asked to provide the reasons behind this unequal upbringing, 
the replies can be presented as follows: 27% of the respondents claimed that 
boys were believed to be the hope and future of the family, and 23% of the 
respondents also viewed the boys as the men of the house. However, 21% of 
the respondents reported that girls’  ultimate place was in the kitchen and 
their husband’s house, and 8% of them opted for the claim that girls were 
not as strong and intelligent as boys as the Figure 6 clearly demonstrates:

Figure 6: Reasons behind the unequal upbringing of boys 
and girls

What can be deduced from the above statistical findings is that the 
patriarchal mentality has a direct influence on parenting. One female re-
spondent confirmed this  finding by arguing that  “parents still hold the 
idea that girls are inferior to boys, they shouldn’t travel, and they shouldn’t 
do things like boys who are more privileged than girls.” Likewise, another 
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female respondent noted that: “[….] the surrounding of the person (like 
the family) plays a huge role in gender issues. For example, parents raise 
their girls to be future mothers and show boys how to be strong and never 
cry.”

Further evidence in support of the above findings can be drawn from 
the focus group conducted in which one of the agents behind this unequal 
upbringing was found to be women themselves as claimed in the following 
statement of a male interviewee: “We find the first institution that enforces 
the domination of man over women is women themselves. Women are said 
to be the transformers of culture from one generation to another.” Another 
male interviewee even went a step further by considering women as respon-
sible for reinforcing patriarchal mentalities within families as he pointed 
out in the following testimony: “I just want to talk about patriarchy, people 
associate this word mainly with men and they ignore there are women who 
enhance or enforce the idea of patriarchy in our contexts.”

The respondents also displayed various points of view regarding the 
issue of gender roles dynamism as Figure 7 demonstrates: 

Figure 7: Respondents’ perceptions of the roles and 
responsibilities expected from both genders

Although a first glance at Figure 7 may suggest that gender roles in 
Moroccan families are changing, these changes are merely limited to equal 
access to higher education and relative treatment of women with respect. 
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Nonetheless, some traditional roles are still maintained: such as raising chil-
dren, doing housework, taking care of babies, being beautiful, taking care of 
children’s education, etc. Even  worse, the above findings demonstrate that 
women are even expected to be illiterate, subject to violence (domestic and 
other types) and even tolerate and resist violence for the sake of maintaining 
the stability in the family.

The last two views on women’s expected roles are consolidated by one 
of the male interviewees who states that:  

Males are supposed to be strong, taking and making hard decisions, hav-
ing a good job position and a better salary than women. In contrast, fe-
males are the only creature who is supposed to take care of their children 
and take responsibility of them; they are supposed to be housewives in its 
real sense. They should tolerate all kinds of abuse and harassment to keep 
their homes safe. They do not have to be involved in political issues and 
decision-making positions. Furthermore, they are good at cooking, wash-
ing and shopping [sic].

 
What happens within the family institution seems to become more promi-
nent in schools through textbooks and tends to be further consolidated in 
media through the stereotypes against women as one of the female inter-
viewees noted: 

Women in textbooks and media are represented as either nurses or house-
wives. The roles attributed to them do not require a sufficient level of 
intelligence whereas men are constructed as being both emotionally and 
physically powerful agents who can take care of decision making in poli-
tics. The language used in both media and textbooks is gendered. 

Based on the data elicited from the respondents, gender inequality in text-
books and schools can be articulated in four major ways, the first of which 
is the use of stereotypical  language to describe both genders as illustrated 
below in Figure 8:
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Figure 8: The ways gender inequalities are consolidated 
in textbooks and schools

Gender inequalities are commonly consolidated at schools through the 
teachers’ stereotypical language as a male interviewee stated: “Professors be-
ing male or female always have this implication that boys are smarter than 
girls.” Another male interviewee further stated that teachers pass and incul-
cate faulty messages: “What I was taught by some professors at high school 
is proven wrong, I don’t say that males are more intelligent than females [...] 
If you tell students they [women] are inferior they will believe so.”

What can be deduced from the above findings is that there is an over 
presence of the sexist language and stereotypes in comparison to the de-
bate over gender issues as pointed out by Ennaji (2013, 25) who asserts that 
“Teacher education textbooks, for example, allocate minimal space to gen-
der issues and at times give the topic little importance.” Kane summarizes 
this point by arguing that “Education reproduces rather than challenges 
social inequality” (Kane 1995, 74).

As far as gender representations are concerned, the findings gener-
ally revealed that media present gender inequality via different tools and 
normalize gender inequality as a female interviewee claimed:  “women are 
largely depicted as housewives, weak, dependent and beautiful while men 
are depicted as intelligent and strong who guide women and save lives, so 
media play an essential role [sic] in normalizing gender roles.” More par-
ticularly, media foster gender inequality  in advertising and print media as 
Figure 9 shows:
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Figure 9: The ways gender inequalities are consolidated 
in media

In advertising, for instance, women’s roles are restricted to the house-
hold as clearly expressed by a female interviewee: “Advertising enhances the 
fact that women are only housewives and they have to take care of their 
children and their husbands and it also promotes the idea that housework is 
for women.” Print media promote stereotypes and misrepresentations about 
women prescribing them only secondary and submissive roles in comparison 
to men. This is made clear by a male interviewee who states that: “[…] the 
representation of Moroccan women in newspapers [in the research] which 
I am conducting … women witness stereotypes and misrepresentations in 
most cases and in most critical domains. They are depicted as a subordinate, 
submissive, illiterate, sexually constrained, powerless group… etc.”.

Gender inequality and students’ identity

As demonstrated in Figure 10, it is clearly obvious that gender inequality in 
the family, school and media institutions shapes students’ identities as 49% 
of the respondents confirmed this statement.
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Figure 10: The extent to which gender inequality in 
family, textbooks and media shapes students’ identity

The above findings are rooted in theories such social constructivist the-
ory. For instance, scholars like Lloyd and Duveen (1992) among others, ar-
gue that identity is derived from different groups or domains encountered by 
an individual. Viewed from another perspective, Giddens (1991) argues that 
the development of identity is a “lifelong project” in which self-image and 
the way a person sees her/his own life are repeatedly constructed and recon-
structed according to the meanings and values that exist in society. 

Gender courses and gender equality 

To test the hypothesis formulated in this research, students were asked about 
their opinions on the extent to which the introduction of gender courses 
can help decrease gender inequalities at the university level. The majority of 
the respondents showed positive attitudes as Figure 11 below demonstrates: 

Figure 11: Whether the introduction of gender courses 
can help decrease gender inequality
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Supporting the statistical findings, one male interviewee argued 
that  “Education is the key to abolish gender inequality.” The same state-
ment was equally confirmed by a female interviewee who stressed the fact 
that “[…]  education is one of the most important factors that can lead to 
gender equality in Morocco.” 

When asked about the level at which gender courses should be intro-
duced, the majority of the respondents opted for the primary level of educa-
tion as Figure 12 demonstrates:

Figure 12: The level of education at which gender 
courses should be introduced

The choice of the primary level was supported by two motives. The first 
one is the belief that the deconstruction of gender stereotypes since the early 
age is easier as one female interviewee claims: “We should deconstruct the 
idea that Ali is by his desk and Amina is in the kitchen; the child should 
learn to consider a woman as equal human being.” A similar assumption is 
made by Davies (cited in Volman, Ten Dam 1998, 542) who showed how 
school children could be given access to discourses which enabled them to 
reflect on traditional gender discourse. The second motive has to do with 
the assumption that ideas are easier to mold or inculcate in children as 
stated by a female interviewee: “children will accept these rules more than 
adults.”  This idea is also supported by developmental psychologists whose 
theories assume that the formation of the gender consciousness develops 
since early childhood. This question has been thoroughly analyzed from a 
feminist perspective since the 1970s (see Volman, Ten Dam 1998).

During the focus group conducted with students, they expressed their 
agreement with the following two strategies as the best tools of introducing 
gender courses. The first one has to do with the design of effective teaching 
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materials as one male interviewee suggested: “The primary focus should be 
concerned with the kind of materials used to address such issues (textbook, 
alternative media, etc.) for they are the vehicle of raising awareness – a major 
aim of the intended courses.” The second strategy focuses on the importance 
of practice over theory. This is made clear in the interviewee’s statement in 
which she said:  “We should teach them […] activities by involving girls in 
things that boys do and vice versa. We should teach them how to be equal 
to each other; there are many tools to do so.” This is further backed up by 
a male interviewee who stated  that “gender courses should be introduced 
by some practical activities because children usually imitate their models – 
parents and teachers.”

The majority of the respondents reported that gender courses can help 
reduce gender inequalities in various ways as illustrated in Figure 13.

Figure 13: Ways gender courses can help students

Based on the findings presented above, the first way that gender cours-
es can help is that they can raise students’ awareness towards the concept 
of gender equality. Another way of achieving gender equality can be done 
through changing students’ perceptions of gender roles and responsibilities. 
A further way can be to urge students to change the beliefs and perceptions 
of their surroundings. The last two ways can help in eradicating gender ste-
reotypes and urging students to be gender activists.

It is worth mentioning that only 22% of the respondents reported that 
gender courses cannot help decrease gender inequality.  The main reasons 
for that, in their opinion, is that the traditions and families foster gender 
inequalities no matter what is done and that men and women can never 
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be equal. Besides, they also opted for the fact that the course may be too 
theoretical.

Case study: women and gender studies MA 
students, SMBAU-FLDM-Fez

To cross-check and testify the validity of the quantitative findings and the 
second hypothesis assumed in this research, a focus group was conducted 
with MA students specialized in gender studies. 

Five major motives behind the choice of Gender Studies as a field of 
specialty by the interviewed students have been identified. The first motive 
lies in the students’ interest in the situation of Moroccan women and their 
exclusion from decision making positions as stated by a female interviewee: 

 As a Moroccan female, I am interested in the situation of women in the 
Moroccan society and because it resembles the situation of other women 
in the third world there is exclusion of women from a lot of domains and 
fields like […] politics and decision making.

Another motive has to do with the questioning of what is taken for granted 
as one male interviewee pointed out:  “I have chosen this master program, 
because it aims at questioning what has been taken for granted.” Another 
reason stated by the respondents is to have the opportunity to prove wom-
en’s competence. This was made clear in one of the female interviewees’ tes-
timony: “I am also interested in going forward and proving the competence 
of Moroccan women.” An additional motive which consists of understand-
ing  the other and avoiding  gender prejudice  was emphasized by another 
male interviewee who states that:

Gender studies [….] will give you the opportunity to understand the other 
be it male or female, to understand what they are doing and to not mis-
judge them based on their gender or appearance. It is enriching and helps 
people have a distance from how we perceive the others; it is a plus for me 
as a human being to understand the others.

The last motive is  to readdress the domination of men over women and 
deconstruct stereotypes, which was stressed by a male interviewee who 
says:  “First, being born in a patriarchal society, doing gender studies is an 
opportunity to try to redress the domination of men over women and to de-
construct the stereotypes about women and females as subordinate to men.”
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Based on the qualitative findings, we came to the conclusion that the 
impacts of taking gender courses can be considered as a process which varies 
from the initial stage of becoming aware of the issue to the stage of reconsid-
ering one’s beliefs and others, through reconsidering one’s perceptions of the 
other sex up to the final stage of changing others’ beliefs and deconstructing 
stereotypes. The schema below summarizes the different impacts of intro-
ducing gender courses at the university level: 

Schema 1: The impact of taking Gender courses at the 
university level

The chart below comprises testimonies from various interviewees on 
the different stages represented in Schema 1 to better illustrate the ulti-
mate goal sought in taking gender courses, which is to raise and implement 
the culture of gender equality in the different institutions including family, 
school, media, etc.

Conclusions and recommendations

The findings of our research confirm the two hypotheses formulated in 
this study. Firstly, gender inequalities in the family, media and schools were 
proved to shape students’ identities. Secondly, the hypothesis that introduc-
ing gender courses can promote gender equality at Moroccan universities 
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was strongly justified. Nonetheless, the fact that some MA students’ opin-
ions and attitudes towards gender equality were very skeptical and some-
what negative though they were registered in a Gender Studies Master Pro-
gram raise questions concerning the role of university and higher education 
in gender socialization. Tertiary education is expected to promote gender 
equality among its students; however, in the Moroccan context, the strong 
patriarchal mindset seems to overshadow the many attempts done by both 
national and international stakeholders to enhance the equality between 
the sexes in the Moroccan educational system, which makes these endeavors 
appear to be more like an illusion than a reality. 

Given the fact that the involvement of parents, school, media, etc. can 
only stimulate but not impose gender equality in the Moroccan educational 
system manufactured by the government, this study puts forward the fol-
lowing recommendations (the collaboration between all institutions is im-
perative in order to promote a genuine gender equality in Morocco):

• At the family level, it is suggested that fighting gender inequality in 
parenting should be done by educating parents.

• Concerning schooling, it is proposed that introducing gender equal-
ity concepts from primary level to university can help implementing 
the culture of gender equality.

• As far as media are concerned, the revision of media programs will 
reinforce gender equality.

• Most importantly, a genuine collaboration between all stake-hold-
ers (policy makers, parents, teachers, students, media outlets, etc.) 
can only lead to the implementation of the culture of gender equity 
in the Moroccan society.
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Lyčių lygybė Maroko švietimo institucijose: realybė ar 
iliuzija?

Santrauka

Šiuo straipsniu siekiama išanalizuoti, kaip lyčių nelygybių reprodukavimas švietimo 
institucijose formuoja marokiečių studentų tapatybes, kokią įtaką joms daro lyčių ste-
reotipai, atpažįstami vadovėliuose, žinynuose, žiniasklaidoje, ir lyčių vaidmenys šei-
moje bei visuomenėje. Pasak autorių, nors Maroko universitetuose jau galima įžvelgti 
teigiamų iniciatyvų, susijusių su lyčių lygybe (pvz., organizuojami lyčių studijų kur-
sai), ten vis dar vyrauja tradiciniai lyčių vaidmenys. Straipsnyje paaiškinama, kodėl 
būtina iš esmės kitaip formuoti Maroko universitetų studentų lyčių tapatybes, jiems 
pereinant nuo pradinio išsilavinimo prie aukštojo mokslo. Skatinant lyčių lygybę tarp 
studentų, visos suinteresuotosios šalys (politiką formuojantys asmenys, šeima, žinias-
klaida, švietimo institucijos etc.) turėtų bendradarbiauti, siekdamos reformuoti mo-
kymosi planus ir dekonstruoti stereotipus, paplitusius žiniasklaidoje bei vadovėliuose.

Reikšminiai žodžiai: lyčių stereotipų dekonstravimas, lyčių lygybė, aukštasis moks-
las, tapatybės. 
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Gender-based Violence in Morocco: 
Domestic Violence as a Case in Point

Hayat Naciri
Sultan Moulay Slimane University, Morocco

Abstract. Domestic violence is a universal social phenomenon. It plagues all societies worldwide. 
Undoubtedly, Morocco is no exception. This phenomenon is becoming more and more epidemic; 
it seriously threatens and dramatically affects the very fabric of Moroccan society.  Although a 
considerable research has been devoted to domestic violence, less attention has been paid to its re-
percussions and the approaches that would help to eliminate it. In Morocco, violence is overlooked 
rather than being acknowledged and acted against. This paper focuses on the gender dimension 
of domestic violence in Morocco. It underlines the blindness of the existing studies to the complex 
causes and effects of domestic violence in the country. The paper departs from a conviction that 
domestic violence is a merely criminal act that should be questioned and corrected by promoting 
and empowering the status of women in Moroccan society. It approaches this phenomenon from 
its multi-dimensional perspective in order to underline its social, cultural, legal and economic 
aspects and implications.

Keywords: domestic violence, Morocco, gender dimension, women.

Introduction

One summer evening last year, as a couple of my friends Siham and 
Hananewere on their way to a nearby pharmacy not very far from the 
Meknès Central Market to buy some medicines for their bedridden father, 
a wildly shrieking man attacked Siham who was wearing what looked 
like expensive gold bracelets, and started beating her, accusing her of hav-
ing left the family home without permission, while surreptitiously trying 
to steal her jewelry. The yelling and beating went on without a single 
passer-by stepping in to protect the woman, assuming that this was a pri-
vate quarrel between husband and wife or brother and sister. What they 
failed to notice was that the man was actually trying to steal the young 
woman’s gold bracelets. It is only when Hanane confronted and neutral-
ized the assailant, using her self-defense skills some men stepped in to lend 
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a helping hand because they had realized that this was real violence and 
not some “ legitimate” wife or sister-beating, most viewed as a private mat-
ter! (from my female friend’s story)

This real-life story clearly indicates that for most Moroccans there exists a 
category of “legitimate” violence, especially when it is directed to women, 
wives, daughters or sisters. This violence is often exerted only within the 
confines of the domestic space but it often spills into the public sphere with-
out being checked by the general public or even by law enforcement officers. 
If challenged by close relatives or outsiders, it takes the form of intercession 
and mercy seeking. Many view domestic violence as a strictly private matter 
if the persons involved are spouses, parents and children. Domestic violence 
is opposed only when parents become victims of their children. 

In the minds of many, domestic violence against women is condoned 
by Islam and is therefore legitimate. The Quran, however, has repeatedly 
exhorted men to be fair in their dealings with their spouses, but the average 
Muslim recalls only the Quranic surah that states that

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has 
given the one more (strength) than the other, and because they support 
them from their means. Therefore, the righteous women are devoutly 
obedient, and guard in (the husband’s) absence what Allah would have 
them guard. As to those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-
conduct, admonish them (first), (Next), refuse to share their beds, (And 
last) beat them (lightly); but if they return to obedience, seek not against 
them Means (of annoyance): For Allah is Most High, great (above you 
all) (Quran 4:34).

Islam requires men to treat their wives kindly and to protect them; they 
should be checked only if a husband fears infidelity. When the marital life 
is no longer possible because of disagreements, Islam requires men to di-
vorce their spouses although divorce is considered as abghad al halal. The 
patriarchal structure of the Moroccan society and the ensuing economic 
and psychological dependence of women have reinforced the belief among 
the majority of men that their wives and children are their own “thing” and 
that they can do with them whatever they please. 

If this has been true to a large extent in the Moroccan context, this 
“right” has been largely challenged in Western countries to which Moroc-
cans have emigrated. The emigrant community is full of stories of distraught 
husbands and fathers who had to bear the brunt of the law of their country 
of residence because their spouses had taken the matter of domestic violence 
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to court, or because social services threatened to take their children away 
because of continued bad treatment.  

Morocco has enacted a very progressive family law in 2004, which, in 
the words of Fatima Harrak, “constitutes a landmark in the history of Mo-
roccan women’s struggle for equality” and ratified a number of international 
agreements designed to protect women and children’s rights.

This new legislation […] upholds the principle of equality between men 
and women through the introduction of the joint and equal responsibility 
within the family, equality in terms of rights and obligations within the 
household, and suppression of guardianship of a male member of the fam-
ily. Other provisions for equality between men and women include equal 
minimum age of marriage for men and women, the principle of divorce 
by mutual consent under judicial supervision. Furthermore, dissolution 
of marriage via divorce becomes the prerogative of both husband and wife 
under the judicial supervision of a judge, thereby ending a husband’s right 
to unilateral repudiation of his wife (Harrak 2004, 7).

All of these efforts, notwithstanding, women continue to suffer from wide-
spread domestic violence. 

This paper is an attempt to study domestic violence in Morocco, bear-
ing in mind that violence against women is a global phenomenon, a sort of 
epidemic that touches all societies and cultures with varying degrees of viru-
lence. The scholarly community, NGOs such as Amnesty International and 
the United Nations have devoted considerable resources to study, denounce 
and combat this phenomenon. But if Western countries have done a great 
deal to study and document this tragedy, most developing countries, includ-
ing Morocco, have no reliable data concerning domestic violence because

In Arab and Islamic countries, domestic violence is not yet considered a 
major concern despite its increasing frequency and serious consequences. 
[…] The indifference to this type of violence stems from attitudes that do-
mestic violence is a private matter and, usually, a justifiable response to 
misbehavior on the part of the wife. […] religious justifications, plus the 
importance of preserving the honor of the family, lead abusers, victims, 
police and health care professionals to join in a conspiracy of silence rather 
than disclosing these offences (Douki, Nacefet et al. 2003, 165–171).

