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On the night of December 8, 2024, Syrians breathed a collective sigh of relief as
the Assad regime collapsed and rebel forces entered Damascus after an eleven-
day battle that astonished the world and uplifted a people worn down by years of
loss, displacement, and suffering.

With that, Syria closed a dark chapter in its history. While the military conflict
came to an end, a new set of battles began to take shape perhaps none more
pressing than those being fought by women. As Belarusian author Svetlana
Alexievich once said: “Men fight in war, but women fight after it.” Today, Syrian
women are grappling with the heavy legacy of Assad’s war machine:

psychological scars, shattered social structures, and old yet persistent battles
over their fundamental rights, protection from domestic violence, societal status,
and access to decision-making roles in a country where women now make up
about 60% of the population.

Despite the hope vested in Syria’s new government, especially after decades
under a regime that marketed itself as a defender of women’s rights even as it
imprisoned, tortured, and raped women merely for demanding freedom, the
debate over women’s rights remains fraught. One year after liberation, questions
still linger about how high these rights rank on the national agenda.

As such, understanding what Syrian women need to ensure a brighter future is
urgent. This report begins by revisiting the grim realities of women under Assad
as a lens through which to examine the challenges of the present.

Syrian Women Under the Assads

Syrian women began playing a pivotal role in national life during the French
Mandate and continued after independence in 1945. Within a few short years,
they secured the right to vote and run for office. The women’s movement
reached its peak in the 1960s, only to be stifled after Hafez al-Assad’s 1970
coup, which clamped down on any feminist activity not alighed with the regime’s
interests.

Hafez al-Assad used women as instruments to consolidate his rule, linking all
women-focused institutions directly to the state and the ruling party. As a result,
women’s public roles became tethered to the party’s structure, failing to
represent an independent voice for women in society.

A case in point is the General Union of Syrian Women, founded in 1967. Under
Assad, it became a toothless entity incapable of challenging any state decision.
While its declared mission was to champion women’s causes, it ended up
defending the regime and justifying its actions—even going so far as to suppress
independent feminist activity that could have advanced women’s rights.
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Although women were nominally allowed into parliament (around 12%
representation) and increasingly joined sectors like medicine, engineering,
education, diplomacy, and the military, this visibility remained largely symbolic.

It was part of an official propaganda campaign under the banner of “women’s
liberation” and fighting “backwardness” a term the regime often equated with
wearing the hijab. In 1981, this culminated in a notorious campaign known as the
“Tishreen Patrol,” in which women were forcibly unveiled.

Just one year later, Hafez al-Assad’s forces, led by his brother Rifaat, committed
one of the most heinous massacres of modern times in the city of Hama.
Hundreds of innocent women were brutally killed in what marked a peak in the
regime’s use of systemic violence to crush dissent.

Under Bashar al-Assad, the situation deteriorated further. Not only did he inherit
power, but also an entrenched system of dictatorship, maintained at the cost of
Syrian lives and the country’s future. When the 2011 uprising began a revolution
in which women played a vital, leading role Bashar unleashed a brutal war that
lasted 14 years.

This war deepened the hardships faced by Syrian women, who already lived
under a discriminatory legal and social framework. It exposed them to
heightened violence, displacement, and abuse, all while the repressive laws that
restricted their rights remained intact. According to Human Rights Watch, such
legal inequalities persist to this day.

Over the years, Syrian women have endured severe abuses at the hands of
Assad’s forces. The Syrian Network for Human Rights documented the killing of
22,123 women, the detention of approximately 8,501 women many in conditions
described as hellish—and the deaths of 118 women under torture. It also
recorded 8,034 cases of sexual violence.

The regime deliberately targeted women based on gender, sect, regional
affiliation, and their roles in civil society, media, and human rights work, as well
as their participation in peaceful protests and humanitarian efforts. No woman
was spared: if not killed or imprisoned, she was often forced to flee as a refugee,
living in camps ravaged by winter winds or scorched by the summer sun.

Tens of thousands of widows were left to provide for their families with no
protection or meaningful support.

Syrian Law: A Tool of Justice or Discrimination?

The fall of the regime rekindled hope among marginalized women, many of whom
longed for a new constitution to finally enshrine their rights. But is the current
legal framework truly on their side?
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“Absolutely not,” says attorney Dima Al-Mousa in an interview with “Noon Post.”
“The current Syrian legal system contains numerous discriminatory articles that
clearly violate constitutional principles of equality.”

Among the most discriminatory laws:

Nationality Law: Syrian women married to non-Syrians cannot pass on their
nationality to their children.

Freedom of Movement: A husband may file a request with immigration
authorities to ban his wife from traveling.

