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Abstract 

This study explores digital violence against women (DVAW) in 

Mauritania, examining its prevalence, common forms, impact, and 

potential solutions. Using a mixed-method approach, it incorporates a 

desktop search, surveys and interviews with educated Mauritanian 

women over the age of 18. This study highlights the nature of DVAW in 

Mauritania as an extension of discrimination and violence against 

women offline. The findings emphasize the need for serious steps from 

policymakers to establish protection laws against violence for women 

and girls, both offline and online; for strengthened public awareness 

about digital violence and the legal rights of women; and for improved 

and easily accessible support mechanisms. 
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Executive Summary 

Mauritania lacks extensive, country-specific studies on digital violence against women (DVAW), and this 

research underscores the urgent need for deeper exploration of the issue, especially in environments where 

legal protections and public awareness remain underdeveloped. This is particularly pertinent in Mauritania, 

where attempts to pass legislation, such as the El Karama law aimed at addressing violence against women 

(VAW), have encountered significant obstacles. Hence, further investigation is crucial to fill this gap and build 

policy recommendations to improve the legal framework to safeguard women and girls on the Internet. 

This study explores the nature of DVAW in Mauritania, offering insights into its prevalence, challenges faced 

by victims in seeking support, and limitations within existing legal frameworks and societal responses. The 

research addresses how cultural norms, legal gaps, and social dynamics contribute to the persistence of digital 

violence, often rendering women vulnerable and under-supported. It also examines the role of civil society 

organizations and other actors in mitigating the impacts of digital violence while also suggesting pathways for 

reform and improvement. 

This research employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative survey data with qualitative 

interviews to capture both the scale and the nuanced experiences of digital violence. A total of 94 women 

participated in the survey, providing a broad base of data regarding their experiences with digital violence, 

their perceptions of the issue, and their responses to it. Additionally, eight in-depth interviews were 

conducted with key stakeholders, including victims of digital violence, advocates, and experts in gender. This 

combination of methods allowed for a more robust understanding of the challenges women face and the 

gaps in support and protection mechanisms. 

The following are the main findings of this research.  

The situation of digital violence in Mauritania presents unique complexities. Among the research sample, 

nearly two-thirds (62%) of women reported having experienced or possibly experienced some form of 

DVAW, highlighting its prevalence. It is important to note that the research sample constitutes educated 

women who live in the city and have access to the Internet, and therefore does not provide insight into 

regional differences in the spread of DVAW.  

The most commonly encountered forms included persistent unsolicited contact and offensive messages, with 

nearly half of the respondents experiencing it regularly, followed by verbal abuse and technical attacks like 

stalking, hacking, or sending infected files or links. More severe forms of aggression, such as defamation, 

blackmail, or threats of physical harm, are less frequently encountered. Particularly concerning is the frequency 

of cases where victims are unaware that they are experiencing violence due to normalization of violence in 

Mauritania and a lack of understanding of what constitutes digital abuse. These aggressions predominantly 

targeted women within private spaces and often perpetrated by male users. In Mauritania, long-standing 

gender imbalances amplify the impact of DVAW, creating an especially concerning landscape. 

While many women showed an awareness of the cultural roots of DVAW, they often lacked knowledge of 

available support resources or hesitated to access them, citing fears or unfamiliarity. Most women 

responded to DVAW through technical methods, such as blocking perpetrators, although these digital 

threats often permeated their offline lives. A frequent outcome was an increased sense of caution online, 

which ultimately led to a reduction in their digital freedoms. 

Social and cultural norms in Mauritania significantly contribute to the perpetuation of digital violence. The 

research revealed that many women are reluctant to report digital abuse or seek help due to fear of social 

stigma, shame, and the perception that discussing such matters publicly would bring dishonor. This is 

compounded by a lack of awareness of available support services and legal protections, leaving many women 
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isolated in their experiences. Interviews with victims and experts alike highlighted the normalization of 

violence, where even some professionals find it difficult to address the issue head-on. 

The research faced several challenges, including difficulties in acquiring comprehensive data on digital 

violence in Mauritania, as many victims were reluctant to participate in interviews or admit they had 

experienced digital violence. Additionally, the absence of updated government statistics on gender-based 

violence made it difficult to contextualize the findings within national trends.  

The legal framework in Mauritania does not adequately protect women from digital violence. While there 

are general laws that address cybercrime, they are often insufficiently enforced. Victims of digital violence 

frequently find that their complaints are not taken seriously by law enforcement, who may be poorly trained 

in dealing with gender-based violence in the digital realm. This lack of legal recourse leaves many women 

feeling helpless, with little hope for justice or protection. 

The study found that most women who experience digital violence turn to personal networks, such as friends 

and family, for emotional support, rather than seeking help from official channels. This is often due to a lack 

of trust in formal institutions and the belief that authorities are either unwilling or unable to help. 

Furthermore, societal expectations often discourage women from publicly addressing digital violence, 

further isolating victims. 

The research concluded with the following key recommendations: 

1. Supporting Legal Reform and Law Enforcement: Passing the El Karama Bill is crucial for establishing 
foundational protections against violence toward women in Mauritania. While cybercrime laws do exist, 
they require substantial updates to address the evolving nature of digital violence. Reforms should focus 
on implementing specific legislation that criminalizes online harassment and abuse while also ensuring 
that law enforcement and judicial personnel receive comprehensive training to handle digital violence 
cases. This approach would foster a safer online environment and provide a stronger deterrent to prevent 
future acts of violence against women. 

2. Establishing Digital Education and Awareness Initiatives: Educational programs and public awareness 
campaigns are critical to changing societal attitudes toward digital violence. To foster a culture where 
digital violence is less tolerated, there needs to be a concerted effort to educate both women and men 
about gender respect, the nature of digital violence, how it affects women specifically, and what pathways 
are available for support. These and cybersecurity programs should start at the community level, focusing 
on raising awareness in schools, universities, and local organizations, to foster a culture of respect and 
responsibility in digital spaces. 

3. Supporting Civil Society Efforts: Civil society organizations (CSOs) are essential advocates for women’s 
digital rights. With adequate funding, CSOs can expand support services, from awareness-raising to 
providing hotlines and training for law enforcement. Coordinating efforts with other local NGOs will 
further amplify their impact. International organizations and donors can play a pivotal role in supporting 
efforts to combat digital violence in Mauritania. By fostering partnerships with local civil society groups 
and government actors, these organizations can help to provide the resources and expertise needed to 
develop effective strategies to address digital violence.  