According to a national survey conducted by the High Commission for Plan-
ning (HCP) on the pervasiveness of violence against women, in 2009, 3.7 
million married females in Morocco (55%) endured domestic abuse by their 
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husbands. The study also revealed that 13.5% of women aged 18–64 have 
been victims of violence inflicted by a family member, totaling 1.3 million 
females. Domestic violence in urban areas reached 56.1% against 53.3% in 
rural areas. Meanwhile, family violence in urban areas reached 14.3% against 
12.3% in rural areas. With regard to the types of domestic violence, the study 
revealed that in the conjugal environment, the most pervasive form of abuse 
was psychological violence (38.7%) followed by the infraction of individual 
freedom (30.3%) and insults/verbal humiliation (22.4%). Threats of aggres-
sion and physical abuse ranked 6.6 and 5.7%, respectively. With regard to 
family violence, the most common form was emotional abuse at 10.3%, and 
verbal humiliation at 6.1%. In terms of the socio-economic characteristics of 
the victims of domestic violence, 61.6% are under the age of 40, come mainly 
from urban areas (60.3%), lack formal education (56.8%) and were married 
before the age of 25. On the other hand, most women who suffered domestic 
violence within the family setting were women aged 30 (69.8%) from urban 
areas (63.1%) (Moroccan Haut Commissaire au Plan 2011).

Causes of domestic violence against women

There is a variety of factors that contribute to the unequal power relations 
between men and women. These factors include alcohol and drugs, societal 
factors, and the socio-economic forces.

Alcohol and drugs

In Morocco, alcohol and drugs affect badly the marital relationship. Under 
the influence of these substances men become violent and act aggressively 
and abusively against their wives. This act of violence is directed not only 
against wives but also against the vulnerable children, subjecting them to a 
range of dangers that might profoundly affect their future. This could lead 
one to believe that there is a strong relationship between violence and the 
use of alcohol and other drugs. The US Department of Justice reports that 
according to a 1994 study, 61% of offenders of domestic abusers and over 
50% of spouses accused of murdering their spouse were under the influence 
of drugs or alcohol on the day of the murder. There is a definite statistical 
correlation between substance abuse and domestic violence indicating that 
the regular abuse of drugs or alcohol is the highest leading risk factor to 
violence within a family or intimate relationship. However, even if drugs 
and alcohol may not be a direct cause of violence, they may be a trigger in 
creating an argument or conflict. So, it is worthwhile to say that excessive 
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consumption of alcohol and drugs is deemed one of the causative factors 
in making Moroccan women undergo and experience a certain number of 
distinct kinds of violence.

Societal factors  

Morocco, like most of Arab countries, is a patriarchal society in which 
women are relegated to a secondary position after men. Perceptions of the 
legitimacy of men’s violence to intimate partners are constituted through 
the agreement with the notion that men should be dominant in households 
and intimate relationships and they should have the right to enforce their 
dominance through physical chastisement.

In the family and social institutions, socialization strengthens male’s 
sexual power and disempowers women. The patriarchal belief system pre-
sumably contributes to the incidence of wife assault both by creating in 
males the expectation that their wishes will not be opposed by their wives 
and by justifying the use of violence to enforce the expectation.

The ideology of patriarchy holds that male supremacy is natural and 
that control of women and strong reactions to their insubordination is vital. 

Violence against women stems from unequal power relations between 
men and women. It is most common within societies that give men pri-
ority rights over women, and where appropriate gender roles are strictly 
defined, where punishment of women and children is accepted. The tra-
ditional distribution of roles in the society still exists in reality notwith-
standing some progress in declarations (UN Report on violence against 
women 2015).

While public violence is recognized and publicly condemned, domestic 
abuse is justified and considered by everyone including the victim, justice, 
police, families and health professionals as a private and familial matter 
rather than criminal act requiring interference. They even go beyond that to 
legitimize it. This perception has a great impact on the victim who becomes 
reluctant to report the husband’s violence and perpetuation. This suggests 
that women encounter the greatest danger indoors, usually within the con-
fines of their social networks and particularly their own homes, from men 
who are “familiar and familial” and who are supposed to be their protec-
tors. These men are rarely classified as criminal offenders. The family denies 
it is happening. They believe that wife belongs to her husband. Additionally, 
for the family, the marital ties must be preserved at all costs. 
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This assumption of their inferiority springs from Moroccan cultural 
beliefs and norms that trivialize women’s role in the Moroccan society. Un-
fortunately, the Moroccan patriarchal structure creates the necessary condi-
tions for a conflict model of gender relations that comes to govern the lives 
of men and women in Morocco. Moreover, women are divested of their hu-
man right because men have inclination to fear their emerging position in 
the patriarchal society. Even though women have endeavored to revolt and 
change their status within society and get higher position at the political, 
economic and educational level, they are still obliged to lag behind. In this 
vein, Fatima Sadiqi states that

North African family structure is generally headed by the father and the 
father’s male mileage and is legally founded on blood relations. The pa-
triarchal system is built on the exclusion of women from spaces of public 
power and by the sanction of all forms of physical and moral violence 
against them in these spaces. Women’s freedom is seen as a challenge to 
the patriarchal social fabric and men’s status quo. It is in the family that 
women are initiated into their role of guardians of social organization. 
This initiation is channeled through a rigid system of kinship relations 
and rituals, and taboo (Sadiqi 2006, 6).

Socio-economic factors

Economically speaking, domestic violence in Morocco stems from the fact 
that women are economically dependent on men as providers for their fami-
lies. They also have limited access to education and training which leads to 
the limited access to employment in addition to discriminatory laws regard-
ing maintenance and child custody after divorce. One of UNESCO’s reports 
stated that “Poverty and illiteracy are closely linked which go together eve-
rywhere in the world.” Both poverty and illiteracy are part of the complex 
system of deprivation and discrimination. Unemployment is a crucial factor 
contributing to violence directed against women in Morocco. Wives who do 
not have a job are more likely to be vulnerable to violence than wives who 
have a job. Thus, for these economic reasons women have the tendency to 
respond passively to this victimization shown by their husbands. And the 
most compelling reason for such behavior is that these women feel unpro-
tected economically and socially. According to Loubna Skalli (2001), “Most 
women become economically dependent after divorce and widowhood es-
pecially if they did not have a paid job prior to this change in their marital 
status. Nearly four out of ten women return to their parents’ home after 
divorce, more out of financial dependence than personal choice.” Women 
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who are affected by illiteracy are usually weak and do not have the power 
to defend their benefits and interests, as the illiterates who are often poor 
live in dependency and subordination associated with an absence of social 
justice and protection either in their relation with society or state institu-
tions. In view of this, illiterate women represent an oppressed category; they 
have no effect on the stream of events, they feel inferior since they depend 
on others in many things of their daily life. Paulo Freire (1974) calls this 
situation “the silence culture of the oppressed.” Thus, illiteracy and depend-
ency stemming from it make illiterate women deprived. 

Effects of domestic violence against women in 
Morocco

Violence against women continues to be a global epidemic that has physi-
cal, psychological, sexual and economic repercussions. It is one of the most 
pervasive of human rights violations denying women self-esteem, equality, 
dignity and freedom (UNICEF 2000).

Physical outcomes of domestic violence

Little attention has been paid to the serious health repercussions of abuse 
and the health needs of women and girls who experienced violence in Mo-
rocco. Domestic violence against women leads to significant physical conse-
quences, some with fatal outcome. Although it represents only one of many 
forms of violence, physical violence is among the more visible forms. As-
saults result in injuries ranging from fractures and bruises to chronic dis-
abilities such as partial or total loss of hearing or vision, and burns may lead 
to disfigurement (WHO Consultation 1996). Studies in many countries 
have shown high levels of violence during pregnancy resulting in risk to the 
health of both the mother and unborn fetus. In the worst cases, domestic 
violence may result in the death of a woman. Moreover, assaulted women 
have a high incidence of stress-related illnesses such as depression, eating 
and sleeping disturbance, addiction, elevated blood pressure, anxiety, fear 
and panic attacks. In the worst cases when the victim is extremely depressed 
there is no other way but suicide (WHO Consultation 1996).

Similarly, a great number of girls and women in Morocco suffer from 
violence and its consequences because of their sex and their unequal sta-
tus in society. According to a national study conducted by Morocco’s High 
Commission for Planning, the National Institute for Statistical Analysis 
in 2011 on the prevalence of violence against women, 62.8% of women in 
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Morocco aged 18-64 had been victims of some form of violence during the 
year preceding the study and 48% had been subjected to psychological abuse 
(Moroccan Haut Commissaire au Plan 2011). This same study found that 
55% of these acts of violence were committed by the victim’s husband, and 
the violence was reported by the wife in only 3% of such cases. Another 
2011 report identified that in cases of violence against women, the perpetra-
tor is the husband in eight out of ten cases. Women who have experienced 
physical, sexual or psychological violence suffer a range of health problems, 
often in silence. They have poorer physical and mental health, suffer more 
injuries, and use more medical resources than non-abused women (Human 
Right Watch 2012).

Psychological outcomes of domestic violence

Domestic violence constitutes a serious public health problem and is a ma-
jor contributor to psychiatric symptomatology in women in both the de-
veloped and developing world. However, when one compares the literature 
of violence against women in both places, the difference seems to lie in its 
public condemnation (Saif El Dawla 2000). And it is critical to ascertain 
that the psychological effects of violence are more harmful and long-lasting 
than physical consequences. The result of violence directed against women 
is their dehumanization, derision and humiliation that engender a sense of 
insecurity and fear in female victims. It prevents them from leading inde-
pendent lives and fully participating in the life of a family, community and 
society at large.

This demonstrates that contrary to the common assumption that it is 
just a bruise or a fracture, violence is much more profound and detrimen-
tal to the mental health and the wellbeing of Moroccan women. In this 
context, using the term “battered” Lyn Shipway indicates that the impacts 
of the psychological violence towards women are often hidden and serious:

…conjures up an image of a woman lying beaten and bleeding… whereas 
the reality is that injuries may well be hidden and the damage virtually 
undetectable to the naked eye. Growing evidence confirms that countless 
women live their lives in constant fear and degradation, suffering severe 
psychological and emotional abuse perhaps without the accompanying 
broken bones and bruises. The abuse may be incessant whilst the physical 
violence is only periodic, but the result remains the same, a woman is be-
ing abused and therefore violated (Shipway 2004, 3).
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Through violence, women are denied their existence as human beings. Un-
doubtedly, this lack of self-esteem, stress, debasement and feeling of humili-
ation would hinder women’s productivity and creativity. These feelings do 
not affect women only; they influence their families, children and the entire 
community. Thus, changing the situation begins with a decisive refusal of 
the Moroccan women’s secondary and inferior position granted to them by 
the patriarchal society. The Moroccan women should have courage to revolt 
against these stereotypes and unjust treatments which lead to their lack of 
self-confidence and self-esteem. 

Impact of domestic violence on children

Children are also affected by domestic violence even if they are not direct 
victims. It was proved that many of these children who have witnessed do-
mestic violence or have themselves been battered often exhibit health and 
behavior problems, including frustration, instability, confusion and anger.  
These feelings become barriers to their being close to their parents. It also 
makes them distant from their partners when they become adults. Some 
children may take out their frustration in school or in social relationships. 
They may have difficulty at school and find it hard to develop close and 
positive friendships. Instead, these children become either withdrawn or 
aggressive. They may try to run away or even display suicidal tendencies 
(UNICEF 2000). Thus, it is possible to say that violence is inherited from 
generation to generation:

Gender-based violence can have a severe impact on the physical health, 
growth and developmental health of the child. The psychological impact of 
abuse (or witnessing abuse) can also have a devastating impact on mental 
and wellbeing and can affect bonding and attachment between parent 
and a child (Impact of gender-based violence on children 2013).

There is a strong evidence that children who either witnessed such violence 
or are subject to violence themselves are more likely as adults to adhere to 
violence-supportive attitudes (and to perpetrate violence). Thus, witnessing 
or experiencing violence while growing up has a direct impact on the per-
petration of violence against spouses and it also influences attitudes that in 
turn affect the perpetration of violence (Markowitz 2001, 207–208). A me-
ta-analysis of 118 studies suggests that children who witness inter-parental 
violence show more negative psychosocial outcomes than children who wit-
ness only other forms of inter-parental conflict or aggression (Kitzmann,  
Gaylord, Holt, Kenny 2003).
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Approaches to curb domestic violence against 
women

Stopping violence directed against women is a very challenging task that 
requires various preventive solutions varying from a legislative, religious and 
awareness-raising approach.

Legislative approach

Morocco endorsed the Convention on June 21, 1993. The Convention 
defines torture in Article 1 as severe mental or physical pain or suffering 
that is intentionally inflicted either by a State actor or with the consent 
or acquiescence of a State actor for an unlawful purpose. The Convention 
also obligates Morocco to protect victims from domestic violence and hold 
perpetrators accountable in Article 2 (non-derogable requirement of effec-
tive legislative, administrative, judicial or other measures to prevent acts of 
torture, including acts by private actors; Article 4 (acts of torture must be 
identified as offenses under criminal law and receive the appropriate pen-
alty); Article 7 (criminalized cases of torture should be submitted to au-
thorities for prosecution);  Article 12 (prompt investigation by impartial 
and competent authorities); Article 13 (victim’s right to complain and to 
have their complaint examined by competent authorities, State’s obligation 
to protect victim and witnesses); and Article 14 (victims’ right to redress 
and compensation, including rehabilitation).  

However, despite the fact that the Moroccan government is engaged 
in a progressive process of ameliorating and empowering women’s status at 
a variety of levels, huge numbers of women still feel as victims of both their 
perpetrators and of legislative law as well. In this vein, the committee against 
torture clarifies that when the government fails to prevent such violence from 
taking place and does not prosecute or punish perpetrators of the violence this 
contravenes the Convention as stated in General Comment no. 2:

…where State authorities or others acting in an official capacity or under 
the color of law, know or have reasonable grounds to believe that acts of 
torture or ill-treatment are being committed by non-State officials or pri-
vate actors and they fail to exercise due diligence to prevent, investigate, 
prosecute and punish such non-State officials or private actors consist-
ently with this Convention, the State bears responsibility and its officials 
should be considered authors, complicit or otherwise responsible under the 
Convention for consenting to or acquiescing in such impermissible acts. 
Since the failure of the State to exercise due diligence to intervene to stop, 
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sanction and provide remedies to victims of torture facilitates and ena-
bles non-State actors to commit acts impermissible under the Convention 
with impunity, the State’s indifference or inaction provides a form of en-
couragement and/or de facto permission. The Committee has applied this 
principle to the States parties’ failure to prevent and protect victims from 
gender-based violence, such as rape, domestic violence, female genital mu-
tilation and trafficking (Committee Against Torture 2008).

Thus, to curb this social phenomenon, the Moroccan government should 
implement a Violence against Women Law. This law should criminalize 
wife perpetration and punish the perpetrators. It is worth mentioning that 
the judicial gap is one of the main reasons in exacerbating the problem as 
stated by a report prepared for the 26th Session of the UN Human Rights 
Council (June 2014) by the Advocates for Human Rights and the Moroc-
can NGO Mobilizing for Rights Associations:

Currently, no specific legislation addressing violence against women exists 
in Morocco… (Moroccan) laws have legal gaps, are insufficient to prevent, 
investigate, and punish violence against women, are discriminatory, and 
rarely enforced by the justice system in cases of gender-based violence, such 
as sexual harassment, rape, and domestic abuse. The law enforcement and 
justice systems do not respond adequately to complaints of violence against 
women; few VAW cases reach the courts due to the failures of the system 
to investigate crimes of violence, protect victims and hold perpetrators ac-
countable (Human Rights Council 2014).

Thus, narrowing the judicial gap is inevitably a severe measurement that 
should be taken by Moroccan authorities to effectively curb this epidemic 
and provide women with the independence and stability they deserve. It 
is just as vital that the law passed is effective and contains all the neces-
sary elements to fully protect victims of domestic violence and punish the 
perpetrators. In this context, the United Nations Declaration on the Elimi-
nation of Violence Against Women also calls on states to “pursue by all ap-
propriate means and without delay a policy of eliminating violence against 
women” and further to “exercise due diligence to prevent, investigate and, in 
accordance with national legislation, punish acts of violence against women, 
whether those acts are perpetrated by the state or by private persons” (Gen-
eral Assembly Resolution 1993).

There should be a real cooperation between government and the civil 
society. The Moroccan Government should collaborate with a wide range 
of NGOs and experts in the field to ensure that any law draft contains the 
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essential elements of an effective domestic violence law, taking care to not 
cause further harm to victims.

Religious approach

The Moroccan society is built on the Islamic law that regulates issues related 
to women such as marriage, divorce and inheritance. However, the religious 
text is misinterpreted and misused to serve men’s interests only. Islam has 
nothing to do with these behaviors, but it is the fault of the misapplication 
of Islam and its ideologies. In many “Islamic” countries, women are not 
treated according to their God-given rights. Many of these rights, however, 
are based on cultural and traditional customs that have been injected into 
these societies (Badawi 1971).

So, in order to probe this phenomenon, Moroccan people should work 
on the modification of social and cultural patterns of conduct that violate 
women’s human rights in the name of Islam. These patterns of conducts 
are defended by agencies which state that they are essential to the cultural, 
social and economic integrity of the country. However, it should be under-
stood that these traditions and cultural aspects could be preserved simulta-
neously with maintaining women’s human rights.

A significant step toward the recognition of women’s as such is impos-
sible without making reference to Islam and to the way it contributed to the 
restoration of a woman’s dignity and rights. Before Islam, girls were buried 
alive and husbands had the right to their life and death. But Islam forbade 
infanticide and also ridiculed the fathers who viewed the birth of girls with 
contempt: “When news is brought to one of them, of the birth of a female, 
his face darkens and he is filled with inward grief! With shame does he 
hide himself from his people because of the bad news he has had! Shall he 
retain her on contempt or bury her in the dust? Ah! What an evil choice 
they decide on” (Quran 16:58–59). In the same way, the prophet added: 
“Whosoever has a daughter and does not bury her alive, does not insult 
her, and does not favor his son over her, God will enter him into Paradise.”

It is worthwhile to point out that the prophet who is the Muslims’ best 
example had more than one wife and he treated them decently and kindly. 
He forbids all kinds of violence directed against women, teaching his com-
panions and all Muslims in general that women should be treated in such a 
way that respects their humanity and preserves their dignity either within 
family or the Muslim community. The prophet never mistreated any of his 
wives and tended to protect them all.  In this sense, innumerable Hadiths 
ensure that wife abuse is an act that goes against the principles and teaching 
of Islam: “The best of you is one who is best towards his family and I am 
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best towards the family. ”This proves how highly women were valued and 
treated decently at that time: “None but a noble man treats women in an 
honorable manner. And none but an ignoble treats women disgracefully.”

Through its teachings, Islam tries to explain to Muslims that men and 
women are equal before God, rejecting the erroneous and deep-rooted idea 
that men are created as superior to women. Such equality brought by Islam 
is reinforced by the Quranic verses that prohibit any gender discrimination 
in stressing the fact that both men and women are equal before God. In this 
context, the Quran says:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female 
and made you into nations and tribes that you may know each other. Ver-
ily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is (one who is) the most 
righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted 
(with all things) (Quran 49:13).

It should be emphasized that Islam honors women in both the Quran and 
Sunnah and praises the vital role they play either as mothers or as wives. In 
this sense, the Quran includes a surah whose title is “Ennisaa” or “women.” 
In this longest surah, Islam indicates that it severely condemns the old cus-
toms of the ill-treatment of women warning Muslims to avoid cruelty and 
the mistreatment of women. His almighty God says:

O you who believe! You are forbidden to inherit women against their will, 
and you should not treat them with harshness, that you may take away 
part of the Mahr you have given them, unless they commit open illegal 
sexual intercourse. And live with them honorably. If you dislike them, it 
may be that you dislike a thing and Allah brings through it a great deal 
of good “Annissaa” (the women) (19).

Among the most striking verses in the Quran about spouses are the fol-
lowing:“… He created mates for you from yourselves that you may find rest, 
peace of mind in them, and he ordained between you love and mercy. Here-
in indeed are signs for people who reflect” (Quran 30: 23).

The Quran clearly demonstrates that marriage is an act of sharing be-
tween the two halves of society and that its objectives, besides perpetuating 
human life, are their emotional well-being and spiritual harmony.

Awareness-raising approach

The Moroccan government has taken positive steps to raise awareness about 
violence against women and set up cells for receiving women victims of 
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violence in courts across the country. To this regard, the government has 
adopted a set of measures, including crisis centers for battered women in all 
courts, the criminalizing of sexual harassment and the adoption of a new 
family code on October 10th, 2003.

The greatest impediment to a more effective criminal justice response 
to the assault against wives is the victim’s failure to report the event to the 
police. Many victims do not define the event as a crime. Therefore, all mis-
treatments and violence can be avoided and stopped by information, educa-
tion, and sensibilization. Women need to be empowered via employment 
opportunities for building a culture of non-violence and an increase of 
women’s control of their lives and a strengthening of their social networks. 
They also need to be provided with information about domestic violence 
and their rights and gender equality.