Guardianship and Custody: Legal guardianship rests with the father and his male
relatives up to the fourth degree not the mother.

Penal Code: Some crimes carry different penalties depending on the offender’s
gender, even for identical offenses.

These laws send a message that women are second-class citizens. According to
Al-Mousa, this legal inequality also places women in a weak position within
marriages, especially when facing divorce, where they risk losing their children
and financial stability.

Even more troubling is the lack of laws addressing critical issues such as
domestic violence or marital rape. Furthermore, even when the law is in a
woman’s favor, she may be unable to invoke it due to fear of retaliation often
from her own family.

A legal study by the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression identifies
two main sources of gender-based violence:

State Violence: Encompassing systemic violations such as sexual assault at
checkpoints, coercive detentions of women to pressure male relatives, and
documented cases of gang rape.

Social and Structural Violence: Rooted in deeply entrenched traditions that
normalize violence against women and enforce male dominance.

Addressing this crisis requires urgent legal reform to eliminate discriminatory
statutes and enact laws protecting women from domestic abuse. Al-Mousa
argues that achieving equity—not just equality—is essential, emphasizing that
legal parity does not always translate into real-world fairness.

She also calls for Syria to lift its reservations to the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), especially on:

Article 2: Establishing equality in law and policy.
Article 9(2): Granting women equal rights to confer nationality to their children.
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Article 15(4): Ensuring women’s equal right to freedom of movement and
residence.

Legal experts argue these reservations gut the convention’s core, reducing
Syria’s participation to symbolic gestures.

Women in Decision-Making: Still on the Sidelines

True justice for women requires more than legal change; it demands genuine
political representation. Historically, Syrian women never held more than 12% of
parliamentary seats and have not led a key ministry since 1976.

This underrepresentation persisted even after liberation. In Syria’s first post-
Assad parliamentary elections held in October, women secured just 4% of the
seats, despite making up 14% of the candidates.

President Ahmad Al-Shara quipped, “Our society is patriarchal and doesn’t want
women in parliament,” while the head of the election commission argued that
the results reflect social realities, not institutional bias. Yet these explanations
failed to silence growing concerns about whether women are truly being given
space to lead.

Dr. Najwa Al-Safi, a political science expert based in Idlib, told “Noon Post” that
despite official encouragement, women’s political participation remains limited
to charitable and community work. She attributes this to:

Lack of political awareness among many women.
Societal stigma surrounding women in politics.
Low confidence among women due to limited training and experience.

She emphasizes the need for government-led awareness campaigns, especially
targeting men, to highlight the importance of women’s roles in governance,
alongside expanding political training programs.

Kinda Amareen of the Ministry of Emergency Affairs agrees, noting that while
women are more present in public life than in the past, gender gaps become
glaring in leadership and decision-making roles. “Women are still largely
excluded from shaping public policy,” she says.

Journalist Manar Sharbagy offers a sharper critique. She argues that the term
“inclusion” is often used to mask tokenism and that real change requires
enforcing gender quotas in government.

While quotas could increase women’s presence, Sharbagy notes they are not
enough. Breaking stereotypes and securing women’s civil rights and access to
the labor market are equally crucial.
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Economic Empowerment: A Prerequisite for Equity and Sustainability

Political inclusion is meaningless without economic independence. Syrian
women, particularly those widowed or displaced by war, have borne the brunt of
14 years of conflict.

As of 2024, women’s labor force participation stood at just 13.3%, compared to
62.8% for men. Unemployment among women reached 24.65%, among the
highest in the world, according to the International Labour Organization.

Worse still, 8.3 million Syrian women and girls urgently need humanitarian aid.
Female-headed households are particularly vulnerable: UN data shows 92% of
women-led families in camps are entirely unable to meet basic needs.

Sharbagy underscores that supporting these women must be a top transitional
priority. Justice for them entails not only accountability for missing loved ones
but also material support: jobs, stipends, healthcare, and education for their
children.

The Syrian Women’s Political Movement outlines a roadmap for rebuilding the
economy through:

Legal Reform: Amending discriminatory laws and securing women’s property
rights.

Direct Economic Support: Launching job creation programs, supporting small
enterprises, and aligning wages with living costs.

Inclusive Governance: Ensuring 30-50% female representation in all stages of
reconstruction.

Safe and Supportive Environments: Tackling gender-based violence and valuing
women’s scientific and practical expertise.

To conclude, we return to a powerful quote from sociologist Mustafa Hijazi: “A
man cannot be free unless a woman is free. A society cannot advance unless its
most oppressed group rises. Progress is either collective and comprehensive, or
it is mere illusion.”
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