4. Institutionalizing Gender-Segregated Data Centers: Since the lack of specialized government agencies 
dedicated to digital violence limits access to support for victims and contributes to low reporting rates, 
establishing dedicated units within law enforcement would help to systematically gather gender-
segregated data on violence against women, with a specific emphasis on digital abuse. These specialized 
offices, equipped with the necessary tools and resources, would enable a more reliable and accessible 
response system for victims, allowing confidential and straightforward reporting options, potentially 
leveraging online and mobile technology for greater accessibility. 

5. Promoting Women’s Digital Inclusion: Encouraging women’s participation in the digital field, 
through digital literacy programs and public acceptance, will help close the digital divide and create safer 
online environments. 
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Introduction  
Violence against women and girls (VAWG) is one of the most widespread violations of human rights, 

encompassing physical, sexual, psychological, and financial abuse. This violence manifests in various 

spaces: within the home, on the streets, in schools, at the workplace, in the fields, refugee camps, and 

it surges during conflicts and crises. The expansion of the Internet, the rapid spread of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs), and the proliferation of social media platforms have opened new 

opportunities to combat VAWG but have also allowed for the emergence of new forms of violence 

which mainly target women and girls: Digital Violence against Women (and Girls) (DVAW). 

According to a global report on DVAW by the Institute of Development Studies (2021),1 16% to 58% of 

women have experienced it globally. The most frequently reported forms of violence include 

misinformation and defamation (67%), cyber harassment (66%), hate speech (65%), impersonation (63%), 

hacking and stalking (63%), astroturfing (a coordinated effort to disseminate harmful content across 

platforms, 58%), video and image-based abuse (57%), doxing (unlicensed sharing of someone’s personal 

information, 55%), violent threats (52%), and unwanted images or sexually explicit content (43%).2 

However, it is important to acknowledge that significant global and country-based data gaps persist.  

Complicated by the socio-cultural particularities of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, 

accurately establishing similar data for the region’s countries has proved more challenging. A multi-

country study (2021) revealed that, in the Arab states in general – even though the study didn’t include 

Mauritania particularly, 49% of women do not feel safe from online harassment, the most common form 

of which was receiving unsolicited sexual images or symbols.3 Another regional report, that did include 

Mauritania, of laws and services for online violence against women in Arab States was conducted by UN 

Women (2022).4 The report highlighted the growing concern of online violence in the region and the 

need for stronger legal frameworks and awareness to combat it. As for Mauritania, the report stated 

that it “does not have any officially recognized criminal legislation pertaining to cybercrime.”  

However, digital violence has emerged as a critical area of concern in Mauritania, where social media 

use is on the rise, and with it, the risks of harassment, blackmail, and privacy violations. The digital 

landscape, while offering new opportunities for connection and expression, has also become a space 

where women are targeted because of their gender. This study focuses on digital violence against 

women (DVAW), aiming to understand the digital experiences of educated women in Mauritania. It 

situates Mauritania within broader regional and international discussions on DVAW, emphasizing the 

particular social and cultural challenges unique to the country. In doing that, it highlights the socio-

economic factors and cultural taboos in Mauritania that complicate both the collection of accurate data 

on DVAW and efforts to combat it.  

                                                                        
1 Jacqueline Hicks (October 2021) Institute of Development Studies. 
2 The Economist Intelligence Unit, “Measuring the prevalence of online violence against women”, 2021 (accessed 8 Sep 2022).  
3 UN-Women, “Violence against women in the online space: Insights from a multi-country study in the Arab States”, 2021. 
4 Mapping_report_laws_and_services.pdf (unwomen.org) 
 

https://onlineviolencewomen.eiu.com/
https://arabstates.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/Mapping_report_laws_and_services.pdf


 

 

OMEN INWGAINST AIOLENCE VIGITAL D  MAURITANIA 8  

Mauritania: Background and Gender Disparity 

Mauritania, officially the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, is one of the largest nations in Africa, bordering 

four other African countries and situated near the westernmost tip of North Africa over the Atlantic Ocean. 

Its capital Nouakchott, a seaport, presents an important political and economic hub for the country.5 

The population of Mauritania exceeds 5 million, and over 59.8 % of them are urban.6 The Mauritanians 

are a mix of Arab-Berber and sub-Saharan African ethnic groups, reflecting the country’s historical ties 

to both North and West Africa. Islam is the state religion, and Arabic is the official language, although 

French is widely used in business and education due to the country’s colonial past. The economy of 

Mauritania is primarily based on natural resources like mining (especially iron ore) and fishing. Despite 

these resources, the country faces economic challenges, with significant disparities in wealth and access 

to services, particularly in rural areas.  

In general, literacy rates and access to formal education remain uneven across the country, with women 

and rural populations facing more barriers to education. Adult literacy rates in Mauritania are lower for 

women (62.2%) compared to men (71%).7 In 2022, 77 out of every 1,000 girls aged 15-19 gave birth in 

Mauritania, which explains why only 41.7% of girls complete lower secondary school compared 

to 45.7% of boys (2019 data). More recently, the labor force participation rate was 26.4% for females 

and 57.2% for males and women held just 23.3% of the seats in the national parliament in 2023.8 

Mauritania is globally ranked as “the 12th most religiously restrictive country”.9 The vast majority of its 

population follows Sunni Islam, specifically the Maliki school of thought. Though Islam is not officially 

declared as the state religion, Sharia-based laws are enforced, prohibiting Muslims from converting to 

other religions. Non-Islamic religious materials are restricted, and children are required to receive 

religious education in schools. The country is also labeled as ‘partially free’ by the Freedom House 

(2024) with a weighted scale of 39/100, with 15/40 in political rights and 24/60 in civil liberties.10  

Women in Mauritania continue to endure various forms of discrimination and violence, such as female 

genital mutilation (66.6%) and child marriage before the age of 18 (35.2%).11 This is why Mauritania was 

ranked 161st out of 170 countries in the United Nations Development Program’s Gender Inequality Index 

in 2021, the Social Institutions and Gender Index, which measures discrimination against women, ranked 

it last. It was ranked 150 on the Gender Inequality Index with the value of 0.6 in the Human Development 

Report (2023/2024).12 In 2023, it ranked 151/177 and scored 0.506 in the global Women Peace and 

Security Index (WPS) which ranks countries in terms of women’s inclusion, justice, and security.13  

Similarly, since the Internet infrastructure in the country is still developing, digital access is more 

prevalent in urban areas such as Nouakchott. Internet usage has been steadily growing, from 1.73 