Thus, public awareness campaigns should use mass media to challenge 
gender norms and attitudes and attempt to raise awareness throughout soci-
ety of violent behavior towards women and its prevention. Media interven-
tions should use television, radio, newspapers, the internet, magazines and 
other printed publications to reach a wide range of people and affect change 
in society by altering social norms and values (e.g. the belief that mascu-
linity is associated with aggression) through public discussion and social 
interaction. In this context, Archer states that “When gender roles become 
more flexible, most women enjoy greater power, status and economic inde-
pendence and the threat of violence against them decreases” (Archer 2006).

Conclusion

Domestic violence is an aspect of the social construction of masculinity that 
tends to naturalize male violence by giving it a sense of normality. It con-
tinues to be an epidemic that affects women, psychologically, physically and 
sexually. So, given the magnitude of this phenomenon, its challenges, causes 
and consequences, all components of society, government, NGOs, criminal 
justice system (police, judiciary and lawyers), education sector, health care 
system and women themselves need to work hand in hand to find a strategy 
that has the potential to eliminate women’s abuse. Women need to be edu-
cated and taught self-confidence and self-reliance. They should be addressed 
as human beings who have the right under international law to be free from 
all kinds of discrimination as women. Therefore, the promotion of gender 
equality and the elimination of patriarchal behaviors and conceptions are 
an essential part of violence prevention.
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Smurtas lyties pagrindu Maroke: smurto artimoje 
aplinkoje atvejis

Santrauka

Smurtas artimoje aplinkoje yra dažnai pasitaikantis reiškinys, pastebimas daugumoje 
pasaulio visuomenių. Marokas nėra išimtis. Čia smurtas tampa vis didesne proble-
ma, kone epidemija, kuri kelia grėsmę pačiai Maroko visuomenės sanglaudai. Nors 
smurtas artimoje aplinkoje nemažai tyrinėtas, daug menkiau analizuotos jo pasekmės 
ir būdai, kuriais siekiama spręsti šią problemą. Maroke smurtas dažnai ignoruoja-
mas, užuot jį pripažinus ir siekus įveikti. Telkiantis į su lytimi susijusį smurtą, šia-
me straipsnyje kvestionuojami kai kurie Maroke atlikti tyrimai, nes jais nesugeba-
ma atskleisti kompleksinių smurto artimoje aplinkoje priežasčių ir pasekmių. Šiame 
straipsnyje smurtas artimoje aplinkoje nelaikomas vien tik kriminaliniu veiksmu, už 
kurį turėtų būti baudžiama, skatinant suteikti daugiau galių moterims Maroko vi-
suomenėje. Į smurtą čia žiūrima kaip į daugialypį reiškinį – pabrėžiami jo socialiniai, 
kultūriniai, teisiniai bei ekonominiai aspektai ir reikšmės. 

Reikšminiai žodžiai: smurtas artimoje aplinkoje, Marokas, lyčių dėmuo, moterys. 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r104.htm
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r104.htm
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/47ac78ce2.html
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Abstract. Throughout our experience as teachers, we feel intrigued by the observation of changes 
that have occurred in relation to gender in terms of number and performance. However, this 
observation needs to be confirmed by studies and scientific results in order to avoid prejudice. 
This paper investigates the number of girls enrolled in the School of Agriculture compared with 
the number of boys since the establishment of the school. The study also explores gender differences 
in their academic achievement. The data used include exam scores of students at the National 
School of Agriculture in Meknes from 2008 to 2015. The scores will be considered according 
to the independent variables, namely subjects, the graduating classes and gender. Subjects are 
classified into three main categories: scientific subjects (mathematics and statistics), technical 
subjects (agronomy and animal care), and language subjects (English and French). The analysis 
results showed a noticeable increase in the number of girls compared to boys. Moreover, girls 
proved to be more likely to perform better than boys in different subjects.

Keywords: gender, academic achievement, scientific subjects, university.

Introduction

Academic achievement or performance in different subjects has always been 
an issue of great concern to students, teachers, parents, and specialists in edu-
cation as well. Many reasons are behind the desire to achieve academic perfor-
mance. Some students, for example, seek self-satisfaction or want to demon-
strate their competences while others try to attain high academic achievement 
to satisfy their parents or teachers by showing them that they are making ef-
forts and working hard (O’Reilly, McNamara 2007). In the same way, parents 



68

KULTŪRA IR VISUOMENĖ. Socialinių tyrimų žurnalas 2018 9 (1)

desire and encourage their children to aspire to outstanding academic achieve-
ment while teachers adopt different strategies to ensure effective teaching and 
learning so that their students get good grades and perform well. 

As a matter of fact, there are many factors which contribute to high or 
low academic achievement of students. These factors include, among oth-
ers, the role of the students, teachers, family, society, the school environ-
ment, and the educational system. Another factor that is assumed to have 
a considerable effect on students’ academic performance is gender. Indeed, 
differences in how both males and females perform academically have been 
noticed but need scientific confirmation. Hence, the present paper attempts 
to study academic performance in relation to gender. First, the concept of 
academic achievement will be clarified according to the scholarly literature. 
Then some studies, which have dealt with academic achievement in relation 
to gender, will be described.

The present study aims at exploring the change in gender disparity at 
the university level in terms of number and performance during the past 
few years. For this purpose, we will use the official data from the web site of 
the Ministry of Higher Education from 2009 to 2015 in order to highlight 
gender differences and dominance in academic ranks among teachers in the 
Moroccan higher education system. In the same way, data from the Na-
tional Agriculture School of Meknes (a school of limited access) will be used 
to show gender discrepancies in academic performance among students.

Academic achievement

The literature defines achievement in many ways. Simpson and Weiner 
(1991), for example, defined achievement as attained success in any act 
while Hornby (2006) viewed it as the ability of an individual to reach a set 
goal through effort, skill or courage. In fact, academic achievement is the 
outcome of a good education and indicates how well a student or class of 
students is doing academically (Ali 2013).

In the same vein,  Ganai and Muhammad (2013) defined academic 
achievement as knowledge attaining ability or degree of competence in 
school tasks usually measured by standardized tests and expressed in a grade 
or unit based on pupils’ performance. Academic achievement is commonly 
measured by  continuous assessment and examinations. It is, actually, the 
results of these examinations that have been used for the purpose of the 
present research.

It is worth mentioning that students’ academic achievement is affected 
by a host of factors. Among these are factors classified by Ocho (2005) as 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continuous_assessment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Test_(assessment)
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student factors, teacher factors, environmental factors, and economic fac-
tors. First, academic achievement is generally affected by students’ personal 
characteristics, namely their conscientiousness, personal efforts and mo-
tivation in addition to their intellectual abilities, learning strategies and 
awareness of academic goals. Moreover, family support, social economic 
background, family income, parents’ education, family participation and 
involvement and siblings in school have also a considerable effect on the 
academic success or failure of students (Abubakar, Bada 2012; Boujut, Bru-
chon-Schweitzer 2007; Majzub, Rais 2010). Additional factors according to 
Khurshid (2014) involve institutional support, institutional environment, 
effective teachers, teachers’ expectations and behaviors, quality of lecturers 
and their instructional strategies, and class size.

A determinant element that is closely related to all the previous fac-
tors and that is discussed in the present study is gender. The gender gap in 
academic achievement is an important issue to explore as it is an significant 
aspect of educational inequality. 

Gender and academic achievement

Many studies on gender discrepancies (e.g. Hyde, Fennema, Lamon 1990; 
Kahle 2004; Chang 2008; Lai 2010; Abubakar, Bada 2012; Eze, Ezenwafor, 
Obi 2015) focused on differences in performance related to different science 
subjects. There are many different points of view, a fact which makes it a 
contested area (Kahle 2004; Penner 2008; Guo, Tsang, Ding 2010). Some 
of these studies have shown significant gender achievement gaps, with boys 
generally outperforming girls in Math and Science (O’Reilly, McNamara 
2007; Penner 2008; Else-Quest, Hyde, Linn 2010) and girls excelling at 
literacy subjects. Others noted that these differences were not consistent. 
Ajai and Imoko (2015) undertook a study to assess gender differences in 
mathematics achievement and retention. The study proved that male and 
female students did not significantly differ in achievement and retention 
scores, which showed that they are capable of competing in mathematics. 

Likewise, Voyer and Voyer (2014) conducted a research from 1914 
through 2011 using a meta-analytic model and found out a small but sig-
nificant female advantage that was largest for language courses and smallest 
for math and science. In this vein, Voyer and Voyer (2014, 1174) stated, 
“Although gender differences follow essentially stereotypical patterns on 
achievement tests, for whatever reasons, females generally have the advan-
tage on school marks regardless of the material.” This implies that in spite 
of the stereotypical belief that boys perform better than girls in tests as far 
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as logical reasoning is concerned, we, as educators, observe a tendency from 
the part of females to excel in scientific subjects which require logic and 
reasoning. In fact, our study intends to confirm the extent to which this 
observation can be valid. 

The gender gap in academic achievement has been extensively examined 
in the U.S. and many other Western countries, yet virtually no rigorous 
studies of the gender achievement gap have been conducted in developing 
countries because of the limited availability of these countries’ secondary 
education data.

Therefore, the present study is an attempt to show gender differences 
in academic achievement. It is worth noting that the paper does not aim 
to reinforce these gender differences but rather to explore them in order to 
find out major problems and obstacles that both males and females face to 
eventually reach gender equality. 

Methodology

The quantitative data used was based on two separate sources. First, the offi-
cial data from the website of the Ministry of Higher Education from 2009 to 
2015 were used; we limited our analysis to teachers and university graduates’ 
frequency. Second, we also used data from the National Agriculture School of 
Meknes (ENAM); they consist of the historical frequency of graduates as well 
as scores of all modules of the third year from 2009 to 2015 to check if there is 
any possible difference in academic achievement between males and females.

Accordingly, two subjects were chosen from each field of study: Statis-
tics and Computing Science representing Science, Fertilization and Animal 
feeding for agricultural subjects, and Sociology and English for Human Sci-
ences and Language.

To make some results more noticeable, appropriate charts were adopt-
ed, and descriptive statistics were produced. Then a two-factor ANOVA was 
performed to deepen the understanding of the effect of gender on students’ 
achievement over the years. Finally, some correlations were calculated to 
model the students’ final results obtained for each subject.

Results and discussion

Ministry

The most important results are related to the exclusion of girls as elabo-
rated by the UNESCO on its official website. In 1970, Morocco was ranked 
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among countries where the exclusion of girls represented more than 30%, 
which is somehow congruent with the girls’ conditions at that time. This 
position did not change until 2000 when we moved to the group between 
20 and 30%. Then, immediately in 2002, a notable change took place with 
the percentage dropping between 10 and 20%. The last shift occurred in 
2010 to less than 10%. It is worth noting that, although it is slow, there is a 
change in the way governments deal with the issue of gender in education.

A direct consequence of this historical exclusion of girls is the number 
of graduates and teachers in the Higher Education System. Indeed, based on 
the official website of the Ministry, men completely dominate all ranks of 
Higher Education teachers (Figure 1a) with about 80% of males and only 
20% of females in the university lecturer grade “PES”. Yet, when analysing 
the trend separately, some increase in female representation and a relative 
decrease in male percentage over the last years could be noticed (figure 1c 
and 1d). A similar pattern is observed for the other ranks namely associated 
professor “PH” and Assistant Professor (figure 1b).

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 1. Percentage of males and females in teaching 
grades from 2009 and 2014. (a) PES, (b) PH, (c) PES males and 

(d) PES females

This unbalanced situation, as mentioned above, can have an important 
impact on the percentage of female entrance to universities and their progress 
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in this system. There are some ratios elaborated in order to evaluate the female 
entrance to universities. At the national level, it seems that both males and 
females have the same chance at the undergraduate level. However, when it 
comes to post-graduates, males are more privileged than girls with a difference 
of 20% that was reduced to less than 10% in 2014 (figure 2). 

This national gap changes according to the university and the field of 
study. For example, for Law and Economics college and Arts and Humani-
ties school, the percentage of females is greater than that of males at the 
undergraduate level and the percentages change in favor of males for gradu-
ate students. It is also apparent that the gap is different from one year to 
another. On the other hand, for Science, there are more males than females 
both in undergraduate and postgraduate levels; this gap became smaller in 
2014. It should be noted here that the same trend is observed for engineer-
ing schools.

Overall, for all fields, the gap is narrowing and a conclusion could be 
drawn that in the near future, there will be no difference in male and female 
numbers of students if not the opposite (dominance of females in all fields). 

(a) (b)

Figure 2. Percentage of (a) undergraduate and (b) 
postgraduate students by gender

National School of Agriculture (ENA)

The present study focuses on ENA, Meknes. It is one of the engineering 
schools that has long been contributing in providing experts in agricultural 
engineering since 1942. The school has gone through stages as far as gender 
enrollment is concerned (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. The most important Milestones of ENA since its 
creation in 1942.

As figure 4 shows, the percentage of girls has changed over time since 
the creation of the school. In fact, in the first years, registration was domi-
nated by male students while girls entrance to the school was very slow. 
However, starting from 1984, the number of girls increased drastically. On 
the other hand, the number of male students decreased proportionally. In-
terestingly, in 1996, this growth was even revolutionary as the number of 
females surpassed the numbers of males.  Indeed, many reasons could ex-
plain this change, which can be the subject of a future study. The present 
paper, however, deals with differences in students’ academic achievement in 
terms of their gender.  

Figure 4. Percentage of ENAM graduates by gender from 
1942 to 2015
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To verify the extent to which males and females differ in academic 
achievement in ENAM, the method of ANOVA (Analysis of the Variance) 
was used to determine whether the means are statistically different. Indeed, 
the scores means could be affected, in this study, by two factors, years and 
gender. Based on p-values, the findings revealed that for the Final Results of 
the Year (FRY) and means of all subjects, there was no interaction between 
years and gender. This implies that if there are any differences between 
males and females, they remain the same for all the years and the gap be-
tween boys and girls does not change significantly from one year to another. 

As far as the FRY is concerned and as shown in figure 5, females un-
deniably outperform males for all the years of the present study. This gap 
varies from 1.14 in 2014 to 1.5 in 2011. There are also differences over the 
years and the highest grades were obtained in 2014 (13.7) and the lowest 
ones in 2010 (12.7). Although the range is small, it is statistically significant 
due to the small values of standard-deviation which indicates that grades are 
somehow homogeneous.

Figure 5. Males and females’ final results of the year 
from 2010 to 2015

Concerning thereabouts that are indicated in the literature as female 
fields, namely sociology and English, gender effect was evaluated. For sociol-
ogy, ANOVA results indicate that there is no interaction between years and 
gender and no effect of years; in other words, the level of students doesn’t 
change over the years. Yet, the performance of males and females is statis-
tically different in favor of girls. Similarly, a high gender gap of 2.3 was 
reached in 2015 for the English subject (figure 6) although, unlike in Sociol-
ogy, both males and females performed better in English over the observed 
years with a mean of 15.8 compared to 10.9 for sociology.
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(a) (b)

Figure 6. Males and females average scores of (a) 
Sociology and (b) English from 2010 to 2015.

As mentioned in some previous studies (O’Reilly, McNamara 2007; 
Penner 2008), girls are expected to achieve higher grades in human sciences 
and language. In order to explore whether girls maintain this advantage, a 
study of technical and scientific subjects is performed.

The ANOVA results presented in figure 7a show that, although the gap 
is smaller for technical subjects embodied here by Fertilization and does not 
exceed 1.6, females obtained better grades than males. More importantly, 
females largely dominate scientific subjects with a significant difference that 
can reach 3.3 and which doesn’t go below 1.5 as illustrated in figure 7b.

(a) (b)

Figure 7. Males and females’ average scores of (a) 
Fertilization and (b) Statistics from 2010 to 2015

Finally, to check whether there is a relationship between variables, sim-
ple bivariate correlations were calculated for all students, and then sepa-
rately for males and females. Correlation is a coefficient that varies between 
-1 and +1. A correlation of 1 or -1 means that the relationship is perfect and 
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the closer is the coefficient to 1 or -1, the better is the relationship while 
a correlation near to 0 implies a poor relationship. In addition, a positive 
correlation implies an increasing relationship while a negative coefficient 
indicates a decreasing relationship.

All correlations are positive, which means that good students are gen-
erally good in all subjects and the weak ones have poor achievement in all 
subjects. English and sociology are the less correlated (0.27) followed by 
Statistics and Sociology (0.37) whereas Fertilization and Computing are the 
most correlated (0.58).

The final results of the year are well correlated to all grades of subjects 
but with different levels. The highest correlation is observed with statistics 
(0.77) while the lowest one is for English (0.57). The same results are ob-
tained when males and females are analyzed separately.

Conclusion

The present study was an attempt to explore students’ performance in dif-
ferent subjects according to their gender. It was found that female academic 
achievement is changing in terms of number and performance. In fact, as 
it has been observed in the data used, female students nowadays not only 
outnumber male students but also get better grades in all the categories of 
subjects. This implies that the stereotype of categorizing subjects as female 
or male ones should no longer be accepted. In other words, the gender vari-
able should no more consist an obstacle or hindrance in learning or teaching 
school subjects.

However, these interesting results should be enhanced by other studies 
in order to seek explanations behind good females’ achievement. For this 
reason, research in the environment of larger classes and other institutions 
is necessary to confirm the obtained results.

Moreover, these findings, which are in favor of females, push us to ask 
questions about the performance of males. Therefore, more research should 
be oriented towards boys’ tendency to lag behind in order to discover the 
reasons why girls tend to perform better than boys.
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Lyties poveikis universiteto studentų pasiekimams: 
Nacionalinės žemės ūkio mokyklos Maroke, Mekneso 
mieste, atvejis

Santrauka

Mūsų, kaip dėstytojų, patirtis liudija, kad vyksta studentų skaičiaus ir pasiekimų 
pokyčiai, susiję su lytimi. Tačiau norint išvengti nepagrįstų apibendrinimų, turi 
būti remiamasi moksliniais tyrimais ir studijomis. Šiame straipsnyje aptariama, kiek 
merginų, lyginant su vaikinais, studijuoja Maroke, Mekneso mieste, esančioje Na-
cionalinėje žemės ūkio mokykloje, nuo pat šios mokyklos įkūrimo. Remiantis šitos 
mokyklos studentų egzaminų, laikytų nuo 2008 m. iki 2015 m., įvertinimais, tyri-
me taip pat gilinamasi į tai, kaip lyčių skirtumai veikia akademinius pasiekimus. Šie 
įvertinimai analizuojami, atsižvelgiant į nepriklausomus kintamuosius, tokius, kaip 
studijų dalykai, baigimo metai ir lytis. Studijų dalykai skirstomi į tris pagrindines 
kategorijas: mokslinius dalykus (matematiką ir statistiką), techninius dalykus (agro-
nomiją ir gyvulininkystę) ir kalbos dalykus (anglų ir prancūzų kalbas). Tyrimo rezul-
tatai rodo, kad į šią aukštąją mokyklą įstoja žymiai daugiau merginų negu vaikinų. 
Be to, atlikta analizė liudija, jog merginų akademiniai pasiekimai yra aukštesni nei 
vaikinų skirtingose srityse. 

Reikšminiai žodžiai: lytis, akademiniai pasiekimai, studijų dalykai, universitetas. 
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Abstract. Entrepreneurial orientation (EO), a popular concept in science works and manage-
ment theories, is also often used to advance the company in terms of performance. Recently, many 
scholars analyzed the relationship between EO and performance. However, the reading and 
analysis of this relationship by gender remains limited. In the earlier studies, theorists agree that 
women entrepreneurs are less successful than their male colleagues with lower levels of EO. This 
study seeks to examine whether gender differences persist in the study of the relationship between 
EO and performance. Interestingly, the results indicate that gender difference does not moderate 
the relationship between OE and performance.

Keywords: entrepreneurial orientation, performance, gender, Tunisian women entrepreneurs.

Introduction 

Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) is one of the very important concept that 
has been used extensively to define the degree of success of a firm in terms 
of its ability for creativity and innovation (Covin, Wales 2012; Rauch and 
al. 2009). The concept has received a lot of attention from both researchers 
and entrepreneurships. Several theoretical assertions and empirical results 
indicate that there may be more extant than simple direct link between EO 
and performance.

During these last few years of research dedicated to EO, women 
gain the center of interest (Fellnhofer et al. 2016; Ndubisi, Agarwal 2014; 
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Goktan, Gupta 2013; Dawson, Henley 2012; Kundu, Rani 2004). Kelley et 
al. (2016) emphasize that women tend to be less engaged in entrepreneur-
ship than man, especially in economic development or innovation-driven 
economy.