                                                                        
5 https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/mauritania-map.htm  
6 Live population numbers: Mauritania Population (2024) - Worldometer (worldometers.info) 
7 Literacy Rate by Country 2024 (worldpopulationreview.com) 
8 Mauritania | World Bank Gender Data Portal 
9 Mauritania Population 2024 (Live) (worldpopulationreview.com) 
10 Mauritania: Freedom in the World 2024 Country Report | Freedom House 
11 STRATEGIE DE CROISSANCE ET DE REDUCTION DE LA PAUVRETE, FMI juin 2024 
12 hdr2023-24reporten.pdf (undp.org) 
13 Mauritania - GIWPS (georgetown.edu) 
 

https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/mauritania-map.htm
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/mauritania-population/
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/literacy-rate-by-country
https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/economies/mauritania#:~:text=In%20Mauritania%2C%20the%20labor%20force%20participation%20rate%20among,labor%20force%20participation%20has%20remained%20roughly%20the%20same.
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/mauritania
https://freedomhouse.org/country/mauritania/freedom-world/2024
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/global-report-document/hdr2023-24reporten.pdf
https://giwps.georgetown.edu/country/mauritania/
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million users (35.8% of the population) in 2022 to 2.19 million (44.4%) in 2024.14 However, the majority 

of the population (55.6%) remains offline, mainly because 42% of whom lived in rural areas. 

Mauritania’s social media users are 37.3% female and 62.7% male. The data shows that TikTok is the 

most common social media platform among adults in early 2024, followed by Facebook, then 

Instagram.15 The growing access to mobile technology and 5G technology is gradually changing how 

people, especially women, interact with the digital world.  

The unequal connectivity across gender and regions contributes to a knowledge gap regarding digital 

literacy and the risks associated with the Internet. In 2023, Mauritania was ranked 131 out of 134 

countries worldwide in the Network Readiness Index (NRI), which leaves a large margin for much-

needed improvements in the 58 indicators this index includes. The NRI evaluates the readiness of 

countries to benefit from digital technologies in four dimensions of digital readiness: technology, 

people, governance, and impact.16 

In Mauritania, studies and anecdotal evidence show that traditional gender roles persist,17 and double 

victimization poses a further obstacle for victims of VAW who wish to report the sexual violence they 

have suffered. In a five-year observational study of the caseload of the USPEC’s (Unités Spéciales de 

Prise en Charge) six specialized care units implemented in hospitals across the country since 2017 with 

the support of the international organization Médicos del Mundo to provide healthcare and assistance 

to victims of GBV. Many women and girls refrain from seeking legal recourse due to fears of social 

stigma, modesty concerns, or prosecution for zina (extramarital relations), as well as a lack of awareness 

of legal procedures or the absence of effective legal frameworks, particularly in rural areas.18 

The UN Working Group’s report (2023) on discrimination against women and girls cites Mauritania's 

Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) (2023) as the most recent GBV insights, revealing that 10% of 

women aged 15-49 have suffered physical violence, while 6% have experienced sexual violence. Of 

these women, a significant 65% have neither sought help nor disclosed their experiences. However, 

due to the social stigma and taboos surrounding VAWG, there is concern that the true extent of the 

issue may be underreported in these surveys. The report explains that by emphasizing that oftentimes 

communities and families prioritize reconciliation over justice, motivated by fears of a public scandal or 

the risk of prosecution for the victims. In such cases, issues are frequently resolved at the tribal or family 

level through informal mediation by elders, which focuses on preserving the family’s honor rather than 

ensuring justice for the victim. This method tends to favor perpetrators and silences women, 

contributing to a cycle of unaddressed violence. Even lawyers have, on occasion, discouraged victims 

from pursuing legal action, further reinforcing the cycle of impunity.19  

Accordingly, the pervasiveness of VAW is linked to a socio-cultural context of gender inequality that is 

rooted in patriarchal structures that are reinforced by certain misinterpretations of Sharia law. It 

perpetuates the social preference of women’s and girls’ silence, subordination, limited access to public 

spaces, and the scarcity of support services. It also creates an environment where women’s visibility in 

                                                                        
14 Digital 2024: Mauritania — DataReportal – Global Digital Insights 
15 Ibid. 
16 The NRI 2023 Report, Trust in a Network Society: A crisis of the digital age?, The Portulans Institute. press release  

17 Mauritania: Take Key Steps for Women’s Rights | Human Rights Watch (hrw.org) 
18 Gender-based violence care in Mauritania: Experience and caseload of six specialized hospital units (2018–2023) | PLOS 
Global Public Health 
19 Gender equality in Mauritania: commendable steps forward and major deadlocks.  (ohchr.org)  

 

https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2024-mauritania
https://networkreadinessindex.org/nri-2023-edition-press-release/
https://networkreadinessindex.org/nri-2023-edition-press-release/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/10/15/mauritania-take-key-steps-womens-rights
https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgph.0003410
https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgph.0003410
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/wg/EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf
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public spaces is limited and their potential contributions to economic and social life are undermined.20 

These factors make it difficult for women to navigate both the digital and physical spaces without 

encountering such abuses. Hence, the limited participation of women in digital spaces, also shown by 

the connectedness disparity, is not only a result of the digital divide but also of societal norms that 

discourage their exposure or public presence.  

Another social factor that intensifies the challenges faced by women in Mauritania, influencing how 

cases of VAW and, by extension DVAW are addressed, is the intersection of gender inequality with 

geographical, ethnic, and class issues.21 This is particularly evident among marginalized ethnic groups 

and communities with a history of slavery. The country is marked by diverse geographical landscapes 

and tribal distinctions, with each community adhering to specific cultural norms that shape the 

experiences of women. Particularly apparent, the distinction between urban and rural settings plays a 

significant role in the way women’s rights are perceived and acted upon. In urban areas such as 

Nouakchott, women may have better access to legal recourse and support systems, although societal 

stigma persists.22 In contrast, rural regions often maintain stricter traditional practices, where women 

face stronger pressure to adhere to conservative social expectations, especially related to marriage and 

family life. Also, due to the country’s size and large desert areas, it is particularly difficult to ensure that 

legal protections are enforced consistently across all regions and communities. 

Mauritania: Legal Review of VAW/DVAW 

The lack of specific legislation against cybercrimes and digital violence and the absence of civil society 

support, combined with a lack of public awareness, exacerbates women’s vulnerability to these invisible 

but very real threats. Not that digital violence is of less priority but addressing these cultural and 

structural challenges becomes critical before any attempt at creating a safer online environment for 

women. The following review of the legal system addressing digital crimes and VAWG, reveals that, for 

victims of DVAW, there is a long way ahead in Mauritania. 

First, Mauritania has made some strides toward addressing digital and cybercrimes, particularly with 

the implementation of a cybercrime law in 2016.23 This law aimed to regulate internet usage and 

mitigate online threats, although it has also drawn criticism for being used to silence political dissent. 