According to the Tunisian National Gender Report, a number of gen-
der studies in project management shows that gender comparison in sev-
eral domains has increased. This gap reached its maximum in 2011 with 
37 projects for women and 200 projects for men. Since 2012, the number 
of projects awarded for women and men has taken a downward trend un-
til 2015. According to the research studies on women, the percentage of 
women among shareholders remains very low (less than 9%) as it slightly in-
creased from 8.4% in 2006 to 8.7% in 2009. Self-employment also remains 
dominated by men whose share rose from 82.3% in 2006 to 85.6% in 2009.

According to a report assessing progress towards gender equality, only 
30% women-owned businesses would survive compared to 70% of those 
created by men (launched at the same age, between 25 and 44). This re-
sult shows that women often have trouble in getting their “Baby Business” 
and women-owned firms have lower levels of starting financial capital. This 
phenomenon is linked to both psychological barriers and lack of risk taking 
when it comes to large loans or large investments.

This gap in entrepreneurial activities inspires us to emphasize gender 
differences particularly within the EO context. In this research, we analyze 
the women’s EO compared to that of men.

Various researchers (Lumpkin, Dess 1996; Chatterjee, Hambrick 
2007) spoke about the positive performance consequences of a great and 
strong EO. However, this relationship depends on several factors. According 
to some scholars, top management positions, particularly those of the entre-
preneurs, can play a major role in converting EO into high performance. 

Hambrick and Mason (1984) show that CEO’s traits may play a crucial 
role in driving entrepreneurship behavior. The CEO’s personality is impor-
tant since CEOs are typically confronted with so much information, am-
biguity, complexity, and contradiction (Nadkarni, Herrmann 2010) that it 
would not be surprising if CEO’s personality is important in the successful 
conversion of EO into superior performance (Engelen et al. 2013).

Previous research analyzed the moderating effect of the external environ-
ment (e.g., Zahra, Covin 1995; Kreiser et al. 2002) and organizational level 
factors (e.g., Covin, Slevin 1988; Stam, Elfring 2008) and its impacts on the 
relationship between EO and firm’s performance (Yeniaras, Unver 2016).

In this research, we focus on the concept of EO, especially on its re-
lationship with performance. We have found that various research studies 
(Lupmkin, Dess 1996; Lumpkin, Dess 2001; Chatterjee, Hambrick 2007) 
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have paid attention to the concept of OE and its relationship with perfor-
mance without analyzing the mediating role of gender in this relationship.

Johnson and Powell (1994) underline the significance of differences be-
tween male and female entrepreneurial behavior and their impacts on the 
success of businesses because of their EO in decision contexts. Gender dif-
ferences in behavior may be caused by gender differences in EO preferences, 
but they may also be caused by situational factors such as options provided 
to women and the advice they receive.

The question that will be studied in gender approach is whether gen-
der has an effect on EO and performance. In order to answer this research 
question, this study will be divided into three sections. The first section 
will be dedicated to a literature review in which we will define and describe 
the most important theories that deal with the concepts of OE and per-
formance, and we will formalize the basic hypothesis to be verified. In the 
second section of our research, we will describe our research methodology, 
measurement criteria, and the concepts used in the empirical study. The 
third section deals with different statistical treatments and the interpreta-
tion of the results.

Literature review

In this part, we highlight the relationship between gender, EO and firm’s 
performance. We establish the relationship between them. We present 
these concepts and the relationship that may exist between themas com-
prehensively as possible. EO is a strategic concept that can characterize the 
organization attitude and test its entrepreneurial behavior through its five 
dimensions: innovation, risk taking, proactivity, aggressive competitiveness 
and autonomy (Fayolle, Legrain 2006). Performance is an important goal 
of each firm that characterizes its activities.

The performance and gender

The notion of performance is described as a complex word because of various 
factors including its multidimensional traits: strategic, competitive, socio-
economic characteristics and its organizational order through the creation 
of partnership value. For some authors, performance is synonymous with 
survival while for others it is associated with success. In addition, research-
ers have placed performance at the same level as personal development or 
profits, benefits, and amounts yielded. Others have referred to profitability. 
The performance can also be described in terms of the development of the 
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company translated into larger investments and an increase of the turnover 
(CA) declared and / or an increase of the wage bill (Brush et al. 2005).

Researchers also raised the question of gender in the study of busi-
ness performance but their results differ according to the definition of this 
concept. Some studies argue that gender in itself does not influence busi-
ness performance (Chell, Baines, 1998; Kariv 2008). Thus, according to 
Kalleberg and Leicht (1991), the survival rate of women-headed enterprises 
is equal to or higher than that of men-created and male-dominated firms 
(Watson, Robinson 2003).

However, other studies reported completely opposite results (Boubaker 
et al. 2014; Fischer et al. 1993; Kochan et al. 2003). Indeed, the survival rate 
of women-headed businesses is lower than that of men (Boden, Nucci 2000; 
Carter, Williams, Reynolds 1996). Besides, other authors have attempted to 
present the notion of performance in terms of success, which generally refers 
to the size of the company (turnover and number of employees). Given the 
small size of women-owned firms, women are generally referred to as under 
performing in comparison to men-dominated large firms (Watson 2002; 
Rosa et al. 1996; Fischer, Reuber, Dyke 1993).

In addition, when measuring performance in terms of growth or per-
formance, studies cannot provide a definite conclusion. Some demonstrate 
that there exist similar growth rates between men and women entrepreneurs 
(Kalleberg, Leicht 1991). But in most studies, the growth rates of male-
owned firms are higher than those of women-owned firms (Du Rietz, Hen-
rekson 2000; Rosa, Carter, Hamilton 1996; Fischer, Reuber, Dyke 1993). 
Thus, many authors such as Watson (2002), Boden and Nucci (2000), Rietz 
and Henrekson (2000), Carter et al. (1996), Rosa et al. (1996), and Fischer 
et al. (1993) have shown that company-specific risks illustrate the perfor-
mance gap between men and women entrepreneurs.

Despite the claim that there is equal performance between women-
headed businesses and their male counterparts, the under performance of 
women-owned businesses is overwhelmingly supported in the theoretical 
literature.

Hence, we hypothesize that performance differs according to the gen-
der. Women-led enterprises perform worse than men-led firms.

H1: The performance of firms managed by women is less competitive than 
firms managed by men.

EO and gender

The concept of EO emerged in the work of Miller (1983). The author dis-
tinguished three dimensions to define OE, namely, innovation, proactivity, 
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and risk taking. Many researchers have referred to his work (1983) to define 
the characteristics of EO (Lumpkin, Dess 1996; Covin, Slevin 1989; Lee, 
Peterson 2000; Kreiser et al. 2002; Tarabishy et al. 2005).

Thus, Lumpkin and Dess (1996) sought to clarify the concept of EO 
and to describe it in terms of current, futuristic and competitive manage-
ment. For them, EO is comprised of the propensities, processes and behaviors 
that lead to entering new markets with new or existing goods and services. 
As a result, five characteristics are distinguished as key indicators to evaluate 
EO of a company. According to Lumpkin and Dess (1996) and Antoncic 
and Hisrich (2001), it is related to autonomy, risk-taking, innovation, pro-
activity and competitive aggression. Other researchers with a more focused 
description have defined EO as a future-oriented concept (Acar et al. 2013). 
For them, EO can be described as the response of a company to the future 
and potential needs of the market. This summary definition presents EO as 
a futuristic concept that deals with future market developments.

The analysis of EO according to gender has not been the subject of 
many studies. Indeed, few academic studies have focused on the differences 
between the EO of women and men (Yordanova, Alexandrova-Boshnakova 
2010). According to Ayubet al. (2013), research on woman entrepreneurs 
is increasing rapidly, but little is known about gender differences of entre-
preneurs. This can be due to a lack of conceptualization of female entrepre-
neurship sphere (Brindley 2005). Yet gender studies can enrich theoreti-
cal knowledge in the entrepreneurial field (Chasserio, Pailot, Poroli 2016). 
The authors focus on “entrepreneurial socialization” to identify the influ-
ence of gender on the field of entrepreneurship, in other words, they at-
tempt to understand how “gendered” interactions can characterize female 
entrepreneurship.

Gender inequalities in the entrepreneurial field are of several types. We 
can identify inequalities in access to professional activities and inequalities 
in career progression and access to positions of responsibility (Champy 
2009). In addition, there are unequal access to finance affecting women 
entrepreneurs (Koreen 2000). Cavalluzzo et al. (2002, 2003) and Storey 
(2004) reported that there exists a gender gap in financing and a significant 
gender gap in the rate bank loans are provided to men and women. The re-
ality is that banks are less and less interested in investing in small projects, 
particularly in the food service, retail and personal care sectors, which are 
mostly chosen by women (Cornet, Constantinidis 2007). As a result, the 
creation of technology companies is more important to men than women, as 
Ayadi et al. (2005) argued. According to these authors, 80% of technologi-
cal entrepreneurs are males.
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The disparity in risk preferences observed between women and men ex-
plains the differences in EO (Jianakopolos, Bernasek 1998; Williams, Nar-
endran 1999; Croson, Gneezy 2009). Moreover, Fellnhofer, Puumalainer 
and Sjogrén (2016) emphasize that gender inequalities are present in every 
organization and exist at various organizational levels. Thus, women and 
men evaluate their EO level differently within the same organization (Wales 
et al. 2011).

The analysis of innovation by gender has shown that women entrepre-
neurs are less innovative than their male counterparts (De Vita, Mari, Pog-
gesi 2014). Moreover, according to Verheul, Van Stel and Thurik (2006), 
men are more open to new markets than women. As a result, innovation 
is highly correlated with firm’s performance (Masona, Floreania, Miania, 
Beltramea, Cappellettoa 2015).

As far as autonomy is concerned, there is a great debate among research-
ers. Some authors have found a positive relationship between autonomy and 
performance (Awang, Khalid, Kassim, Ismail, Zain, Madar 2009). Other 
studies demonstrate the lack of a significant relationship between autonomy 
and performance. Jalali, Jaafar and Ramayah (2014) emphasized that proac-
tive businesses are innovative and can gain a high competitive advantage. 
According to Masona et al. (2015) and Craig et al. (2014), proactive busi-
nesses are improving their performance.

The link between competitive aggression and company performance 
was highlighted by Roux and Bengesi (2014) who found a positive relation-
ship between competitive aggression and corporate performance. Based on 
previous theoretical discussion we can develop the following hypothesis: 

H2: Female entrepreneurs has lower EO than male entrepreneurs.

The relationship of EO to performance: the moderating role of 
gender 

An entrepreneurial firm is one that engages in product-market innovation, 
undertakes somewhat risky ventures, and first comes up with “proactive” 
innovations, beating competitors to the punch (Basso et al. 2009). These 
characteristics are associated with an improved firm’s performance in con-
temporary business environments where product and business model life 
cycles are shortened (Hamel 2000).

H3: EO will be positively related to a firm’s performance.
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The aim of this study is to demonstrate how gender can be perceived as 
a significant moderator of association between EO and performance. The 
contribution of EO to national growth has been documented in the litera-
ture (Chaw 2006). Drawing on the growing importance of EO and gender 
inequalities in the entrepreneurial field, we try to evaluate gender as a mod-
erator in the relation between EO and performance.

Various researches (Lumpkin, Dess 1996; Chatterjee, Hambrick 2007) 
spoke about the positive performance consequences of a great and strong 
EO. However, as it was suggested, this relationship is dependent on several 
factors. From some scholars’ perspective, top management traits, particu-
larly those of the entrepreneurs, can play a major role in converting EO into 
high performance.

Previous research analyzed the moderating effect of the external envi-
ronment (Zahra, Covin 1995; Kreiser et al. 2002) and organizational level 
factors (Covin, Slevin 1988; Stam, Elfring 2008) on the relationship be-
tween EO and firm’s performance (Yeniaras, Unver 2016). In this research, 
we focus on the concept of EO, particularly its relationship with gender and 
performance. We have found that various research studies have paid atten-
tion to the concept of OE, its relationship with gender and performance 
(Neneh 2016; Ayub et al. 2013) but they failed to analyze the moderating 
role of gender in this relationship.

The main idea that will be studied in gender approach is the moderat-
ing effect of gender on EO-performance relationship.

H4: Gender moderates the relationship between EO and performance.

Research methodology 

At this stage of our research we present our working methodology and the 
research tools used to validate the hypotheses described in the first part.

In the first part, we will focus on the analysis of the selected sample 
and its characteristics. The second part deals with research methodology in 
order to explore the relationship between EO, gender and performance. At 
the end of this paper, we will present the results and discussion.

The sample

To carry out this survey, we have employed the stratified sampling. With 
this technique, we have a higher statistical precision compared to simple 
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random sampling. Because this technique has high statistical precision, it 
also means that it requires a small sample size.

To conduct this study, we have contacted 4 nurseries which are con-
sidered among the most important nurseries in Tunisia. We note that the 
sample is representative as we tried to interview the same proportion of 
businesses housed in each nursery compared to the population. We also 
sought to respect the same proportion of existing business sectors and busi-
ness size. The enterprises of this sector are generally located in the nurseries 
of Sousse (Soft-Tech and Sousse Tech), Mahdia (Mahdia Entreprendre) and 
Tunis (Techno pole el ghazela).

Our questionnaire was addressed to entrepreneurs, executives and 
business leaders of Tunisian companies in various economic sectors. The 
questionnaire was submitted to 89 enterprises belonging to various regions 
in Tunisia. The companies in this sample were engaged in technological 
(67.41%,) commercial (28.08%), industrial (11.23%) and artisanal (5.61%) 
activities. Accordingly, the technological sector occupied the highest atten-
tion in this survey. 

Variables measures 

The measures utilized in this study are based on the findings of the previous 
research (Lumpkin, Dess 1996; Miller 1983; Murphy and al. 1996).

Independent variable: EO

Drawing upon prior studies (e.g. Lumpkin, Dess 1996; Miller 1983), the 
concept of EO is measured according to five elements: innovativeness, risk-
taking, proactivity, autonomy and aggressive competitiveness. The instru-
ment includes 13 items that inscribe different dimensions on EO. The latter 
is measured on 5-point Likert scale (1 for Strongly Agree and 5 for Strongly 
Disagree).

Innovativeness (EOI) refers to the ability to support creativity in in-
troducing new products, adapting technological leadership and research 
and developing and establishing new processes. This instrument contains 
3 items measured on 5-points Likert scale (1 for Strongly Agree and 5 for 
Strongly Disagree).

Risk-taking (EOR) refers to the tendency to take bold actions such as 
entering new markets, engaging a large portion of the firm’s resources to 
take risks with uncertain outcomes or borrowing heavily. This instrument 
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incorporates 2 items measured on 5-point Likert scale (1 for Strongly Agree 
and 5 for Strongly Disagree).

Proactivity (EOP) refers to the ways companies react to market oppor-
tunities by taking initiatives in the marketplace. This instrument comprises 
3 items measured on 5-point Likert scale (1 for Strongly Agree and 5 for 
Strongly Disagree).

Competitive aggressiveness (EOC_A) refers to how companies are re-
lated to competitive movements and demands that exist in the market place. 
This instrument involves 2 items measured on 5-point Likert scale (1 for 
Strongly Agree and 5 for Strongly Disagree).

Autonomy (EOA) is manifested in the independent action of an indi-
vidual or team workers attempting to bring out new business concepts or 
new visions and accomplishing them (Yong-Hui Li et al. 2009). This instru-
ment encompasses 3 items measured on 5-point Likert scale (1 for Strongly 
Agree and 5 for Strong Disagree). 

Table 1. The items corresponding to EO

EO dimensions

1.  Innovation                       
 - Our managers give a lot of importance to new technologies.
 - We have all the capabilities that could help us exploit the opportunities to meet the needs of 
process clients.                             
- We have a great ability to adapt to any change.
2.  Risk taking                
-Our company is in the habit of undertaking risky projects.
 -Our managers believe that making risky decisions is necessary to achieve the objectives set.
3. Pro-activity          
-In general, our managers have a tendency to be ahead of competitors in presenting new ideas or 
products with respect to competitors. Our company is very often the first to present new control 
tools (management, performance, results, etc.).
 - We have managers who have the spirit of initiative.
4. Aggressive competitivity 
- We are characterized by our responsiveness to competitors and new entrants.
- Competitors represent only incentives to improve our position on the market.
5.  Autonomy 
 - Each group or individual in the company can bring us a vision or idea in an independent way.
- We have sufficient capacities to be “self-directed” towards opportunities.
- We act without exceeding the organizational structure.

Gender 

In this study gender is considered as a dichotomous variable: it is coded as 
0 for male and 1 for female. We defined gender as a moderator variable. 
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We will test if this variable will influence the form or magnitude of the 
relationship between EO and the firm’s performance. Testing is carried out 
by evaluating the multiplicative interaction of the independent variable and 
the moderator on the dependent variable (Justin et al. 2010). We create a 
multiplicative interaction terms as new variables.

The dependent variable: firm’s performance

Our measure is based on the study of Murphy and al. (1996) to analyze the 
firm’s performance variable towards three dimensions: efficiency, growth, 
and profit. The respondents assess the firm’s performance on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale in relation to competitors. Three items measure efficiency: return 
on investment, return on equity, and return on assets in the past three years. 
Three items measure growth: sale growth, employee growth, and market 
share growth. Referring to Murphy and al. (1996), three items measure 
profit: return on sales, net profit margin, and gross profit margin (Yong-
Hui Li et al. 2009).

Results and discussion

Descriptive statistics, independent sample T-test, and moderated regression 
analysis are done by using SPSS software.

Descriptive statistics and T-test result 

Table 2 shows the following descriptive statistics, i.e. mean and standard 
deviation and also reveals the result of the independent sample t-test on 
the gender differences across the EO dimensions and the firm performance. 

Table 2 demonstrates that the performance of female-owned businesses 
is lower than performance of male-owned businesses. However, this result is 
not statistically significant. This result doesn’t support our first hypothesis 
H1. Women have slightly lower innovativeness but this result is not statisti-
cally significant. This is in concordance with the results found by Neneh et 
al. (2016) but in discordance with other studies (Ayub et al. 2013; Wagner 
2007) which found that female entrepreneurs have a slightly lower innova-
tiveness than their male counterparts.

As far as risk taking is concerned, the result shows that there is not gen-
der difference between man and woman. This is contrary to evidence from 
prior studies (Neneh et al. 2016; Ayub et al. 2013; Wagner 2007) which 
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establish that male entrepreneurs have a significantly higher risk-taking be-
havior than female entrepreneurs.

Moreover, this research found that female entrepreneurs have a slightly 
lower pro-activity, than male but this difference isn’t statistically significant. 
This finding contradicts prior studies (Neneh 2016; Ayub 2013) that show 
that female entrepreneurs are more proactive than male. In addition, the re-
sults show no gender difference between male and female in aggressive com-
petitivity and autonomy. This confirms the findings of Neneh et al. (2016).

All these results don’t support hypothesis H2 which means that female 
entrepreneurs have the same EO as their male counterparts.

Table 2. The descriptive statistics and t-student test

Gender N Mean Std. 
Deviation

Std. Error 
Mean

t-student p-value

EOI
0 66 3.0859 1.46563 .18041 0.199 0.843

1 23 3.0145 1.53898 .32090

EOR
0 66 2.8712 1.37927 .16978 0.575 0.566

1 23 2.6739 1.51963 .31687

EOP
0 66 2.9646 1.53270 .18866 0.592 0.555

1 23 2.7391 1.68462 .35127

EOC_A
0 66 3.0000 1.49100 .18353

1 23 2.7609 1.55117 .32344 0.656 0.514

EOA
0 66 2.9293 1.42567 .17549 0.382 0.704

1 23 2.7971 1.44509 .30132

EO
0 66 2.9702 1.39257 .17141

1 23 2.7971 1.50484 .31378 0.482 0.631

PERF 0 66 2.8249 1.45487 .17908

1 23 2.7729 1.38757 .28933

Regression results 

This study is undertaken to analyze the effect of EO on performance in 
the context of gender. The objective of this study is to evaluate gender as a 
moderator of the association between EO and performance. By examining 
the moderating role of gender on the relationship between EO and perfor-
mance, we contribute to the existing scholarly literature. We use regression 
and moderated regression analyses to test the hypothesis 3. In this first re-
gression model, we test the direct relationship between EO and the firm’s 
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performance. The result of the model 1 using only EO is presented in Ta-
ble 3. EO seems to be significant. This result is consistent with hypothesis 3. 
This confirms the assertion that EO is positively related to the performance.

The result of the moderate regression can be seen in Model 2 and 3 
(Table 3). The multiplicative term EO x GENDER is regressed against 
the dependent variable (firm’s performance). The moderating influence of 
GENDER on the EO-performance relationship is not supported, rejecting 
H4. This result suggests that gender difference doesn’t moderate the rela-
tionship between OE and performance. 