Notably, there have been instances where political bloggers and activists faced imprisonment under 

this legislation. In recent years, the Mauritanian government has acknowledged the importance of 

cybersecurity and is actively working on enhancing its legal and operational frameworks to address 

cyber threats. This includes developing a national cybersecurity strategy in partnership with the 

International Telecommunication Union (ITU). The focus is on establishing protective measures and 

fostering a resilient environment against various digital risks.24 Despite these efforts, there remains a 

concern about the comprehensive enforcement of these laws and the broader implications for freedom 

of expression and privacy online.  

                                                                        
20 Mauritania: Despite progress, women and girls’ lives still being sacrificed, say UN experts | OHCHR 
21 Africa | Walk Free 
22 EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf (ohchr.org) 
23 Mauritanian government seeks to tighten grip on internet - Developing Telecoms 
24 strat-cybersecu-mauritanie300519.pdf (unodc.org) 

 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/10/mauritania-despite-progress-women-and-girls-lives-still-being-sacrificed-say
https://www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-index/findings/regional-findings/africa/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/wg/EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf
https://developingtelecoms.com/telecom-business/telecom-regulation/11479-mauritanian-government-seeks-to-tighten-grip-on-internet.html
https://sherloc.unodc.org/cld/uploads/res/treaties/strategies/mauritania/mrt0002s_html/strat-cybersecu-mauritanie300519.pdf
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Overall, while there are laws aimed at tackling digital and cybercrimes and although the effectiveness 

and application of these regulations continue to evolve, according to the Organized Crimes Index,25 the 

security system in Mauritania is facing challenges on the ground, let alone on the Internet. Some officials 

are involved in organized crime and the underfunded and corrupt police force struggles to address 

current issues and a growing population, which creates a major challenge for any advancements in 

protecting or defending women’s rights. Although women and men are equal under Mauritanian law, 

women and girls are frequently targeted by violence due to these socio-cultural factors. 

Second, the debate surrounding the law for criminalizing VAWG in general exemplifies how deeply 

entrenched patriarchal and discriminatory attitudes are within the social fabric of the country.26 In the 

1983 Mauritanian Penal Code, women’s rights were not specifically protected in the context of 

violence; the code includes regulations on family matters, such as rape, marriage, divorce, and 

inheritance. Therefore, women’s rights and security were primarily recognized in the code in relation 

to their roles within the family and the legal age of marriage, and articles on other forms of violence 

than rape against women and girls were absent. Still, there are problems with the law against rape in 

application. The Mauritanian Penal Code criminalizes rape (Art. 309), but it also criminalizes the act of 

zina, which encompasses extramarital sexual relations or adultery (Art. 307). However, well-

documented gender discrimination in law enforcement exposes victims of sexual violence to the risk of 

prosecution and even detention for zina, regardless of the context of abuse and threat she was exposed 

to, since the act was non-consensual.  

Until recently, no text or legislation provided legal protection for women against attacks on their privacy 

or dignity.27 The issue of VAWG began gaining traction on social media and within civil society by the 

end of 2019. Tragic events in the spring of 2020, such as high-profile cases of rape and murder, 

intensified this public debate. Demonstrations, petitions, and statements from activists, victims, and 

female politicians highlighted the glaring absence of specific legislation in Mauritania to protect women 

from physical violence.28 Yet, the government struggles to pass a bill criminalizing VAWG and it is still 

awaiting adoption by the National Assembly, despite the increasing number of violent incidents for 

which victims struggle to obtain justice. In 2023, the government tried to pass El Karama (Dignity) bill 

on combating VAWG in the parliament, but, despite government support campaigns, dozens of scholars 

and religious leaders signed a statement expressing rejection of it. Two earlier versions of the bill had 

been previously withdrawn in 2017 and 2018 for the same reason. The proposed bill seeks to establish 

a comprehensive legal framework to address all forms of VAWG. Comprising 54 articles, it focuses on 

prevention, protection, ensuring accountability, and providing adequate support for victims.  

A Review of Initiatives Addressing Women’s Issues 

The Mauritanian government is obligated to drive positive societal change in line with the Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), which it ratified on June 18, 

2001. However, the country has made reservations on several articles, including Article 5, which 

requires governments to take appropriate actions to alter social and cultural norms that define the 

                                                                        
25 Enact organized Crime Index - Africa Criminality in Mauritania - The Organized Crime Index | ENACT (enactafrica.org) 
   موريتانيا  | الحرة 26

 وع" يثي   سجالات  حادة ف 
 
وع "قانون الن  (alhurra.com) بي    تمس  ك الحقو قيات ورفض الفقهاء .. مشر

27 Les femmes, victimes oubliées du système juridique mauritanien, LA CROIX, mars 2019 
28 Encore une nouvelle victime... Le long chemin d’une législation à l’égard des femmes en Mauritanie, Camille Evrard et 
Erin Pettigrew p. 271-302  
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https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://www.alhurra.com/mauritania/2023/09/30/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%91%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%82%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%91%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%8A%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%B3%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A
https://doi.org/10.4000/anneemaghreb.6761
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roles and behaviors of men and women to support women against established harmful social norms 

and discriminatory stereotypes.29 These reservations indicate that while Mauritania is a signatory to 

CEDAW, the implementation of some of its provisions may be hindered by local laws and cultural 

practices. Religious and cultural justifications are often used to uphold these discriminatory practices, 

further marginalizing the victims and complicating women’s path to justice or bringing about 

meaningful change. Nevertheless, it is often the case that a reform of justice, as envisioned by the 

authorities, can be compared to a ‘political reform’ that is often proposed and understood by the 

political class more than it is by the general public, who remain convinced of their unchangeable, 

socially ingrained beliefs and knowledge, requiring much time and effort to change prevailing 

mentalities and rules.30  

Therefore, Mauritania established the National Observatory on the Rights of Women and Girls through 

Decree No. 2020/140, aiming to monitor and promote the rights of women and girls. The institution 

collaborates with the government, parliament, and civil society actors to address gender-based issues. 

However, despite its importance, the Observatory is housed under the Office of the Prime Minister, rather 

than functioning as an independent entity established by law. This arrangement compromises its 

autonomy, and the lack of adequate funding further hampers its ability to fully carry out its mandate. There 

is significant potential within the Observatory and its dedicated members, but to effectively perform its 

duties, it requires greater financial and human resources. With proper support, the Observatory could play 

a critical role in advancing the rights and protections of women and girls across the country. 