Table 3 The results of Regression Analyses for 
performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Dependent Variable Performance Performance Performance

OE 0,869*** 0,870*** 0,894***

GENDER 0,099 0,335

OE*GENDER 0,083

F 247,295*** 122,813*** 81,503

Sig 0,000 0,000 0,000

R² 0,740 0,741 0,742

∆R² 0,735 0,737 0,733

Conclusion

This study is conducted to examine the mediator role of gender in the rela-
tionship between EO and performance. Research in the field of EO is based 
on gender approach that continues to represent a rich area of study. In fact, 
the low survival rate of projects led by women deserves to be examined. 

This article discusses the relationship between EO and performance 
according to a gender approach in Tunisia that has undergone significant 
transformations and evolutions after the period of the 2011 revolution. 
Moreover, the gender approach in entrepreneurship broadens the inter-
pretation of the social and economic processes in the Tunisian context. It 
also helps to better characterize Tunisian women entrepreneurs. Contrary 
to what we believe, women entrepreneurs in Tunisia do not have a weaker 
EO than men and businesses owned by women do not perform worse than 
businesses owned by men. 
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From a practical point of view, the results of this study have entre-
preneurial implications. The results are very significant for both managers 
and entrepreneurs and researchers. The results of the moderate regression 
show that gender difference does not moderate the relationship between OE 
and performance. We can suggest that research on women entrepreneurs 
needs new directions. Moreover, because our empirical study covers a range 
of firms in terms of sector and size, further qualitative investigations are 
necessary to provide explanations for gender differences observed in female-
dominated sectors. Finally, case studies on equal opportunities in relation 
to gender issues will provide additional insights. As a consequence, new re-
search questions arise that require qualitative research methods in order to 
deeper examine the subject.
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Santykio tarp verslo orientacijos ir veiklos rezultatų 
analizė lyties aspektu: tunisiečių verslininkių atvejis 

Santrauka

Verslo orientacijos terminas yra plačiai priimtas moksliniuose tyrimuose ir vadybos 
teorijose, taip pat jis vartojamas įmonių pasiekimams analizuoti. Pastaruoju metu 
mokslininkai nemažai gilinasi į santykį tarp verslo orientacijų ir pasiekimų. Tačiau, 
atliekant tokius tyrimus, per mažai dėmesio skiriama lyties aspektui. Ankstesnėse 
studijose laikomasi nuomonės, kad moterys verslininkės yra ne tokios sėkmingos 
kaip jų kolegos vyrai, tvirtinama, jog jų verslo orientacijos nėra tokios stiprios. Šiame 
straipsnyje siekiama išsiaiškinti, kokį vaidmenį vaidina lyčių skirtumai, analizuojant 
santykį tarp verslo orientacijų ir pasiekimų. Atlikto tyrimo rezultatai rodo, kad lyčių 
skirtumai nėra reikšmingi, formuojant santykį tarp verslo orientacijų ir pasiekimų. 

Reikšminiai žodžiai: verslo orientacija, pasiekimai, lytis, tunisietės verslininkės. 
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Gender Imbalance in Moroccan Broadcast 
News

Meriem Ouahidi
Sultan Moulay Slimane University, Morocco 

Abstract. In recent years, researchers have become increasingly interested in gender portrayal 
and gender bias in media studies in general and newscast in particular. This paper develops a 
comprehensive account of the distribution of males and females in the news broadcast on 2M, 
a Moroccan public channel, at the peak viewing time during a two-week period. It investigates 
one main prime time newscast, namely Almasa’ iya, to identify the role and frequency of male/ 
female personnel and the news content they cover. The findings of this analysis reveal that males 
dominate in all aspects of the news content. Males seem to be associated more with hard and soft 
news than their female counterparts. In addition, both male and female reporters rely on male 
sources to comment on the news content they report.

Keywords: gender bias, newscast, personnel, sources, news topics.

Introduction

The news, the most influential genre of broadcast media, is designed to reach 
a large segment of the population and influence and shape people’s percep-
tion of the world in general and society in particular. Besides, TV news 
covers a variety of topics, including politics, economy, education, health, 
sports, entertainment, etc. Thus, it can reach a sizable nationwide audience 
that can be described as anonymous and heterogeneous. Therefore, news 
content should reflect a variety of opinions, perspectives and socioeconomic 
and cultural backgrounds. According to the world bank statistics, Moroc-
can women consist more than half of the population. That is why, the TV 
news should advocate the equality of people, irrespective of their gender. 

It is generally recognized that media texts, the broadcast news is not 
an exception, often represent women in the stereotypical roles of weakness, 
submission and inferiority; whereas, men are associated more with the roles 
of power, dominance and authority. Although a considerable amount of 
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research has been devoted to the portrayal of men and women in the news-
cast, no adequate attempts (to my knowledge) have been made to investigate 
how men and women are represented in the Moroccan newscast.

The major task of the present study is to examine whether the repre-
sentations of men and women are discriminatory in the Moroccan newscast 
since it is believed that TV news ought to be unbiased and objective. In 
fact, it attempts to demonstrate to what extent objectivity is foreshadowed 
in the treatment of males and females in the news stories. The TV news is 
the main goal of the study since most people rely on a TV set as the main 
source of national and international news.

Research problem

Media, as the basic realm that shapes ideas, opinions, and thoughts of dif-
ferent receivers about different issues, covering fields of sport, entertain-
ment, art, government, economics, etc., should be the leading domain of 
the campaign against gender inequality since it can affect how the audiences 
perceive men and women. As a media genre, the newscast that makes use of 
different dimensions (linguistic and audio-visual messages) to inform, en-
tertain and educate should have as a goal the spread of gender balance, not 
only in relation to the topics it presents, but also in relation to the choice of 
the personnel and the guests.  The problem that this research paper tackles 
is whether 2M newscast promotes gender equity. To the best of my knowl-
edge, no publications are available that address the issue of gender balance 
or equality in Moroccan broadcast news. In fact, gender distribution in the 
newscast is a topic that has not received adequate attention of scholars.

Objective of the study

The objective of the study is twofold:
• To delineate gender representations in Moroccan TV news.
• To determine the extent to which Moroccan media makers are sen-

sitive to gender balance when assigning roles in the newscast. 

Research questions and hypothesis

In the present study, the issue under scrutiny is to determine the frequency 
and the distribution of women in the evening broadcast news Almasa’iyain 
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order to show whether they are represented in a balanced way and occupy 
similar roles as their male counterparts. This research paper, thus, provides 
evidence to answer the following three questions:

• Do women cover the news stories as often as men?
The first research question intends to highlight the distribution of men 

and women as Moroccan broadcast personnel in 2M.
• How often are men and women portrayed as news sources?
This second question aims at outlining the prevalence of males and 

females as news sources, describing the choices that male and female report-
ers make in relation to the gender of their guests (experts and non-experts).

• What types of news are men and/or women associated with?
The last research question depicts the topics that male and female re-

porters present to the audience. 
Therefore, based on the aforementioned review of the literature, we 

postulate the following hypothesis:
• Concerning the newscast personnel, men outnumber women. 
• Expert news sources are primarily men; whereas, non-expert news 

sources are mainly women. 
• Hard news is allocated mostly to males and soft news to females.

Significance of the study

The present research paper can be relevant and significant for a number of 
reasons. First, the results of the study could be beneficial for media makers. 
The findings can guide them whenever they want to make amendments to 
meet the changes that our society has been undergoing at the level of educa-
tion and employment. In fact, the number of literate and working women 
has been increasing every day. Second, the findings can also be useful for 
activists and policy makers. While the former can use them as a reference 
to call for action in their national campaigns, the latter may be interested 
in the results in order to create new gender balanced policies. Last but not 
least, the findings will contribute to our understanding of the issue of gen-
der in broadcast media in general and TV news in particular.

Review of the literature

Previous studies about gender bias in TV news indicate that women are not 
fairly represented in different countries. Prado and Hughes (2009, 7), for 
instance, conducted a quantitative study about media diversity and gender 



102

KULTŪRA IR VISUOMENĖ. Socialinių tyrimų žurnalas 2018 9 (1)

inequality in broadcast prime time news. They provided an ample evidence 
about the imbalanced distribution of male and female personnel in the 
newscast of four Latin American countries: Chile, Costa Rica, Mexico, and 
Uruguay, as the following quotation shows: 

All of the newscasts allocated substantially more air time to male report-
ers. Women reporters are in the minority in all four markets, appearing 
on air on average 21.2% of the time given all markets combined. Women 
reporters were on air one-third of the time in Chile (32% of all airtime), 
but less than one-fifth of the time in Costa Rica (17.7%), Mexico (15.2%), 
or Uruguay (19.5%).

Concerning the topics covered by reporters, previous studies reveal that 
hard news is more prestigious than soft ones in the news hierarchy. That 
is why they are more often relegated to male reporters (North 2014; Ross 
and Carter 2011; Van Zoonen 1998 and many others). According to Van 
Zoonen (1998), soft news lack “informational value,” for they are not urgent 
serious topics.  Similarly, North (2014) carried out a research in Australia to 
discern gendered aspects of the “newsroom culture” that are not exhaustive-
ly examined in the newscast. She conducted an online survey which raised a 
number of questions about different issues related to the respondents’ (1067 
journalists) work place conditions and experiences. She found out that men 
still dominated as hard news reporters; whereas, women were assigned more 
soft news topics. According to North (2014, 15), “women remain steadfastly 
pigeon-holed in soft news areas that are deemed less prestigious than hard 
news genres.” She also states, “Hard news is still delivered with a predomi-
nantly male perspective” (p. 14). Therefore, previous research has reached 
the conclusion that males and females in the news stories are still associated 
with the traditional gender roles. These findings are also similar to those of 
Nwabuzor and Gever (2014/2015).

In a similar study, Irvin (2013) conducts a research to determine the 
types of topics associated with male and female reporters and to learn 
whether the gender of guests is even or not. That is why she uses content 
analysis to investigate the gathered data from three prime time newscasts. 
Her main findings can be summarized in the following quotation:

The results showed that male reporters were assigned more hard news than 
female reporters, and males were a little more likely to be assigned to hard 
news than soft news. Male sources were used more as experts in hard news 
by both male and female reporters. Actually, female reporters relied on 
males as expert sources more than male reporters (Irvin 2013, 9).
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Sources refer to the people chosen by reporters to explain and comment 
on the topics discussed in the news. According to Irvin,

Both male and female reporters relied more on male sources than female 
sources in most categories. Even the female reporters relatively more heavi-
ly relied on male sources in three categories than their counterparts, except 
for when they covered soft news and used expert sources. Male reporters 
used male sources more heavily than female counterparts only when they 
covered soft news and used expert sources (Irvin 2013, 43).

This view is consistent with Prado and Hughes’ (2009) findings of broad-
cast news in Latin America.

In the very beginning of this article, I used the term “representation” 
to refer to the theory which constructs how the audience views the world 
(people, places, values, etc.). In this research paper, representation of the 
personnel of the news media can be regarded as a process of constructing 
identities. In fact, this process is never transparent, natural or value free. 
There is always an ideology behind the roles assigned to each member of 
the news room. Moreover, the construction of cultural identities is tightly 
associated with the process of production as well as reception.

In an attempt to provide a sound analysis of the collected data, I intend 
to examine the representation of women in the Moroccan TV news in ac-
cordance with the variables mentioned in the review of the literature, i.e., 
personnel, topics and sources.

Methodology

Almassa’iya newscast is scheduled at peak viewing time each evening 
around 8:30 pm at 2M, a Moroccan TV channel. This most watched news-
cast usually lasts about half an hour. It is often preceded by a soap opera 
and followed by a TV show or a commentary. Given its time of broadcast, 
it is likely to attract a huge audience; therefore, it influences and shapes the 
public opinion and reinforces certain world views among the viewers. This 
news program deals with domestic as well as international news; that is why 
it is considered an appropriate program for analysis. Therefore, data collec-
tion took place during the first two weeks of March from 2M official site. 
This period was chosen randomly.

To conduct this study, I used the content analysis of gender imbalance 
at Almasa’iya newscast at 2M. The use of this method of analysis can be at-
tributed to its systematic and rigorous nature and objective techniques that 
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enable the researcher to make the quantitative analysis of the data collected 
from the TV news. The statistics were carried out by categorizing the topics, 
the genders of the journalists (the news anchor and reporters) and the news 
sources in each news segment. A news segment (it lasts about 30 minutes) 
refers to a news coverage presented by one news anchor.

The coding parameters of this study take into consideration the aim of 
this investigation and the research questions mentioned above. Therefore, in 
an attempt to measure Almasa’iya news segments, the main starting point 
is to count the number of males and females in relation to the following 
variables: the personnel(the anchor and the reporters), the news sources, and 
the topics assigned to each of these journalists. 

1- The personnel, in this study, refers to the news anchors and reporters.
The news anchor is the person who presents the news; s/he reads the 

titles, introduces the stories, presents and interacts with reporters, com-
ments on news stories and/or interviews guests. S/he tries to attract the 
attention of the audience through his/her serious voice, clothes and posture 
in order to gain loyalty and trust.

The reporter’s job, in this research paper, refers to the voiceover that 
informs, reports and/ or comments on the news content from outside. The 
audience knows only his/her voice that comments events and activities, and 
also asks questions ofnews sources. Therefore, the gender of the reporter is 
determined via his/her voice. In this research paper, the reporter can also 
be a correspondent.

2- News sources are people interviewed by the reporter or the news 
anchor either as experts or witnesses (non-experts) that answer questions 
either from the news anchor or the reporter: “We defined news source as 
any actor appearing in a news item and delivering a text of at least one sen-
tence” (Hooghe, Swert 2009, 13).  Experts are guests specializing in a field 
related to the news content; whereas, non-experts are common people. They 
are usually bystanders or witnesses. The aim of this study is to determine 
the gender of the reporters/news anchors’ guests whether they are experts 
or non-experts.

3- News stories are usually divided into hard news and soft news. Dif-
ferent researchers provide different definitions for these two terms. Accord-
ing to Tuchman (1978), hard news can be defined as serious stories about 
important topics. Hard news refers to timely news that includes topics about 
politics, economics and finance. Soft news, on the other hand, deals with 
such topics as entertainment, art, health, education, etc. In this research 
paper, the term hard news covers the following topics: politics, government, 
the king’s activities, economics, business and financial affairs. They are usu-
ally the lead stories, often broadcast at the beginning of each news segment. 
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Soft news covers all other topics. This study is concerned with the gender of 
the reporter/ news anchor in relation to the type of story he/she is reporting.

Data analysis and findings 

The investigation of the gathered data adopts content analysis as a system-
atic method of analysis of 2M broadcast news. That is why there are tables 
and figures to highlight the frequency of the main variables (the personnel, 
news sources and news stories or topics) in relation to males and females. 
This section examines the representation of men and women in the Moroc-
can TV news via the use of statistics.

Personnel

Table 1 outlines the data used to answer the first research question about 
the distribution of males and females as the personnel of the newscasts, spe-
cifically news anchors and reporters who deliver the news content.

Table 1: Gender distribution of newscast personnel

Males Females

News Anchors 9 60% 6 40%

Reporters 76 54.6% 63 45.3%

Total 284 61.2% 180 38.8%

The first element we need to delineate is the number of males and fe-
males delivering news content in the data. Table 1 displays the numbers and 
percentages of the personnel presenting news stories. It shows that the ratio 
of males to females is 61.2%, a significant percentage that highlights the 
prevalence of males as the main sources of information.

The data in table 1 put forward the view that women appear on the 
air less frequently than their male counterparts. Women are seldom news 
anchors, for only 40% of them are allowed to read the title and present 
other reporters. This is may be due to the fact that women do not inspire 
trust in Moroccan audiences. 60% of males as news anchors reflect the pre-
dominance of males. 

The disparity between genders prevails in other areas of news stories 
including the number of reporters. In fact, female reporters seem to be a 
minority in 2M prime time news since only 45.3% of females are allowed 
to deliver the news content when 54.6% of males do the same job. Does this 
mean that women are less competent than men? Or is this an idea that the 
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news makers want to disseminate among the population? It is important to 
mention that the difference between the number of male and female report-
ers is not huge, which can be regarded as a positive sign in seeking a bias 
free newscast.

The table 1 illustrates that the percentages of men and women as mem-
bers of the personnel are different: men have a much greater presence in 2M 
newscast than women. It also reveals that male reporters outnumber females. 
In fact, the most striking feature of the statistics in the table above is the 
dominance of males both as news anchors and reporters (61.2%) in front of 
the microphone and the camera in the field of news broadcasting. It seems, 
therefore, that males are overrepresented given their real number in the Mo-
roccan population (less than half of the population). Women, on the other 
hand, less frequently cover the news stories than their male counterparts. This 
imbalanced distribution of man and women in the Moroccan newscast fore-
shadows whose views, opinions and values the audience is likely to share.

News sources

Gender discrimination becomes very apparent when we consider the news 
reporters’ sources of information (experts or just common people). Con-
cerning the roles of the male guests, they hold a wider range of jobs than 
their female counterparts. They can be ministers, officials, soldiers, teachers, 
doctors, painters, etc. Women can also hold some of these jobs; however, 
their number remains trivial when compared with the number of men. The 
data generated by the reporters’ choice of their sources are provided in the 
following table.

Table 2: Distribution of news sources by gender

Males Females

Experts 110 70.5% 46 29.5%

Non-experts 86 58.1% 62 41.9%

Total 196 64.4% 108 35.6%

Table 2 clearly shows again that males predominate as sources in the 
news. They make up about 64.4% of the commentators whereas females –
only 35.6%. The number of male experts (70.5%) is much higher than that 
of females (29.5%). The same thing can be said about the choice of non-
experts since the majority are males (58.1%). One very remarkable finding 
is the scarcity of women both as experts (29.5%) and non-experts (41.9%). 
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It is important to mention that all news stories included in the data contain 
at least one male source. 

Concerning the gender of reporters’ guests, the tablea bove indicates that 
both male and female reporters cite more males than females (both as experts 
or non-experts) to comment on the news stories. It providesan ample evidence 
that the general tendency goes beyond the choice of the primary sources of 
information (experts) to include the secondary sources (non-experts) as well. 
In other words, the statistics show the overwhelming predominance of men 
as news sources in 2M broadcast news. These findings reflect the conservative 
views prevalent in the Moroccan patriarchal community.

Topics

There are two types of news stories: hard and soft topics. A significant num-
ber of studies indicate that hard topics are often presented by males whereas 
soft topics, by females. With regard to this, the statistics concerning the 
correlation between reporter’s gender and the topic with which s/he deals 
are compiled in table 3.

Table 3: News topics relegated to males and females

Males Females

Hard Topics
Politics/ economy/ finance

39 26.6% 18 12.2%

Soft Topics
All the other topics

46 31.3% 44 29.9%

Total 85 62

The data in table 3 indicate that the gender gap becomes more wide-
spread when we consider the topics covered by males and females. The as-
sociation between the topics and genders is rather stereotypical. Hard news, 
which includes politics, financial affairs, and economics, is allocated mainly 
to men. In fact, men are assigned hard topics (26.6%) two times more than 
their female (12.2%) counterparts. Even if soft news covers most of the 
broadcast news, males (31.3%) are more likely to present soft news, a realm 
usually associated with females (29.9%) as mentioned in the review of the 
literature above.

For instance, financial topics are nearly exclusive to males. During the 
collection of the data, the financial news was presented by females only 
tweezes far as sport is concerned, it seems to be nearly exclusive to males 
since more than 96% of reporters are males. These reporters always cite 
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males as the primary source except when the news story is about female 
sports. Sport and financial affairs are two male dominated fields par excel-
lence, which reflects the traditional views on men and women. As far as the 
field of politics is concerned, even if the number of males is still prevalent 
(58%), women are not completely absent. On the contrary, they comment 
on news stories, interview politicians and describe events. 

In all types of topics whether they are hard or soft a male is invited to 
comment on an event or activity in each news story. Conversely, females 
are not necessarily allowed to present and comment on all topics. Conse-
quently, the choice of males over females is evident in the broadcast news. 

The statistics provided above paint a dim picture of the portrayal of 
gender in the news broadcast in 2M since they demonstrate the proclivity 
towards the prevalent choice of males over females.

Discussion of the findings 

It seems that the Moroccan evening newscast Almasa’iya confirms the glob-
al patterns that highlight the imbalanced distribution of men and women 
in the TV news. The following discussion of the findings aims at providing 
answers to the research questions in order to demonstrate the reasons be-
hind these discriminatory activities in the field of broadcast news based on 
the statistical analysis provided in figures 1, 2, and 3. 