There have been growing efforts for spreading awareness by women’s rights groups, such as the 

Femmes Leader movement,31 to push El Karama law that continues to face strong opposition, 

particularly from religious groups citing both cultural and religious factors, highlighting the ongoing 

debate in Mauritania over the balance between women’s rights and religious traditions and 

misinterpretations.32 However, the President of the Supreme Council of Fatwa and Gracious Appeals 

indicated that the Council, aware of the need to act in favor of Mauritanian women, in agreement with 

the country’s high authorities, showed flexibility on certain sanctions by modifying or suggesting the 

cancellation of some articles to serve the general interest. The Council believes that the Karama bill 

meets all the objectives and requirements of all parties, aiming to elevate the level of honor and equity 

for women while improving their legal and social status.33 To this day, El Karama law has not yet passed. 

In response to this gap, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and women’s associations have taken 

action to advance gender equality, often taking on responsibilities that would traditionally fall to the 

government. However, their efforts primarily focus on addressing similar issues or VAWG more broadly 

exhibiting a noticeable lack of coordination among these civil society actors, resulting in the neglect of other 

important issues. These groups frequently call for stronger networking and solidarity, including collaboration 

with international and regional women’s rights organizations, and they emphasize the importance of 

fostering intergenerational dialogue to preserve the local culture yet strengthen ongoing efforts.34 

                                                                        
29 EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf (ohchr.org) 
30 HAMOUD Abdellah, Vision anthropologique de la culture, politique, religion, et de la violence; cahier point de vus (5) 
Edition Dar es-Salaam Rabat 2010 
31 Les femmes leaders pour le développement en Mauritanie marchent pour l’adoption de la loi contre les violences (cridem.org) 
32 Karama Law in Mauritania: The "Women Leader" Movement Between Legislative Urgency and Religious Controversies - 
Thaqafa - Thaqafa (mondoblog.org) 
33 Minstère de la justice 
34 EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf (ohchr.org) 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/wg/EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf
https://cridem.org/C_Info.php?article=770341
https://aidara.mondoblog.org/2023/11/29/les-femmes-leaders-pour-le-developpement-en-mauritanie-marchent-pour-ladoption-de-la-loi-contre-les-violences-faites-aux-femmes-et-aux-filles/
https://aidara.mondoblog.org/2023/11/29/les-femmes-leaders-pour-le-developpement-en-mauritanie-marchent-pour-ladoption-de-la-loi-contre-les-violences-faites-aux-femmes-et-aux-filles/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/wg/EoM-visit-Mauritania-20231006-EN.pdf
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There is also concern over the current environment of self-censorship, particularly when discussing 

sensitive topics like gender equality and the draft law on violence against women. Activists have 

expressed fear of stigmatization or reprisals, with some noting that being labeled a “feminist” can lead 

to societal alienation. Additionally, cybercrime laws in the country which criminalize defamation and 

blasphemy are often used to silence any form of dissent, creating an intimidating environment for 

activists, journalists, and human rights defenders, especially on sensitive topics like women’s rights. 

These pressures underscore the need for gender-sensitive laws that protect human rights defenders in 

line with international standards. Despite these challenges, there has been progress with the 

introduction of a simplified registration process for NGOs and women’s associations, allowing them to 

operate legally. Considering their vital role in supporting democracy, they should be provided with 

adequate resources and meaningful opportunities to contribute to policy making and legislation.35  

Beyond physical forms of VAW, women and girls face other relatively new forms of threat to their 

privacy, security, and dignity: digital violence. The separation of bodies and identities online, initially 

presented as a vector of freedom, turns out to be a double-edged sword. Women in Mauritania, as they 

do elsewhere, often find themselves exposed to specific forms of digital violence, such as online 

harassment, blackmail, non-consensual sharing of personal or intimate data, and identity theft.36 In a 

country such as Mauritania, where information and legal structures are insufficiently robust in siding 

with women, women live in fear of double victimization.37 Women generally lack not only the necessary 

digital knowledge but also the required tools to protect themselves in the online space or access to 

protective measures by relevant authorities. Overall, VAWG is regarded by governmental and civil 

structures as a more pressing issue to focus on than DVAW specifically.  

The Ministry of Social Work, Childhood, and Family (MASEF) focuses primarily on traditional forms of 

violence, such as family disputes and financial neglect after divorce, leaving digital violence largely 

unaddressed within its framework. While the Ministry handles cases of general VAW, there is currently 

no specialized unit to address the rising issue of digital violence, revealing a gap in formal protections 

for women in the digital space. Also, when the Ministry was contacted for the purposes of the current 

research, the existence of any cases of DVAW were denied. 

Other civil initiatives like Maurifemme,38 founded by Fatma Elkory Oumrane, have been instrumental in 

empowering women through digital literacy without paying adequate attention to equipping them with 

protective tools and measures to combat digital violence. The initiative highlights that the exclusion of 

women from the digital world, where men have greater access and opportunities, is a form of digital 

violence in its own right. By training over 3,000 women to use technology, Maurifemme aimed to bridge 

the gender divide in digital access. There are also some international collaborations that are playing a 

growing role in addressing VAWG by spreading awareness about harmful social norms, such as the 

Alach’Ça? Initiative, funded by the European Union, which asks the critical question ‘Why this?’ to 

challenge societal silence around VAWG, and at the same time, pointing to the rise of digital threats, 

but without actually addressing it.  

                                                                        
35 Ibid 
36 Violence against Women and Digital Technologies: Between Oppression and Agency, Laurence Charton and Chantal Bayard. 
37 Human Rights Watch Submission to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women on Mauritania (hrw.org) 
38 Maurifemme 

https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/rf/2021-v34-n1-rf06678/1085255ar.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/12/human-rights-watch-submission-committee-elimination-discrimination-against-women
https://www.maurifemme.org/ar/
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Research Methodology 
This study revisits women’s demands over the past year in response to physical violence and explores 

the emergence of digital violence in Mauritania. These new forms of violence and how they fit into the 

broader context of the fight against VAWG are examined. Its target population are women, over the 

age of 18, who have consistent access to the Internet in their daily lives and possess a level of education 

that enables them to participate in public activities and/or pursue a career. This excludes illiterate 

women or those with limited Internet access. The research collected authentic data from surveying 

these women along with interviewing victims and experts to illuminate the insights gained from the 

survey results. The triangulated results of this research will shed light on the growing prominence of 

digital violence as one of the most critical issues. These results will highlight the need to address the 

slow establishment of a legislative framework aimed at deterring such acts, delivering justice to victims, 

and creating active support mechanisms. 