RESEARCH QUESTION ONE:  
Do women cover the news stories as often as men?
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Figure 1: Newscast Personnel by Gender 
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Concerning the first research question, the data from figure 1 provide 
an answer to this question by revealing that the female personnel (news 
anchors and reporters) are underrepresented in news stories. This means 
that men dominate in front of the camera. This finding is confirmed by the 
literature review. For instance, Irvin concluded that “Male reporters covered 
more stories (107 stories) than female counterparts (60 stories). First, view-
ers would more likely to have viewed the hard news stories that were covered 
by male reporters than female counterparts” (Irvin 2013, 44). However, 
this finding is not in accordance with the real number of men and women 
in the Moroccan population. Given the fact that women make up slightly 
more than half of the Moroccan society, the statistics revealed in figure 1 
indicate that the TV news disseminates patriarchal values often regarded as 
normal and natural by Moroccans. In addition, it seems that the traditional 
discriminatory stereotypes have a strong impact on the selection process of 
males and females in the Moroccan newscast.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2:  
How often are women/ men portrayed as news sources?
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Figure 2: News Sources by Gender

The statistics in figure 2 provide a suitable answer to research question 
2, for they demonstrate that women are significantly underrepresented both 
as experts and non-experts. However, they are more frequently portrayed as 
common commentators rather than experts. Males, on the other hand, are 
often depicted in specialized professional roles in all domains. This find-
ing is confirmed by Irvin: “The results of this study include female under 
representation as reporters and sources, probably continuing a perception of 
women as being in a lower social status than men” (Irvin 2013, 9), hence, 
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the marginalization of the female perspective, which means that the female 
voice is silenced. Put differently, women are more associated with domains 
traditionally considered women specific. Therefore, contrary to our expec-
tations, the analysis has yielded results that reject our second hypothesis 
which suggest that males are experts and females are non-experts.

RESEARCH QUESTION 3:  
What types of news are women/ men associated with?
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Figure 3: News Topics by Gender

Regarding the third research question, the data suggest that there is 
no connection between each gender and the type of topics they discuss. It 
seems that men outnumber women in relation to both hard and soft topics. 
This finding is inconsistent with our third hypothesis which proposed that 
hard topics will be covered by men and soft news by women. In fact, both 
hard and soft news are preponderantly male domains. This conclusion is also 
confirmed by Irvin (2013, 44):

Less assignment of female reporters to glamorous hard news as well as the 
unequal ratio of maleto female journalists featured on the news could dis-
courage women interested in becoming broadcast news professionals from 
pursuing careers in the field. During this study, male journalists covered 
more hard and soft news stories than female journalists not necessarily 
because of the story content, but because there were more male journalists.

The quantitative data provide clear evidence supporting our main finding 
that broadcast news in 2M is significantly masculine both in content and 
personnel. In the light of the above discussion, we reach the conclusion that 
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the first hypothesis is correct; however, the second and the third hypothesis 
are incongruous with the statistical analysis of figure 3.  

The censure of females from this dynamic field will inevitably affect the 
views and opinions of the upcoming generations. The factors behind this 
finding may be attributed to the following reasons:

1. Gender inequality in news stories is concomitant with the disparity 
between males and females in society. According to the last census 
which took place in 2015, males are the prevalent working force in 
all fields. In fact, males hold the key positions in the Moroccan so-
ciety. Therefore, the news coverage cannot be an exception. Accord-
ing to Prado and Hughes (2009, 10), “Gender discrimination in the 
work force is a reality… where women are commonly perceived as a 
secondary source of labor. The scarcity of working women in most 
of the fundamental fields in society makes the situation worse. On 
the other hand, “Men are more frequently represented in positions 
of authority and power that legitimize their dominant role in soci-
ety” (Prado, Hughes 2009, 9).

2. The key occupations in the field of media are male dominated. The 
hierarchical ordering inside the field will inevitably affect the choice 
of the personnel covering the news stories, as Prado and Hughes 
(2009, 9) mentioned,“ Organizational procedures in newsrooms sig-
nificantly affect which stories are covered and which news sources 
are used.”

The main recommendation stemming from this research paper is that 
media should deploy more efforts to maintain equity between males and 
females among the personnel and ensure diversity in their representation. 
In other words, women should be given more opportunities to hold a wider 
range of roles and tasks similar to their male counterparts.

Conclusion

This research paper has provided adequate evidence to demonstrate how 
males and females are represented in Almasa’iya, an evening newscast sched-
uled during the prime time. It has reached the conclusion that women are 
unfairly relegated to secondary roles in the Moroccan newscast in relation 
to three investigated variables: personnel, news sources and news stories. 
This deliberate and intentional gender inequity may be attributed to the 
occupational imbalance among men and women in Morocco. In fact, the 
disparity between men and women in the work place is rampant even if it 
is believed that women are better academic achievers.
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Although the data highlight the gender bias and imbalance in rela-
tion to newscast personnel and stories, some of the limitations of this study 
should be mentioned. First, the results have failed to provide empirical 
reasons behind such bias. Therefore, further research is necessary to offer 
a comprehensive explanation of this phenomenon. This study has another 
limitation since it investigated only one news program Almasa’iya; the cho-
sen data may fail to adequately represent the broadcast news in Morocco. 
Therefore, larger samples are needed to examine women’s professional par-
ticipation in the news industry. Besides, more research is necessary to inves-
tigate more variables other than the ones discussed in this paper.

It seems obvious that the news broadcasting which tries to represent 
the world and makes it a small village does not mirror this world accurately. 
On the contrary, the world is presented to the viewers through the male’s 
lens. Media makers should make an effort and take into consideration the 
diversity of the communities that the TV news targets. To promote gender 
balance in the news media and to encourage women to fight for more lead-
ing positions, further studies with larger samples and complex design are 
necessary to empirically determine how to change the situation and make 
our broadcast media a better field that reflects different interests and per-
spectives irrespective of people’s gender, color or ethnic group. 
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Lyčių disbalansas Maroko televizijos naujienų laidose

Santrauka

Pastaraisiais metais mokslininkai vis labiau domisi lyčių vaizdavimu ir šališkumu ly-
ties požiūriu tiek žiniasklaidoje apskritai, tiek konkrečiai žinių laidose. Šiame straips-
nyje, remiantis dviejų savaičių stebėjimo rezultatais, analizuojama, kaip pasiskirstę 
vyrai ir moterys Maroko visuomeniniame kanale „2M“ žiūrimiausiu laiku. Aptaria-
ma viena iš svarbiausių žinių laidų „Almasa‘iya“, siekiant nustatyti, koks yra vyrų ir 
moterų darbuotojų vaidmuo, kaip dažnai jie pasirodo ir kokio turinio žinias praneša. 
Analizės rezultatai rodo, kad darbuotojai vyrai dominuoja visais žinių turinio aspek-
tais. Vyrai daug labiau siejami tiek su „kietosiomis“, tiek su „minkštosiomis“ žiniomis 
nei jų kolegės moterys. Be to, ir vyrai, ir moterys reporterės, komentuodamos žinių 
turinį, pasikliauja „vyriškais“ žinių šaltiniais. 

Reikšminiai žodžiai: šališkumas lyties požiūriu, žinios, žiniasklaidos darbuotojai, 
žinių šaltiniai, žinių temos.
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Pouvoir et contestation des normes de genre 
en Tunisie. A propos des corps de femmes 
lesbiennes

Monia Lachheb
Université de la Manouba, Tunisia 

Résumé. Le présent article s’intéresse au vécu de jeunes femmes tunisiennes qui se disent les-
biennes. Il tente d’éclairer le rapport social à l’altérité à travers les formes d’expression des normes 
de genre liées à une sexualité dite atypique. Selon une approche socio-anthropologique, l’étude re-
pose sur une enquête par entretien semi-directif avec trois jeunes femmes qui affichent leur orienta-
tion sexuelle marginale. L’analyse de type qualitatif révèle que l’apparence corporelle et les usages 
vestimentaires constituent un fort enjeu des négociations du genre. En effet, la tendance masculine 
des jeunes lesbiennes interrogées fait qu’elles sèment le doute concernant leur identité de genre et 
cessent même d’être considérées comme des femmes. Une telle réalité les confronte à différents types 
de violence dans l’espace public, allant de l’injure jusqu’à la violence physique. Cependant, si la 
féminité des femmes interrogées est souvent contestée, leurs logiques d’action visent à affirmer une 
identité de « femme ». Elles souhaitent ainsi à inciter au changement des regards sur le modèle 
canonique de la féminité, voire même à l’acceptation de différents types d’être femme.  

Mots clés : homosexualité, lesbienne, identité, corps, violence, Tunisie. 

Introduction 

Le corps est reconnu comme un marqueur de distinction entre les hommes 
et les femmes. Il se construit comme corps sexué et se donne à voir en une 
subjectivité masculine ou en une subjectivité féminine marquées par les 
normes et les significations sociales et culturelles du groupe d’appartenance 
(Le Breton 2008). La féminité et la masculinité mises en scène à travers le 
corps s’expriment par des formes corporelles spécifiques, des postures et des 
attitudes, une allure et une gestuelle, ainsi que des usages du corps différen-
ciés (Court 2010). Ainsi, les traits typiques de la masculinité et de la féminité 
prennent sens sur la surface symbolique du corps et le donnent à voir comme 
un «  vêtement incarné  » (Borel 1992). En s’intégrant au soi corporel, ces 
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propriétés du genre enferment alors l’individu et son apparence corporelle 
dans des modèles comportementaux et des prototypes de présentation de soi 
stéréotypés. Ce faisant, la féminité et la masculinité s’expriment par les at-
tributs différenciés qui les fondent et qui dessinent les contours des modèles 
du corps féminin et du corps masculin. Elles sont socialement construites et 
cette construction « nous force à croire en sa nécessité et en sa naturalité » 
(Butler 2006, 264), mais aussi en son aspect d’apparence immuable.

Cet « ordre de genre » (Claire 2013) qui marque le corps est sous-ten-
du par une forme de sexualité dite normale et légitime : l’hétérosexualité. 
Celle-ci constitue le modèle normatif socialement et naturellement accepté. 
Elle correspond aussi à un mode d’organisation sociale qui crée un cadre 
d’exclusion pour toute forme de sexualité différente, mais aussi pour la 
hiérarchisation et la distinction entre les femmes et les hommes (Chetcuti 
2012). Ce faisant, les homosexuels/les font face à une forme de « présomp-
tion d’hétérosexualité naturelle  » (Fassin 2008, 221) qui suppose l’exis-
tence de deux sexes uniques, exclusifs et hétérosexuels. Ainsi, La contrainte 
à l’hétérosexualité (Rich 1981) devient « nature » et place l’homosexualité 
au cœur du contrôle social, politique et religieux qui trace les frontières entre 
le normal et le pathologique, le licite et l’illicite, l’interdit et l’autorisé, le 
déviant et le straight. Les homosexuels/les sont ainsi considéré-e-s comme 
des Outsiders au sens de Howard Becker (1985).

La présente étude tente de mettre en évidence un aspect du vécu de 
jeunes femmes tunisiennes qui se disent lesbiennes. A côté de leur orienta-
tion sexuelle « problématique », ces femmes se présentent avec une confi-
guration corporelle de tendance masculine. A ce titre, elles transgressent les 
normes de genre de par leur corps perçu comme atypique et leurs sexualités 
marginalisées considérées comme «  déviantes  ». Selon une approche so-
cio-anthropologique, l’intérêt porte sur les modes d’expression de « l’anor-
malité  » et la gestion sociale de l’altérité. Au-delà de la singularité des 
expériences des femmes, l’étude vise ainsi à rendre compte des modes de 
construction du rapport à l’autre différent, du respect du droit à la diffé-
rence et de la gestion sociale de l’altérité. 

Discours normatifs sur l’homosexualité

La question homosexuelle en Tunisie est longtemps restée sous silence. Elle 
a pris progressivement de l’ampleur et de la visibilité après les soulèvements 
sociaux de janvier 2011. Les débats publics, notamment dans les médias, 
reposent sur différents fondements qui semblent organiquement liés : la di-
mension religieuse et la dimension juridique. 
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D’abord, la condamnation de l’homosexualité se réfère systématique-
ment aux versets coraniques qui concernent le peuple de Lot pour justifier 
du caractère illicite de cette orientation sexuelle. Jamal Amreen (2001) rap-
porte que l’histoire de Lot est évoquée dans 14 sourates coraniques, sou-
vent utilisées pour prouver l’interdiction de l’homosexualité masculine. 
Pourtant, les recueils historiques qui traitent de la question homosexuelle 
révèlent que les pratiques sexuelles entre des hommes de même sexe ont 
existé dans les sociétés musulmanes et étaient plutôt qualifiées de pratiques 
homoérotiques (El-Rouayheb 2009). Aussi, des analyses contemporaines sur 
l’homosexualité en islam montrent que les pratiques du peuple de Lot ne 
concordent pas avec la réalité actuelle et les pratiques homosexuelles consen-
tantes. Dans cette perspective, Olfa Youssef (2008, 187–197) explique, en 
se référant à l’œuvre du Cheik Mohamed Tahar Ben Achour, Al-Tahrir Wa 
At-Tanwir, que le comportement du peuple de Lot correspond à un acte de 
viol, accompagné par différentes formes de violence. Pour sa part, Farhat 
Othman (2014, 37-52) va jusqu’à mentionner l’absence d’une prescription 
explicitement destinée à la condamnation de la pratique homosexuelle dans 
les sourates coraniques et insiste sur sa non interdiction. 

S’agissant des femmes, le Coran reste silencieux à l’égard du Sihaq (les-
bianisme) et son jugement. Dans cette perspective, Samar Habib (2007) a 
pu mettre en évidence que les pratiques sexuelles entre femmes de même 
sexe étaient très répandues en islam sans aucune forme de réprimande. Ce 
n’est qu’à l’époque médiévale que naissent des représentations intolérantes 
et des formes de stigmatisation basées sur une vision religieuse orthodoxe. 
En analysant le discours de Youssef El-Quaradâwî1, Amel Grami (2006) 
montre que le lesbianisme est loin d’être perçu comme une forme de sexua-
lité. Il ne correspond pas à un acte de pénétration et ne constitue que de 
simples attouchements. Cependant, plusieurs exégètes soulignent que la 
question du lesbianisme dans le Coran est associée au terme «  fahisha  » 
(englobant les maux en rapport avec la sexualité) (Siraj 2012).  

Ensuite, l’homosexualité en Tunisie est gérée par un cadre juridique 
qui semble flottant. D’une part, l’article 21 du chapitre II réservé aux droits 
et libertés dans la constitution (2014) mentionne que « Les citoyens et les 
citoyennes, sont égaux en droits et devoirs. Ils sont égaux devant la loi sans 
discrimination ». Parallèlement, l’article 230 du code pénal2 parle explici-
tement, dans sa version en langue arabe d’usage3, de l’acte de sodomie et de 
1 Youssef El-Quaradâwî est le Président de l’Union Internationale des Savants Musulmans.
2 Texte juridique : Sous-Section II, De l’Attentat à la pudeur, Code Pénal de 1913 (largement 

modifié en 1964), Article 230, Edition mise à jour et revue par le conseil national chargé de 
la réorganisation des dispositions législatives et réglementaires en vigueur (Conformément 
à la loi n° 2005-46 du 6 juin 2005).

3 La version française du code pénal ne mentionne que le cas de la sodomie. 

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/1913
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lesbianisme et les pénalisent par une peine allant jusqu’ à trois ans de prison 
ferme. A ce titre, l’homosexualité se présente comme un délit sexuel mena-
çant pour la société du fait de son écart d’un « ordre naturel ».  

Il va sans dire que la mise en place de ce code pénal remonte à 1913, 
à l’époque du protectorat français. A ce propos, As’ad Abu Khalil (1993) 
souligne que la législation coloniale sur l’homosexualité respecte les codes 
culturels de référence occidentale de l’époque. L’auteur montre, par ailleurs, 
que l’islam n’adopte pas, initialement, le même jugement que le christia-
nisme sur l’homosexualité. L’homophobie qui fonde l’hostilité à l’égard 
des pratiques homosexuelles dans les sociétés arabo-musulmanes n’est qu’un 
produit de l’occident chrétien. Pour sa part, l’analyse juridique de Wahid 
Ferchichi (2016) révèle que l’article 230 du code pénal est particulièrement 
homophobe et demeure en décalage avec les prescriptions consignées dans 
la constitution tunisienne. C’est ce qui incite les collectifs et les activistes 
LGBT à inscrire la question homosexuelle dans le registre des droits et des 
libertés individuelles. Ils appellent à la dépénalisation de l’homosexualité en 
Tunisie et l’abolition de l’article 230 du code pénal (Lachheb 2016). 

Ces éléments contextuels fondent un cadre d’interprétation de l’homo-
sexualité, aussi bien masculine que féminine, et témoignent de la normali-
sation des conduites sexuelles. Ils présentent l’homosexualité comme une 
transgression de la norme sociale et deviennent opérants pour stigmatiser les 
orientations sexuelles différentes. Une telle réalité est confirmée par l’étude 
de Dorra Ben Alya (2011) sur les représentations sociales des gays chez 153 
étudiants Tunisiens, théoriquement hétérosexuels. Elle a pu ressortir trois 
traits essentiels  : être homosexuel c’est être «  contre la religion  », «  contre 
nature », « dégoûtant ». Aussi, 72,1% des interrogés adoptent une position 
relativement intolérante à l’égard des pratiques homosexuelles. De telles re-
présentations sont susceptibles de générer des conduites haineuses et des actes 
homophobes/lesbophobes à l’égard des gays et des lesbiennes qui peuvent 
prendre des formes multiples. Il est ainsi question, dans le cadre de cette étude, 
de focaliser l’attention sur le parcours d’un groupe de lesbiennes tunisiennes 
et les éléments marquants de leurs vécus en rapport avec leurs différences. 

Méthodologie 

Pour ce faire, une enquête par entretiens semi-directifs a été réalisée avec 
trois jeunes femmes tunisiennes qui se disent lesbiennes. Les entretiens ac-
cordent, en effet, une place considérable à la parole des sujets pour exprimer 
leurs vécus singuliers en rapport avec le corps sexué et l’expérience lesbienne. 
La première rencontre a été réalisée avec Nejma qui a été approchée par 
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l’intermédiaire d’un jeune gay qui lui est proche. Ensuite, selon la formule 
de la «  boule de neige  », Nejma a accepté volontiers de me présenter les 
deux autres jeunes femmes, Salma et Leila4. 

Nejma est une jeune fille âgée de 25 ans qui poursuit ses études de master. 
Ses parents, originaires de la région du nord-ouest et résidents à Tunis, 
sont des cadres supérieurs dans une administration tunisienne. Elle a une 
sœur de 21 ans. Elle a choisi de quitter le foyer parental depuis 03 ans 
et partage un appartement avec son cousin, un jeune gay. Elle a fait 03 
ans de boxe en club et a décidé d’arrêter pour éviter de se voir subir la 
fracture du nez. 

Salma est âgée de 24 ans, étudiante en master, son père est retraité, alors 
que sa mère est femme au foyer. Elle vit avec sa famille basée à Tunis qui, 
dit-elle, est très croyante et pratiquante des préceptes de l’islam. L’atmos-
phère religieuse qui l’entoure, la peur et le refus de sa réalité d’être diffé-
rente l’ont amené à refouler son orientation sexuelle. Elle vit pleinement 
son homosexualité depuis sa première expérience sexuelle à l’âge de 20 
ans. Salma est membre actif dans une association LGBT. 

Leila est une jeune fille de 27 ans issue d’une famille modeste de Tunis 
dont le père est retraité et la mère est au foyer. Elle a poursuivi des études 
professionnelles qui ont débouché sur un travail qui reste précaire. Elle vit 
avec ses parents et ses 03 sœurs, dont 02 sont plus âgées qu’elle.

Les trois jeunes femmes5 se disent lesbiennes. Néanmoins, la sortie du pla-
card et la divulgation de leur orientation sexuelle (Dayer  2010) est restée 
sélective et se limite à des amis(es) gays et/ou lesbiennes. Aussi bien dans le 
milieu familial que dans le voisinage proche, leur homosexualité demeure 
tacite, c’est-à-dire qu’elle n’a pas été débattue, mais demeure fortement soup-
çonnée par les parents et/ou les frères et sœurs.  

Les entretiens, de durées variables, se sont déroulés dans des espaces 
familiers pour chaque personne interviewée. Le guide de l’entretien s’est 
focalisé sur deux grands thèmes. D’abord celui qui s’interroge sur le vécu 
du lesbianisme et de sa visibilité, partielle ou complète, dans une société 
quasiment impérative sur la question homosexuelle. Le but est de déceler et 

4 Afin de respecter la volonté de discrétion et d’anonymat exprimés par les jeunes femmes 
interrogées, leurs prénoms ont été remplacés par des pseudonymes.  

5 Les jeunes femmes ont accepté volontiers de s’engager dans cette enquête pour deux raisons 
principales. D’abord le besoin de parler de la situation précaire des femmes lesbiennes.  En-
suite c’est une conviction partagée de pouvoir contribuer à la visibilité de la question gay et 
lesbienne en Tunisie.  
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de décrire des formes potentielles de violence qui marquent les trajectoires 
des jeunes lesbiennes.  Ensuite celui qui éclaire les postures des femmes face 
à la stigmatisation, leurs stratégies déployées pour la contourner et affirmer 
leur identité.   

Le corpus a été soumis à une grille de lecture thématique destinée à 
faire émerger du sens à partir du discours sur l’expérience du lesbianisme. 
Celle-ci sous-tend des modes d’être particuliers des femmes dans l’espace 
public et des réactions multiples qu’ils suscitent. L’approche empruntée est 
de type qualitatif et vise à rendre compte des vécus, dits atypiques, dans un 
environnement qui leur est particulièrement hostile. Elle tente ainsi d’iden-
tifier la diversité des formes de discrimination que les femmes lesbiennes en-
durent et à montrer, par ailleurs, le rapport social à la différence, notamment 
celle qui concerne l’orientation sexuelle. 

Il est question, dans un premier temps, de mettre en évidence les mo-
des d’appréhension du corps perçu comme hors norme et les enjeux de la 
mise en scène de soi qui l’accompagnent. Ensuite, sera abordée une forme 
de violence qui s’avère partagée par les lesbiennes interrogées, la violence 
verbale en l’occurrence. Au-delà de l’injure et du verbe, le cas d’une violence 
physique subie par une jeune lesbienne et la bifurcation de son parcours 
renseignent sur les usages du corps comme espace de projection de la domi-
nation. Enfin, l’analyse tente de rendre compte des formes d’affirmation de 
soi et de revendication identitaire des jeunes lesbiennes dans un milieu peu 
accueillant pour leurs modes d’être dit atypique. 

Corps déclassé et enjeux de l’apparence 

Le corps et son mode de construction sociale respectent la norme du sys-
tème binaire qui renvoie au féminin et au masculin. Cependant, la tendance 
masculine des lesbiennes interrogées fait qu’elles sèment le doute concernant 
leur identité de genre et cessent même d’être considérées comme des femmes 
(Perrin, Chetcuti 2002). Concrètement, les jeunes protagonistes font face à 
une violence symbolique dans l’espace public qui se traduit, d’abord, par le 
déni de leur catégorie de sexe d’appartenance. En effet, elles bousculent les 
normes de genre puisqu’elles se trouvent en décalage avec les prescriptions 
de « la bonne féminité ». 

Nejma: « Dans la rue, dans les transports publics, je m’entends dire sou-
vent ‘’regardes comment elle est … Elle est comme un homme’’, ‘’C’est peut 
être un homme’’. Au départ, cela me dérangeait. Je sens que les gens ne te 
connaissent pas et n’arrivent pas à comprendre ce que tu es. Maintenant 
cela ne me dérange plus, c’est devenu habituel… ».  
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Leila: «  Ma tendance masculine est certes perceptible … Je me sens, ef-
fectivement, plus proche de la figure du masculin dans notre société. Mes 
formes corporelles et ma manière de m’habiller  sont concordantes, ça ne 
peut pas être autrement ».  

Najma:  «  Dans mon entourage, les gens m’ont toujours connue comme 
je suis et cela n’a jamais posé de problème. A l’extérieur, dans la rue, les 
choses changent. Là où je passe, je m’entends dire des choses en rapport 
avec mon allure, mes formes corporelles, etc. La remarque, très redon-
dante et qui me dérange le plus, est lorsqu’ils me disent ‘’tu es une fille ou 
un garçon ? … Ah non c’est un garçon’’… ».  

Les propos recueillis montrent la domination de la binarité des modèles de 
la féminité et de la masculinité. Ces modèles sont intériorisés, aussi bien 
par les hommes que par les femmes, et fondent la construction sociale du 
genre. S’agissant des lesbiennes, le doute, voire même la certitude qui les 
associe à des hommes sont négativement connotés et sous-tendent le déni 
de leur «  être femme  ». La tendance masculine6 des femmes fait qu’elles 
cessent d’être considérées comme des femmes (Perrin, Chetcuti 2002) et se 
trouvent ainsi condamnées par le système hétérosexuel en vigueur.   

L’apparence et la mise en scène de soi en société renforcent les stéréo-
types sociaux et accentuent la mise à l’écart des femmes. En effet, la configu-
ration corporelle des lesbiennes, leurs allures et leurs usages vestimentaires 
semblent échapper aux prescriptions normatives de la féminité.

Nejma: « Je m’habille comme les garçons, les jeans tombants et décontrac-
tés.  J’avais le crâne rasé pendant des années, j’adore les tatouages et les 
piercings … Je n’aime pas les vêtements typiquement féminins, qui collent 
au corps …». 

Salma: « Je m’habille normalement, je n’ai rien de si extravagant. Sauf 
que mon allure reste intrigante dans la mesure où elle n’est pas très habi-
tuelle pour une femme en Tunisie ».  

Leila: «  Je n’ai pas de problème avec moi-même, mes formes corporelles 
ne me dérangent pas, bien au contraire, elles me plaisent telles qu’elles 
sont, même si je n’apparais pas féminine. Je suis en paix avec mon corps, 
je suis une femme ». 

6 La figure de la lesbienne masculine est certes la plus présente dans les discours de sens com-
mun et fonde un cadre de penser l’homosexualité féminine. Toutefois, cette figure domi-
nante ne peut pas être généralisée. Les lesbiennes peuvent très bien correspondre au modèle 
valorisé de la féminité. 
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Les propos recueillis mettent en évidence la différence de l’hexis corporelle 
(Bourdieu 1980) des jeunes lesbiennes. Elles se distinguent par des postures 
et des allures spécifiques, des manières de tenir le corps et de le mobiliser 
typiquement masculines. Il se trouve que les formes corporelles dites fémi-
nines et masculines interviennent remarquablement dans la délimitation 
des différences de genre (Lachheb 2008). Cependant, l’usage d’attributs dits 
masculins ne renvoie pas nécessairement à une masculinité revendiquée par 
les lesbiennes. La commodité, la volonté d’être différente, la morphologie 
corporelle, sont autant de raisons qui conduisent les femmes à l’adoption des 
codes reconnus de la masculinité, ou encore de se rapprocher du modèle dit 
masculin. Par ailleurs, les discours laissent transparaître en filigrane le refus 
d’un modèle de féminité socialement recommandé qui sous-tend la plurali-
té des modes d’être femme. Etre femme n’est pas nécessairement corolaire 
d’usages typiquement féminins. 

Face à la transgression: une violence multiforme  

La violence à l’égard des homosexuels et, des lesbiennes en particulier, ren-
voie à des modalités d’exercice d’un pouvoir de contrôle de la vie intime. Le 
lesbianisme questionne, en effet, les normes du système hétéronormatif qui 
hiérarchise les rapports entre les sexes et les sexualités (Chetcuti 2012). A ce 
titre, il correspond à une sexualité dite «  illégitime  » qui «  justifie  » les 
actes de violence, qu’elle soit verbale ou physique. Dans cette perspective, 
les jeunes femmes lesbiennes ont été interrogées sur les différentes formes de 
violence qu’elles subissent dans l’espace public. Les propos recueillis laissent 
transparaitre deux types de violence qui semblent partagés par les protago-
nistes : les injures et la contrainte à l’hétérosexualité. 

L’injure 

L’injure désigne un acte verbal et sous-tend le tort et la violation de la 
norme. Elle prend des formes métaphoriques connotées négativement et 
s’installe dans une relation duelle (injurieur et injurié) caractérisée par 
la négociation d’un pouvoir (Fracchiolla 2011). Dans une perspective an-
thropologique de l’injure, une de ses configurations types formulée par 
Evelyne Larguèche (2004) est « l’injure interpellative ». Elle s’avère aussi 
«  spécifique  » parce qu’elle vise beaucoup plus à blesser qu’à choquer. 
En effet, l’injure est porteuse pour l’autre du sens de la discrimination, 
du discrédit et du rejet. S’agissant des personnes homosexuelles, Didier 
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Eribon souligne que l’injure et la peur de l’injure relèvent de leurs quo-
tidiens et laissent des traces dans leurs parcours de vie. « Au commence-
ment, il y a l’injure. Celle que tout gay peut entendre à un moment ou 
à un autre de sa vie, et qui est le signe de sa vulnérabilité psychologique 
et sociale » (Eribon 2012, 25). Il en résulte que les gays et les lesbiennes 
se trouvent dans une posture d’ « assujettissement » continu à un ordre 
social difficilement contrôlable.  

La première forme de violence que les lesbiennes tunisiennes évoquent 
dans leurs propos concerne justement les injures qu’elles subissent dans l’es-
pace public. La violence des mots semble relever de l’évidence et structu-
rante de leurs vécus singuliers. 

Nejma: « Les insultes relèvent de mon quotidien … (rire). Qu’est-ce qu’ils 
adorent insulter… et ce n’est que pour te blesser et rigoler de ton malaise. 
Au bout d’un moment, je deviens blindée et il m’arrive même de répondre 
à leurs insultes ». 

Salma: «  Dans la rue, les regards et les injures sont très fréquents. Ils 
sont en train de me dire que je suis hors norme et que je dérange … Je ne 
comprends pas en quoi je les dérange ».  

Leila: « Au début, de mon jeune âge, il m’arrive de passer moi-même à 
la violence et de terminer dans un poste de police (rire) ... Leurs dires sont 
très blessant… Actuellement, les choses ont changé, il m’arrive même de 
réagir avec le sourire ». 

L’injure trace les contours de la normalité intériorisée par les acteurs so-
ciaux dès leur plus jeune âge. Elle est, d’une certaine manière, légitimée 
par ses usagers en tant qu’elle rappelle ce qui est socialement réprimandé 
(Larguèche 2004). Cette forme de violence est au cœur de l’expérience des 
femmes lesbiennes. Celles-ci la perçoivent comme mépris, rejet et atteinte à 
la considération, génératrice d’une baisse de l’estime de soi et provocatrice, 
parfois, d’une violence en retour. Il s’avère, par ailleurs, que le contenu de 
l’injure est souvent porteur d’une sorte de répugnance à l’égard des jeunes 
femmes. 

Leila: «  Les insultes sont abondantes, ya lezbouna, ya masskha, je me 
demande pourquoi masskha ? … ». 

Nejma: « Pour eux, les lesbiennes sont sales et dégoutantes. Ce qui se 
répète souvent est ya masskha, ya kardacha,… ». 
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Le contenu des injures cible directement le corps et le signifie de corps im-
pur. Il atteste, par ailleurs, que la sexualité des lesbiennes donne du dégoût 
et provoque la répugnance pour les acteurs sociaux qui usent de l’injure. Né-
anmoins, la redondance de la violence verbale conduit aussi à sa banalisation 
par les femmes qui la subissent et à la neutralisation de ses effets. Au-delà 
des injures et de leurs significations, la violence physique use aussi du corps 
pour inscrire en mémoire l’atteinte de l’intégrité corporelle, mais aussi pour 
marquer plus d’autorité et affirmer le pouvoir de la domination. 

Corps différent et sexualité atypique: la vulnérabilité 
de Nejma 

Une jeune femme lesbienne, Nejma, dit avoir été physiquement agressée en 
mars 2015 dans l’espace public pour son orientation sexuelle. Elle a été bat-
tue dans la rue au centre-ville de Tunis par 03 hommes inconnus lorsqu’elle 
était de retour chez elle en début de soirée. La violence subie lui a causé 
plusieurs types de fractures, des points de suture et des dégâts physiques 
multiples7. Ses photos ont été largement diffusées à travers les réseaux so-
ciaux, montrant le degré des dommages et des atteintes corporelles. Nejma 
a porté plainte sans évoquer son identité sexuelle, ni les raisons réelles de 
son agression. En effet, se dire lesbienne entraine une incarcération allant 
jusqu’à 03 ans selon la réglementation tunisienne en vigueur. 

Nejma raconte que cette agression a été préméditée et ciblée. Les agres-
seurs connaissent son nom et prénom, l’adresse de son domicile et son 
orientation sexuelle. Les dires des agresseurs ont tendance à confirmer son 
propos : « On va te montrer que les hommes sont meilleurs que les femmes 
… Tu veux te marier avec une femme, montres nous comment tu vas pou-
voir la défendre … Au fait, comment ça se passe entre deux femmes ? C’est 
illicite, tu ne sais pas que c’est illicite ? Tu ne veux pas avoir d’enfants ? ». 
Nejma a été sauvée par un jeune homme qui passait accidentellement dans 
la rue. Elle dit l’avoir entendu crier « ‘’laissez le … laissez le’’ croyant que je 
suis un homme … et c’est à ce moment que les agresseurs ont pris la fuite en 
me disant ‘’on ne te lâchera pas ‘’ ». Pour Nejma, l’enjeu de la menace reste 
remarquable. Elle tente d’avoir un regard réflexif sur sa propre situation et 
révèle  :  «  Il est vrai que je suis affichée comme lesbienne… et alors … Le 
drame c’est que n’importe quelle personne qui n’accepte pas le lesbianisme 

7 Suite aux agressions répétées des lesbiennes, l’association féministe « Chouf », qui défend 
les droits des femmes lesbiennes, bisexuelles et transsexuelles (LBT), intègre parmi ses ac-
tivités l’organisation de cours de formation en Self Défense destinés à toutes les femmes, 
notamment LBT. 
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va se permettre de m’agresser, oui, puisque nous vivons dans la jungle…Il est 
plus fort physiquement, il se permet tout ». 

Si tous ces éléments poussent Nejma à penser que cette agression subie 
est préméditée et la vise personnellement pour ce qu’elle est, elle atteste par 
ailleurs d’une forte hostilité à l’égard de l’homosexualité. Celle-ci semble 
bousculer les normes d’une sexualité dite «  normale  ». Les énoncés des 
agresseurs reposent sur des conceptions normées des relations sexuelles et 
témoignent d’une domination masculine incorporée. Ils usent de pratiques 
de contrôle de la vie intime d’autrui et mettent en avant le modèle classique 
de la famille et de la reproduction de l’espèce. Une telle vision repose sur 
une conception essentialiste qui stipule que les femmes et les hommes sont 
respectivement féminines et viriles par «  nature  », dont le désir de l’un 
s’oriente spontanément vers l’autre.  

Après l’agression, Nejma a vécu une grande peur, une angoisse, qui 
l’amène à bloquer la porte de son appartement avec la table et les chaises, 
mais aussi à engager deux jeunes hommes pour l’accompagner dans l’espace 
public. Au-delà du vécu immédiat, cette agression a été « la goutte qui a fait 
déborder le verre  », qui pousse Nejma à procéder à une demande d’asile. 
« Lorsque dans ton quartier, dans ta ville ou ton pays, tu sors dans la rue 
et tu as peur de chaque personne qui passe, parce que tu ne connais pas ton 
agresseur et que tu risques ta vie à chaque moment, ce n’est pas facile du 
tout à gérer ». Le sentiment d’injustice ressenti par Nejma semble aussi très 
fort et constitue le vecteur d’une décision déterminante de la bifurcation 
de sa trajectoire. «  J’ai décidé de partir, parce que j’ai un sentiment fort 
d’injustice. Notre société est toujours injuste avec les minorités … L’injus-
tice, c’est difficile à changer parce qu’elle repose sur des représentations bien 
solides. Il est peut être possible de changer un peu les choses, l’article 230 
par exemple, mais le regard d’autrui sera toujours pesant sur le vécu des gays 
et des lesbiennes. Je veux vivre normalement, je veux vivre mon homosexua-
lité… Malheureusement, je n’ai aucun droit dans mon pays. Je ne veux plus 
subir cette tension, supporter ces agressions physiques et morales… ». L’asile 
acquis, Nejma quitte la Tunisie en juin 2015. Il s’agit, en effet, d’un cas de 
rupture biographique. Refusant l’obligation de se plier aux normes, ne pou-
vant plus faire face à la relégation sociale et la violence qui lui est inhérente, 
elle opte pour traverser les frontières, à la recherche d’une reconnaissance de 
son statut et surtout de son identité de femme lesbienne.   
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Les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes ? 

Penser la construction de l’identité lesbienne renvoie à s’interroger sur deux 
registres interdépendants. Le premier concerne les modes de légitimation des 
femmes de leur orientation sexuelle. Dans ce cas, le lesbianisme est interprété 
comme une nature subie (je suis née comme ça) ou comme un choix délibéré 
(Chamberland 1998). Le second registre concerne l’interférence éventuelle 
entre le sexe et le genre des lesbiennes. Dans ce cas, si le lesbianisme corres-
pond à la transgression de la norme de genre, il est aussi important de ques-
tionner la perception de soi en tant que femme (Revillard 2002). 

Les jeunes lesbiennes interrogées disent avoir découvert leur orienta-
tion sexuelle depuis leur jeune âge, laquelle découverte s’est confirmée à 
l’adolescence, notamment après des essais de s’investir dans des relations 
hétérosexuelles par peur ou par culpabilité, comme le cas de Salma et Leila. 
Nejma, quant à telle, rapporte qu’elle n’a jamais tenté une expérience hétéro-
sexuelle. A ce titre, les protagonistes ont tendance à s’inscrire dans le registre 
d’un lesbianisme reconnu comme « naturel ». Par ailleurs, et malgré toutes 
les difficultés rencontrées, la résistance des jeunes lesbiennes est manifeste. 
Elles tiennent à affirmer une identité de femme qui soutient que la trans-
gression des normes de genre ne s’oppose pas avec une identité de femme 
revendiquée, dont la reconnaissance s’avère importante pour la valorisation 
de soi. Certes, les stratégies qu’elles adoptent sont multiples, elles convergent 
néanmoins pour montrer une marge de manœuvre qui révèle un pouvoir 
d’agir possible pour le changement des standards reconnus de la féminité.  

Pour Nejma, elle semble convaincue de son droit à la différence et à 
l’épanouissement dans une relation dite atypique. Elle s’accepte en tant que 
femme lesbienne et se montre déterminée pour vivre son homosexualité 
malgré les obstacles rencontrés. 

Nejma: « L’homosexualité c’est moi et je n’y renoncerai pas. Je suis femme 
et lesbienne, cela ne me dérange pas du tout, mais c’est les gens qui ne 
l’acceptent pas. C’est mon droit le plus absolu, j’ai le droit d’aimer la 
personne qui me plait, ils croient (les agresseurs) que je vais changer ma 
manière d’être ou ma tendance sexuelle ! En aucun cas ».

Quant à Salma, la violence subie semble renforcer le sentiment d’appartenance 
à la communauté LGBT8. Elle s’engage, dans le cadre associatif, en guise d’af-
firmation de son statut de membre à part entière de la société, capable de jouer 
un rôle actif et contribuer au changement des regards sur l’homosexualité.  

8  LGBT: Lesbiennes, Gays, Bisexuels et transsexuels. 
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Salma: «  Je me suis engagée dans une association LGBT. Je voudrais 
contribuer au redressement de la situation, à la visibilité de la question 
LGBT. On va où avec cette oppression que nous subissons tous les jours ? 
Notre problème majeur dans l’immédiat est l’abolition de l’article 230 
qui criminalise l’homosexualité pour les hommes et pour les femmes. 
C’est le pas à franchir pour la reconnaissance de notre droit d’exister, pour 
notre identité ». 

S’agissant de Leila, contre toutes les représentations dominantes et les dis-
crédits qui débouchent sur l’exclusion des lesbiennes de la catégorie des 
femmes, elle tente d’affirmer son identité de femme et lesbienne.   

Leila: «  Les insultes et autres formes d’agressivité ne me touchent plus, 
tellement elles sont fréquentes. Qu’ils m’insultent ou pas, cela ne changera 
rien à ma sexualité et à mon identité. Il ne s’agit pas d’appuyer sur un 
bouton pour changer le monde, je ne peux être que moi-même, une femme 
qui aime les femmes ».

Les jeunes femmes interrogées adoptent une posture transgressive des 
normes socialement reconnues et revendiquent une identité perçue comme 
hors norme. Il s’agit, en effet, de l’identité lesbienne qui dépasse le cadre 
d’une simple pratique sexuelle entre femmes. En ce sens, l’insécurité, l’hu-
miliation et le discrédit semblent participer au «  retournement du stig-
mate » pour la légitimation d’être femme et lesbienne dans un environne-
ment, pour le moins, hostile à la question homosexuelle. Si leur féminité est 
souvent contestée, la logique d’action des jeunes femmes souhaite inciter au 
changement des regards sur le modèle canonique de la féminité, voire même 
à l’acceptation de différents types de féminité. 