Therefore, this study aimed to address the following questions: 

1. What is the situation of educated women in terms of exposure to DVAW within digital space 
in Mauritania? 

2. What are the common forms of digital violence experienced by them?  

3. What are the roots of this harmful phenomenon? 

4. How do they react to the various experienced forms of DVAW? 

5. How does digital violence impact Mauritanian women? 

6. Are they aware of legal and support measures that could safeguard their interests? Do they use them? 

7. What are the potential solutions to combat digital violence against women (DVAW) in Mauritania? 

8. What are practical and policy recommendations to foster a safe online environment for women? 

To find answers to the above questions, a mixed method approach was utilized. First, a desktop search 

was conducted to contextualize women’s digital presence and the risks involved with it within the social 

and legal status of women in Mauritania. The study also collected quantitative data by administering 

an electronic questionnaire, in French and Arabic as they are the most commonly used languages 

among educated Mauritania women, to random samples of educated women from diverse 

backgrounds who have access to the Internet across Mauritania. The aim was to examine their 

experiences within the digital space, assess their awareness (or lack thereof) of support systems that 

would provide them with protection, and evaluate their engagement with these mechanisms and 

procedures, whether online or within official agencies.  

A total of 94 responses were received (79 Arabic and 15 French) to 19 questions involving 16 closed, 

and 2 open questions, allowing participants to anonymously comment and express their thoughts and 

feelings. It aimed to create a secure and confidential setting for expression that is free from the scrutiny 

of censorship or examination, which could have triggered discomfort, self-consciousness, or fear of a 

scandal, even if unintentionally.  

To further elaborate and expand on the findings of the survey, a qualitative approach was adopted 

involving 8 interviews. The interviewees include 4 female DVAW victims, who wish their identities 

remain unknown and are referred to in this study as Victim A, Victim B, etc., and 4 experts from relevant 

professional backgrounds who displayed interest in the issues of digital discrimination and violence 

against women.  
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The interviewed experts include Selwa Sherif, a gender consultant and journalist, Fatma ElKory 

Oumrane, a women’s rights advocate and founder of Maurifemme Initiative to promote digital literacy 

amongst women in Mauritania, Binta Baba Sy, a gender consultant and CEO of Debbo Consulting which 

researches matters related to women empowerment, and a male expert who works in the field of 

training and women empowerment in Mauritania but preferred to remain anonymous. Some of these 

participants, especially the victims, were anonymized based on their request. The utilization of these 

approaches was deemed necessary to broaden the scope of data sources and ensure a comprehensive 

analysis and enhance the quality of the research. 

Research Limitations 

There were difficulties inherent in this research endeavor, such as the sensitivity of the topic in 

Mauritania, and the limitations of data collection, including the small sample size, and the constraints 

of time and resources. It is imperative to note here that the research was limited by its timing, which 

coincided with the political situation in Mauritania from June 29 to July 29, marked by an Internet 

shutdown and political instability. To overcome this obstacle, various distribution times were utilized.  

Another challenge was that because of the digital divide, many women did not have easy access to the 

Internet and were unreachable by the researchers; hence, this research relied on a population sample 

of educated women. Furthermore, many of these women were unwilling to share their experiences in 

the survey, although they acknowledged having experienced digital violence. This is evident from the 

high drop-out rate from the survey, after the question of whether they experienced DVAW. The number 

went down from 43 saying ‘yes’ and 15 saying ‘may be’ to 30 responses by question no. 18. This needed 

to be accounted for when calculating the percentages while reporting the results.  

One of the primary struggles encountered during the research was the pervasive lack of awareness 

surrounding the issue of digital violence. Many victims do not even realize that they are being subjected to 

digital violence, and the topic itself is often seen as trivial by some segments of society. This lack of 

acknowledgment made it challenging to find participants willing to engage in discussions about their 

experiences. Some officials denied having knowledge of any digital violence cases and mentioned their 

focus was on helping victims of domestic and physical violence and failed to see the relevance or 

importance of the issue. Even when we tried to reach experts in the field, some expressed skepticism about 

the urgency of tackling digital violence specifically, viewing it as secondary to other forms of violence. 
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Research Findings 
A total of 94 Mauritanian adult women responded to the survey, and 7 women and 1 man participated 

in the interviews. The survey respondents comprised educated women from diverse social and 

professional backgrounds, including students, civil activists, journalists, and employees from the private 

and public sectors. While some of them were highly engaged in the digital space, others had a relatively 

minimal online presence.  

The survey results indicate that 70% of the respondents use their real photo and name on their social 

media accounts while 30% do not. This suggests a majority preference for transparency and personal 

identification online, potentially reflecting a desire for authentic interactions and social connections. 

This may be explained by the fact that the population sample are educated women, the majority of 

whom seek visibility for professional purposes. However, the substantial number opting for anonymity 

highlights ongoing concerns about privacy and digital safety, as these individuals seek to protect 

themselves from online identity exposure and the potential risks associated with the digital world.  

Frequency of Exposure to DVAW, Forms, and Perpetrators 

As regards the way the respondent women perceive digital violence, Figure (1) shows that the majority 

(63.44%) hold a broad view of violence, encompassing any behavior that could lead to emotional or 

psychological distress.  

Figure 1: Respondents’ perception of what constitutes digital violence 
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This suggests that most women in the survey recognize not only overt violence through physical harm 

and verbal insults and threats but also subtler forms of harassment causing nuisance as serious issues. 

This is significant in the context of digital violence, where the psychological impacts of actions such as 

cyberbullying, trolling, or privacy violations are often more common than more serious digital 

aggressions such as stalking, blackmail or doxing, yet not any less harmful. A notable 25.81% of 

respondents place importance on verbal insults or threats as key indicators of harassment. This also 

reinforces the idea that women are highly sensitive to the power of words and their role in creating 

unsafe digital environments. However, the 9.68% who only acknowledge physical harm as violence may 

reflect a more traditional view, where visible or tangible damage is necessary for behavior to be 

considered violent or dangerous and other forms are normalized. This group might be less sensitized 

to the emerging forms of digital violence that can affect the mental well-being of their victims. Fatma 

ElKory Oumrane, a women’s rights advocate, commented, “For me, violence in general includes physical 

assault as well as any form of verbal, psychological, or financial abuse. It encompasses any behavior 

that causes discomfort to others and infringes on human dignity. Sometimes, this abuse is directed at 

an individual simply for being who they are, such as the violence women face merely for being women.”  

Figure (2) summarizes the results when respondents were asked if they ever experienced any form of 

digital harm such as abuse, extortion, stalking, privacy violations, threats, or harassment that targeted 

them specifically because they were women. 62% of the respondents reported that they had likely 

experienced some form of DVAW, of which 74% definitely faced at least one form of digital violence 

and 26% were unsure whether what they had experienced is considered digital violence. This question 

filtered out women who did not encounter digital violence (38%), or were not sure they did (16%), from 

proceeding to the rest of the survey, meaning that remaining percentages are calculated within the 

group of women who were exposed to violence. 