Conclusion 

Les entretiens semi-directifs réalisés avec des jeunes femmes lesbiennes tuni-
siennes révèlent que la condamnation sociale d’une sexualité non conforme 
aux normes, conduit à l’exercice d’un pouvoir qui se traduit par différentes 
formes de violence. Qu’elle relève de l’injure, de la contrainte à l’hétéro-
sexualité, ou encore qu’elle soit physique, les discriminations et les préju-
dices que subissent les femmes lesbiennes dans l’espace public marquent 
leurs trajectoires de vie. Toutefois, si les expériences lesbiennes montrent un 
aspect transgressif de l’ordre social, elles donnent à voir une détermination 
pour l’affirmation de soi et la valorisation d’un idéal féminin différent. 
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Il va sans dire que les violences faites aux lesbiennes ne peuvent pas 
être appréhendées uniquement comme des agressions individuelles et iso-
lées. Elles révèlent un rapport social à l’altérité et les difficultés à gérer la 
différence, notamment celle qui concerne l’orientation sexuelle. Au demeu-
rant, la posture des femmes lesbiennes en Tunisie semble osciller entre deux 
tendances  : celle de l’invisibilité et l’inconfort qui l’accompagne pour être 
soi-même, mais qui procure un minimum de sécurité  ; celle de la visibilité 
convoyée par des menaces et des agressions imminentes, mais qui rapporte 
en même temps émancipation et un minimum de changement. C’est dire 
que ce ne sont pas vraiment les pratiques sexuelles entre des personnes de 
même sexe qui font l’objet d’une condamnation sociale, autant que les re-
vendications identitaires et leurs modes d’expressions multiples dans l’es-
pace public. Dans ce cadre, la prolifération des associations qui défendent les 
droits LGBT en Tunisie renseigne sur une conviction profonde des jeunes, 
gays et lesbiennes, pour la reconnaissance de leur droit d’exister. 
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Lyčių normų galia ir iššūkiai Tunise: apie lesbiečių kūnus

Santrauka

Šiame straipsnyje gilinamasi į jaunų tunisiečių moterų, save laikančių lesbietėmis, pa-
tirtį. Mėginama paaiškinti socialinį ryšį su kitoniškumu, kurį išreiškia lyčių normos, 
susijusios su netipišku seksualumu. Naudojantis socioantropologiniu požiūriu, remia-
masi pusiau struktūruotais interviu su trimis jaunomis moterimis, kurios pripažįsta 
savo marginalią seksualinę orientaciją. Atlikus kokybinę analizę, atskleidžiama, kad 
šių moterų išvaizda ir apranga tampa rimta problema, derantis dėl lyties identiteto 
viešojoje erdvėje. Vyriškas apklaustų jaunų lesbiečių įvaizdis pasėja abejonę dėl jų ly-
ties tapatybės ir viešo jų, kaip moterų, įvaizdžio. Todėl šios moterys susiduria su skir-
tingais prievartos tipais – nuo įžeidinėjimų iki fizinės prievartos – viešojoje erdvėje. 
Viena vertus, įžeidimai nukreipiami į lesbiečių kūną, kuris laikomas nešvariu. Mote-
rys teigia, kad lesbiečių seksualumas provokuoja kitų pasišlykštėjimą ir neapykantą. 
Nuolat patirdamos intensyvų žodinį smurtą, moterys pradeda jį laikyti banaliu ir 
nuvalkiotu, tokiu būdu jį „iškenčia“ ir neutralizuoja jo neigiamas pasekmes. Kita ver-
tus, fiziniu smurtu siekiama užfiksuoti kūno vientisumo ir integralumo pažeidimą, 
pažymėti daugiau įgaliojimų ir įtvirtinti dominavimo galią. Nors šių moterų moteriš-
kumas yra dažnai kvestionuojamas, jų pačių veiksmų logika leidžia įtvirtinti lesbietės 
tapatybę. Tokiu būdu jos stengiasi keisti požiūrį į kanoninio moteriškumo modelį ir 
formuoti kitokio tipo moters sampratą.

Reikšminiai žodžiai: homoseksualumas, lesbietė, tapatybė, kūnas, prievarta, Tunisas.
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Gender Equality on the Grand Tour around 
the Baltic Sea

Eva Blomberg, Yulia Gradskova, Ylva Waldemarson and Alina Žvinklienė. 
Gender Equality on a Grand Tour. Politics and Institutions – the Nordic Council, 
Sweden, Lithuania and Russia. Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2017. ISSN 0074-8684, 
ISBN 978-90-04-31422-1 (hardback), ISBN 978-90-04-27670-3 (e-book).

Jolanta Kuznecovienė
Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuanian University of Health Sciences, Lithuania

The basic title of a recently published book Gender Equality on a Grand 
Tour inevitably will attract the attention of those readers who were raised 
in love of humanities and of history particularly.

In the 17–18th centuries, the Grand Tour, first of all, referred to an 
educational rite of passage of wealthy young British nobility and gentry in 
search of the roots of Western art and culture and inspiration in the avail-
able legacy of antiquity in Italy and, in rare cases, in Greece still under the 
Ottoman rule. Apart from personal fulfilment of curiosity and learning 
as well as the establishment of social prestige, the Grand Tour not only 
inspired the creation of intellectual Western ethnocentrism based on the 
development of national stereotypes, but also led to a dynamic knowledge 
transfer between the advanced North and backward South (Moe 2002) 
(later the West and East/Rest) of Europe and the world. In the course of 
time, the Grand Tour had been democratized, itineraries were extended and 
finally transformed into contemporary oversea travels for “must see” and, 
presumably, “must know.”

The ambition of the book is stimulation of the currently low political 
interest in gender equality issues in terms of equality between women and 
men in the context of the EU and its regions. The book focuses on the pro-
cess of contemporary institutionalization of gender equality in the Baltic 
Sea region that lies in the relative periphery of the mainstream academic 
interests.  
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The diffusion of gender equality ideas and its consequences on national 
gender equality politics due to cooperation of Nordic countries with the 
Baltic States and Northwest Russia are the basic rationale for this academic 
inquiry. The rationale for the chosen cases of Lithuania, Russia and Sweden 
is justified by different political and socio-economic contexts of these coun-
tries during the launching of the first national gender equality policies and 
the creation of the first institutions to control the implementation of the 
rule of law in gender equality field. The Swedish invention of the institu-
tion of the (Equal Opportunities) Ombudsman based on the principle of 
separation of power that gives an individual possibility for complaint in case 
of violated human rights is among main rally points of the analyzed cases.

In fact, the authors invite us to this Grand Baltic Tour for the sake 
of curiosity – to learn of the roots and patterns of the EU’s contemporary 
gender equality policy. At the same time, the authors promoting the Grand 
Baltic Tour in the introduction of the book reproduce the main weakness of 
the historical Grand Tour by constructing national stereotypes based on the 
North (West)-South (East) divide, fostering self-proclaimed Nordic (Swed-
ish) exceptionalism, imposing Russian backwardness (despite the incorrect 
identification of Russia as northern European country), and by asking the 
traditional question “…where Lithuania is?”1 (p. 1).  

The book consists of an introduction dedicated to the overview of re-
search questions and objectives, leading methodology, the state of the art in 
the field, main findings collectively written by all authors and four follow-
ing chapters dedicated to the specified cases written separately.

The authors of the book aimed to explore politics of establishment, 
development and transformation of gender equality institutions and the role 
of the Nordic Council and the Nordic Council of Ministers in these pro-
cesses in the Nordic countries, the former communist countries located in 
the east of the Baltic Sea region and the northwestern part of Russia. Swe-
den, Lithuania and the northwestern part of Russia were chosen by authors 
as case studies.

In her chapter “Gender Equality the Nordic Way. The Nordic Coun-
cil’s and Nordic Council of Ministers’ Cooperation with the Baltic States 
and Northwest Russia in the Political Field of Gender Equality 1999–2010,” 
Ylva Waldemarson (Sweden) shows how the Nordic gender equality model 
was constructed, preserved and transferred outside the region in the early 
1990s during the dissolution of the USSR. Stressing both the attractiveness 
of the Nordic gender equality model and the role it plays in making insti-
tutional changes in the countries under scrutiny as well as other countries, 

1 See The Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (HBO) on the eve of Brexit, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=iAgKHSNqxa8.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iAgKHSNqxa8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iAgKHSNqxa8
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Waldemarson also reveals its limitations and concludes that the model that 
seems coherent in practice is capable of changing the content and adapting 
to a different or/and changing socioeconomic and cultural context. Flex-
ibility of the Nordic gender equality model means “impossibility to discuss 
the character of this model, without studying the political use of it as well 
as the context in which it is utilized” (p. 86). The chapters written by Yulia 
Gradskova and Alina Žvinklienė on the cases of Russia and Lithuania also 
conclude that the Nordic gender equality model is not easily transportable 
and adaptable to any cultural and political context.

In her chapter “Political Changes and Gender Equality in the Baltic 
States: The Case of Lithuania,” Alina Žvinklienė (Lithuania) reveals how 
gender equality politics were developed and implemented by permanent (re)
construction of an adequate gender equality machinery in the Baltic states 
since 1940, i.e. since the incorporation of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
in the USSR. The main conclusion that arises from her inquiry states that 
gender equality was formally institutionalized in Baltic States during the 
Soviet times and the process that we observe today is rather reinstitution-
alization than institutionalization. However, in Lithuania institutionalized 
gender equality is based on the binary concept of gender and the broadened 
concept is far from being institutionalized (p. 168). 

In her chapter “I am Just Looking for a Fair Assessment: The Equal 
Opportunities Ombudsman in Sweden 1980–2008,” Eva Blomberg (Swe-
den) describes the way the Swedish model that implies cooperation in the 
labor market between trade unions and employees as a means of guarantee-
ing generous government welfare provisions hindered for many years the 
institutionalization of anti-discrimination legislation and the Equal Oppor-
tunities Ombudsman Office (p. 14).

Focusing on the case of women’s NGOs in her chapter “Russia–A ‘Dif-
ficult Case’ for Gender Equality? The Transnational Politics of Women’s 
Rights and Northwest Russia: The Case of Nordic-Russian Cooperation,” 
Yulia Gradskova (Sweden) analyzes how political changes in Russia from 
democratization in the 1990s to the growing authoritarianism of the late 
2000s influenced interpretations of gender equality (p. 16). She concludes 
that the quite successful institutionalization of gender equality in the 1990s 
was blocked by growing authoritarianism and lack of motivation to be vis-
ible in the European political arena in the mid-2000s (p. 13).  Currently, the 
gender equality is not institutionalized in Russia (p. 315). 

It is fair to say that the book explores processes of gender equality insti-
tutionalization from a historical perspective and perhaps this fact explains 
the descriptive character of the book, although sometimes an excessively 
detailed description of the topic is enriched by the data extracted from 
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in-depth interviews that help us to understand political processes from the 
emic perspective.

As authors inform readers in the introductory part of the volume, the 
theoretical assumptions of the study are based on the theories of institution-
alization, political change and transfer of knowledge (p. 4). However, the 
interpretation of main ideas of the institutionalism approach that constitute 
the dominant theoretical and empirical framework of the book seems too 
narrow. The application of the new institutionalism approach in Russia is 
the case in point: “Russia continues to be one of those post-Communist 
countries where gender equality is far from institutionalization” (p. 315). 
In fact, this statement that gender equality is not institutionalized in con-
temporary Russia does not pay enough attention to the main principles and 
postulates of the new institutionalism approach; therefore, it contradicts 
the content of the presented Russian case and, to some degree, the Lithu-
anian case. 

At the same time, the concepts of gender equality, institutions and in-
stitutionalization are not clearly formulated in the book and the contem-
porary structure of Russian gender equality machinery is not sufficiently 
clarified to explain a “specific” Russian case. If it was done, the outcomes 
related to institutionalization issues in contemporary Russia might have 
been adequately formulated and justified. The history of contemporary 
feminism and feminist scholarship (studies/research) clearly demonstrates 
how gender-structured culture and society skillfully challenge the formally 
institutionalized gender equality.

It is a hardly credible assumption that, in the Russian case, the institu-
tionalization of gender equality policy is still conceptualized in a narrow le-
gal context of the adoption of anti-discriminative (equal opportunities) law 
and the establishment of a separate independent institution, for instance, 
the Equal Opportunities Ombudsman dealing with possible (gender) dis-
crimination. However, both the analysis of the Swedish case and conclusion 
of the book support the assumption that gender equality policy is institu-
tionalized via the Ombudsman (p. 221). 

Thus, it could be argued that “good-ism”, i.e. stressing the good will of 
Nordic governmental and non-governmental organizations in the diffusion 
of ideas of Nordic gender equality is an important feature of the book. De-
spite critical reflections on the hegemonic aspirations of the Nordic partners 
in the Baltic Sea region and some ongoing tensions between partners of the 
Nordic co-operation, the Nordic “good-ism” still predominates in the book.  
Nonetheless, the authors succeed in conveying a sense of democratic polem-
ics when minority views have the right to be expressed but not adopted and 
finally the majority ignores them, including the promotion of the Grand 
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Baltic Tour. It is related, first of all, to the Soviet legacy in contemporary 
European gender equality politics, particularly in post-Soviet Lithuania 
and Russia. From the political and social points of view, the inclusion of a 
reconstructed Soviet template of contemporary gender equality machinery 
in Lithuania reminds of non-conformist Soviet dissidents who expressed 
their intellectual disobedience by deconstructing the regime’s mythologies. 
Readers would undoubtedly be curious about the concept of “gender main-
streaming” as a kind of re-formulation of the previous “women’s advance-
ment.” But they would also be interested in the concept of “woman main-
streaming” that, described in the “value-free/neutral” principle, corresponds 
to the main postulates of new institutionalism approaches (new institutions 
are created or adopted by using existing templates; “path dependent” social 
causations, etc.). 

Secondly, “good-ism” is related to some concealment of the center-pe-
riphery (West-East) perspective and, therefore, the lack of critical reflections 
on Nordic uniqueness in the institutionalization of gender equality. Thus, 
a sketch of the common ideological roots of contemporary gender equality 
politics including the origin of the ideal model of two breadwinners/pro-
viders family and some similarities between the Nordic and Soviet gender 
equality models that challenge Nordic uniqueness are overlooked in the de-
scription of the Lithuanian case (p. 158–169).

It seems that in analyzing and interpreting power relations among the 
actors of cooperation, particularly on the highest political levels including 
the Nordic Council and Nordic Council of Ministers, authors avoided un-
covering power relations among them. 

In the context of Lithuanian-Swedish relations, the unlawful dismissal 
of a Lithuanian national Mrs. S. N. from the Swedish Embassy in Vilnius 
at the end of 2005 should be recalled. It is doubtful whether the Lithuanian 
member of the Grand Baltic Tour and, possibly, its Swedish members were 
not aware of this case. In 2005-2007, it was broadcast in both Lithuania 
and Sweden and it reappeared in the Lithuanian media at the end of 2016. 
The internet site of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
also subsequently mentioned this dismissal as one of the mistreatments that 
took place in 2005.

In brief, Mrs. S. N.’s dismissal took place in the turmoil surround-
ing the trade-union activities at the Swedish Embassy in Vilnius in 20052. 
The trade-union aimed to sign a collective agreement between the locally 
employed staff and the Embassy in an attempt to solve issues related to 

2 The brief description is based on the information from the Case of Naku v. Lithuania and 
Sweden, Application no. 26126/07, Judgment. Strasbourg: European Court of Human 
Rights, 8 November 2016.
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deteriorating and oppressive working conditions and unfair treatment of 
the local personnel at the Swedish Embassy. In 2005, the Swedish radio 
and other media broadcast a report by the Swedish Labor Inspector that 
the locally employed staff at Swedish embassies received less pay and had 
worse working conditions than their Swedish colleagues. The Swedish trade 
unions also stated that although there was no lack of legal regulation, lo-
cally employed staff would often not assert their rights for fear of losing 
their jobs.

It has to be pointed out that Mrs. S. N. was also the chairperson of the 
trade union for locally employed staff at the Embassy registered in 1999. 
Arguing unlawful dismissal, Mrs. S. N. brought proceedings against the 
Swedish Embassy in the Lithuanian courts. In response, the Swedish gov-
ernment claimed immunity from the jurisdiction of the Lithuanian courts. 
Three levels of Lithuanian courts granted this request and refused to ex-
amine Mrs. S. N.’s complaint of unlawful dismissal. In 2016, the European 
Court of Human Rights as the “last word in law” found that the Lithu-
anian authorities had failed to secure Mrs. S. N’s. right to access the court 
under the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamen-
tal Freedoms and decided that the Republic of Lithuania was to pay her 
non-pecuniary damage and costs and expenses.

Sociologically, this case raises at least two questions, first of all, the 
question about a dominant power in the Lithuanian-Swedish relationship, 
and, secondly, the question about the limits of Nordic “good-ism” in apply-
ing the principle of equal treatment in labor relations to the local Lithuanian 
context. And last but not least question relates to the “oblivion” of this case 
that can be regarded as a missed opportunity, in the book, to emphasize that 
civil (trade-unions) initiatives may be articulated from below but decisions 
(enforcement and institutionalization) always come from above (p. 124).

The case devoted to Swedish Equal Opportunities Ombudsman clearly 
describes how legal “citizen-friendly” institutions handle complaints about 
gender discrimination. The detailed analysis of a sexual harassment case as 
an example of successful claim management (p. 209) is very relevant to Lith-
uania. Two sexual harassment scandals rocked the country since March 8, 
20173. The first one is related to an alleged sexual harassment by the Mem-
ber of the Lithuanian Parliament during the recruitment of an assistant,4 
the second one – to a sexual harassment of the young actress by the overage 

3 March 8 is the International Women’s Day, a public holiday that was abolished in Lithuania 
after 1990.

4 See Pasipylė merginų pasakojimai apie K. Pūką: Seimo nario pageidavimai buvo itin 
išskirtiniai. Available at www.delfi.lt (March 9, 2017). 

http://www.delfi.lt
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theatre director5. Both stories are far from finished because of the complex-
ity of legal proceedings. However, it is clear that these complaints of sexual 
harassment brought to the public attention at least have a significant but 
rather negative impact on the careers of the complainants.

Surprisingly, the book is open ended and general conclusions are absent. 
Therefore, it is difficult to understand the hidden agenda of this academic 
inquiry. Does it aim to challenge or confirm the Nordic exceptionalism of 
gender equality in its Swedish version? It is possible to interpret the book 
as a good example of (ethno)centric-confirmation of the Nordic (Swedish) 
exceptionalism in the field of gender equality.

First, the chosen institutional approach is marred by clear reduction-
ism since the institution of Equal Opportunities Ombudsman is taken as a 
single criterion for identification of institutionalization/non-institutionali-
zation of gender equality in different countries. Second, the conclusion that 
discrimination barely exists in Sweden based on the quantitative data of the 
proven discrimination cases by Swedish Gender Ombudsman (10–20% per 
annum of submitted 100–150 cases annually, p. 236) is overoptimistic. This 
conclusion can be easily challenged by the Eurobarometer research conduct-
ed at the time of this academic inquiry. Although gender discrimination 
is the least widespread form of discrimination in the EU, 50% of Swedish 
respondents in 2008 and 53 % in 2015 thought that gender discrimination 
was widespread in the country. The Swedish opinion on gender discrimina-
tion was shared only by 30% of Lithuanians in 2008 and 25% in 2015 and 
on average by 36% of Europeans in 2008 and 37% in 2015 (Discrimina-
tion in the EU 2008; Discrimination in the EU 2015). Most importantly, 
this overoptimistic conclusion does not take into account the widespread 
assumption about a significant gap between the amount of actual discrimi-
nation and its official reporting to the relevant institutions in Sweden.  

Nonetheless, the uniqueness of the book in international and inter-
disciplinary gender equality scholarship should be emphasized. It not only 
analyzes different aspects of Europeanization of gender equality from the 
Northern perspective but also describes the role of the Nordic Council and 
the Nordic Council of Ministers in (re)actualization and (re)institutionali-
zation of gender equality in the Baltic Sea region after political changes of 
the 1990s. 

The book will be interesting to both international and national schol-
ars, particularly those of the new generation. A detailed and comprehensive 
information on the establishment of gender equality in the Baltic States, 
Sweden and Russia provided in the study is an excellent reference source for 

5 See Policija kol kas netirs galimo seksualinio priekabiavimo Panevėžio teatre. Available at 
www.delfi.lt (May 24, 2017).

http://www.delfi.lt
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researchers, policy practitioners and students. The diverse material collected 
in the book allows us to enjoy the variety of insights directly and indirectly 
related to gender equality issues. 
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