Figure 2: Respondents’ exposure to DVAW 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Yes

No

Maybe, not sure

Have you been exposed to any form of digital violence, whether insult, 
blackmail, stalking, privacy violation, threat, harassment, etc., because you 

are a woman? 



 

 

OMEN INWGAINST AIOLENCE VIGITAL D  MAURITANIA 18  

These percentages point to the alarming prevalence of gender-based digital violence in Mauritania, 

suggesting that almost half of the women surveyed have been victimized online respondents, 

highlighting that digital violence may be a widespread issue that targets women specifically because of 

their gender. The percentage of women who were uncertain that what they experienced is considered 

DVAW may indicate lack of awareness about what constitutes digital violence or the subtleties of online 

abuse, resulting in their inability to identify what digital behaviors are harmful. It may also reflect how 

deeply normalized aggressive behaviors against women are that they do not become immediately 

obvious to victims. For example, when Victim D, an interviewed victim, was discussing the behavior of 

her superior at the workplace, she mentioned: “We often mistake his behaviors as just being nice. He is 

just too friendly. So, women in our society are afraid of naming things by their true names because if 

they do, it will cost them more than it will pay them.” This illustrates the challenges women face in 

recognizing and addressing abusive behaviors, which are often masked by social norms. 

The majority of respondents (67.5%) agreed that the abuse they encountered was directly tied to their 

gender while 27.5% said ‘maybe,’ indicating a strong perception that women are disproportionately 

targeted in digital spaces. Only a small percentage of (5%) think such abuse could occur regardless of 

gender, denying the idea that digital violence may be primarily gendered. A survey respondent 

recounted that she was frequently targeted by unwanted contact because she is a woman: “There are 

always people who call me because I am a woman, and they want to have sex by phone and every time 

I block them, and they call from other accounts.” Many women also experience workplace digital 

harassment. Another commented: “At work, my male boss was trying to get close to me, and after I 

refused him, he started blackmailing me at work, tracking, a lot of correspondence and surveillance, 

until I hated that I was a female.” Two interviewed victims (Victim A and Victim D) also reported that 

their supervisors kept sending messages that initially appeared work-related but later escalated into 

inappropriate advances and persistent harassment, abusing their professional position to maintain 

unwanted contact. 

Figure (3) shows that 77.5% of the respondents reported that men were primarily the perpetrators of 

DVAW. A smaller percentage (17.5%) believe both men and women are equally culpable while only 5% 

think women are the main violators, motivated by jealousy or framed by the masculine norms of their 

social system according to their comments.  
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Figure 3: Gender of the perpetrators of DVAW 

 
In some cases, the perpetrators were strangers who exploited the anonymity of the Internet to stalk 

and harass the victims online. One survey respondent shared how her harasser, a stranger, continued 

to contact her despite being blocked multiple times, creating new accounts to bypass the restrictions. 

However, in many other instances, the perpetrators were men known to the victims either colleagues, 

family members, or acquaintances. Victim A recounted how her cousin was stalking her across multiple 

platforms (Facebook, WhatsApp, Snapchat).  

Fatma Elkory Oumrane confirmed that the gendered dynamics of online violence started from the 

beginning of Internet use in Mauritania by excluding women from it. She described DVAW then as 

‘digital exclusion,’ which motivated her to found the digital literacy Maurifemme initiative: “When we 

talked about digital violence at that time, it was related to digital exclusion; women were marginalized 

from digitization, lacking access or sufficient training to participate in digital activities. It was a new 

field, and men were the primary beneficiaries.”  

Figure 4: Forms and frequency of DVAW incidents 
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Repeated unsolicited contact is the most frequent form of DVAW as 95% of the women who were 

exposed to digital violence reported experiencing it constantly or sporadically, figure (4). One 

respondent said: “A man was sending me messages not having recognized him, I say that it is surely a 

mistake, but he says that no, he knew my name and did not stop sending me messages even if I blocked 

him.” And another reported receiving them from known and unknown persons: “A lot of tracking and 

unwanted messages every day from acquaintances and non-acquaintances, and also sending indecent 

images on Facebook like anything.” 

The next most commonly experienced forms are verbal abuse and technical attacks such as stalking, 

hacking, or sending infected files or links, experienced by 55%, at least sometimes, as a respondent 

confirmed: “My personal Facebook account was hacked and impersonated several times,” and another 

reported that her Facebook account was hacked, her private pictures were taken, and she was 

impersonated, sending inappropriate messages to men in exchange for money.  

More serious aggressions such as defamation and blackmail or physical threats are less common (the 

likelihood of which was 30% each), but it needs to be noted that these occasional incidents have 

significant impacts on those affected without discounting the effects of other forms. Instances of these 

forms will be illustrated where the digital violence transferred to real-world violence, further affecting 

the livelihood of the victims. 

Such forms of violence, over half of the participants (52.5%) indicated, predominantly take place in private 

channels, such as direct messages or emails, where they are less visible. However, a significant portion 

(42.5%) reported that they occur in both private and public spaces whereas only 5% believe they happen 

mainly in public spaces. These results suggest that women are exposed to abuse in various online 

environments, and much of the abuse is hidden from view; hence, it often goes unnoticed by others.  

Many abusers exploit private channels to engage in more intense, targeted harassment, as these spaces 

provide them with a sense of impunity as one respondent clarified, “messages in private included 

obscene pictures and videos and insults,” and one interviewee shared that “It’s quite common for men 

who cannot take “no” as an answer to resort to harassment. They may not have the courage to confront 

you in person due to limited opportunities for direct interaction in our society, so they turn to social 

media as a tool,” showing how abusers use these private spaces to avoid public scrutiny. Additionally, 

as Selwa Sherif, a gender consultant and journalist, explained, women in Mauritania are pressured by 

“social norms” where “any behavior perceived as transgressive is considered a justification for acts of 

violence against them.” Abusers are often aware of this stigma and know that women may feel 

pressured to stay silent, fearing judgment or blame if they report. Harassing privately rather than 

publicly is “more secure” for them, as they understand that if their behavior were exposed in a public 

forum, it could draw unwanted attention and community gossip. This dynamic traps women in a cycle 

of private abuse.  

This finding, however, brings to attention the earlier survey result where the majority of women 

mentioned that they prefer to be identified in their social media accounts, placing their real photos and 

names on their profiles, despite such harassment happening frequently in private and the socially-

constructed fear of stigmatization as women. This may be explained by the fact that the respondents 

to the survey were educated women who have professional goals and aim to break the glass ceiling for 

women in Mauritania, paving the way for future generations of women in the country.  
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According to Fatma AlKory Oumrane, the Mauritanian activist, “Maurifemme has trained more than 

3,000 women to use technology to seek job opportunities, aiming to bridge the significant gender gap 

in access to and use of technology. Women were previously isolated from this field, with opportunities 

largely restricted to men. We sought to change this through digital literacy.” She stressed the aspect of 

empowering women by providing them with digital literacy, “Our primary role has been to empower 

women in the digital space and raise awareness. Over time, we encountered cases subjected to digital 

extortion, where they were asked for ransom money, and many believed that everything online was real. 

We assisted women in overcoming these crises and established the Maurifemme platform, which 

provides women with access to information and created the first feminist content in the country.” Yet, 

this did not come with consequences, she stated, “We faced many criticisms and even had our page 

hacked several times.”  

When requested to write about the worst DVAW incidents they encountered, many were reported. 

One respondent reported: “A man asked me to make a contract called Enjoyment Mariage it’s a form 

in return he will take me to his country of residence, when I blocked him, but he continued to contact 

me with other profiles,” and another recounted: “A person harassed me and posted a photo of me on 

Twitter.” Selwa Sherif, the journalist, recounted her own experience: “I have personally been a victim 

of cyber harassment by people who even managed to mobilize their social circles to harass me. My 

behaviors, deemed ‘transgressive,’ worked against me.” 

The reported instances show the widespread nature and versatility of forms of DVAW, which is further 

evidenced by observations made by Selwa Sherif. She stated, "I also see a lot of 'slut-shaming' online, 

where young Mauritanian women are exposed and subjected to public outrage." Most interviewed 

victims said that the violence took place primarily on social media platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, 

and Instagram. Victim B shared that her Facebook account was hacked, and the attackers used it to 

send messages under her name, leading to impersonation.  

Figure 5: DVAW's transference from online to offline 
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When asked whether the digital violence transferred to the real world, about two-thirds of respondents 

answered ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ as figure (5) shows. This highlights the potential danger of online abuse 

escalating beyond the digital realm, with 41%, confirming that their experience with digital violence had 

real-world consequences and 23% understanding the potential offline repercussions of such transfer.  

Similarly, several interviewees agreed with this, describing how the digital violence they experienced 

extended beyond the screen and into their real lives. The online-offline cycle is not only illustrated by 

workplace harassment on WhatApp by superiors, but also in how victim A, for example, was stalked at 

school by a harasser who continued to stalk her on Facebook, where he sent her thousands of 

threatening messages. She shared that the threats she faced on social media eventually escalated into 

real-life confrontations, underscoring the alarming link between online harassment and physical abuse. 

The transfer of digital harm to the lives of the victims emphasizes the need for stronger interventions, 

as the boundary between online and offline violence appears to blur for many victims, posing serious 

risks to their overall safety. 

Drivers for DVAW in Mauritania 

Findings from the study show that motivations behind digital violence often stem from both societal 

attitudes and individual grievances and needs. In a patriarchal culture like that of Mauritania, there is 

“predominant masculine thinking, need for control, and male superiority,” as one respondent noted. It 

affects the way men perceive women: “trying to force her to submit out of love of possession because 

she is a woman” or “considering women a sex tool.” Another added: “I think being a woman in this 

country gives them the idea that you are weak, and you can easily be deceived and not report the 

incident so that they can move on without being punished.” 

Several respondents pointed out that, in Mauritanian society, where direct confrontation with women 

might be culturally discouraged, men increasingly use online platforms to exert control. One 

respondent noted that harassment often stems from men’s sense of entitlement because: “Giving a 

man from childhood the right to abuse a woman (For example, they say that a man is not faulted by 

anything, meaning that he certainly harasses a woman normally, and if he does, the guilt is considered 

her own).”  

In conservative societies like Mauritania, the mere presence of women online is sometimes seen as 

inappropriate, making them targets for harassment, as a respondent suggested “For me, it's about 

misogyny because seeing women on social networks is not yet very accepted in our societies, even if I 

think the situation is improving a little bit. However, there are still the haters that unfortunately cannot 

be managed,” and another affirmed “The life of women is too narrow in Mauritania, and they are 

expected to be shy and quiet.”  

In such cases, perpetrators often exploit social media to continue their abuse while targeting their 

victim(s), taking advantage of the anonymity the digital space offers to conceal their identity. The 

effects of anonymity are compounded by lack of censorship on the part of the online platforms and the 

absence of cybersecurity awareness on the part of the victims in addition to ineffective cyber laws that 

safeguard women online. Selwa Sherif, a gender expert, emphasized how the anonymity of the Internet 

provides men with a sense of impunity and omnipotence, allowing them to engage in harassment 

without fearing repercussions. As she noted, "The Internet has become a means of release for many. 

The screen gives a sense of omnipotence and impunity."  
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This anonymity, combined with the power imbalance created by patriarchal norms, fosters an 

environment where women are particularly vulnerable to digital violence because, sometimes, in a 

male-dominated setting, DVAW is caused by a need for retaliation, particularly when a man's advances 

are rejected. For instance, one respondent said a man was “trying to talk to me with my repeated refusal 

- sending shameless photos with explicit speech” and another explained such behavior is driven by 

“Sexual frustration, hatred against women, and jealousy.” Selwa Sherif also pointed to frustration 

driving DVAW. “Frustration over rejections (romantic or sexual) can also manifest as online violence.” 

This is especially so with women who challenge the status quo as illustrated by a comment made by a 

respondent to the survey saying: “On the networks, people believe that when a woman is too active 

(showing her face) she is not traditional and/or she misses religious morals, so I find myself in situations 

where the comments are very critical of my content "where are you from?" and "you don't have a family, 

nor a father.” Selwa Sherif also pointed out that societal norms play a significant role, explaining that 

women who deviate from traditional roles are often targeted online. "Women are pressured to conform 

to specific expectations. Any behavior perceived as transgressive is considered a justification for acts of 

violence against them." 

Binta Baba Sy, another gender consultant and CEO of Debbo Consulting for empowering women, 

further explained such violence by contextualizing it within the broader societal context: "The root 

cause of this problem lies in the fact that we live in a misogynistic society that sexualizes women. Boys 

are raised from a young age to see women as sexual objects. In households with boys and girls, boys 

grow up believing they are superior to their sisters. Meanwhile, girls are taught to cook and handle 

household chores, ingraining the notion that their role is to be attractive and prepared for marriage. 

This is where the sexualization begins. As these men grow up and encounter women who outsmart them 

or assert their voices, they struggle to accept it, responding with harassment, insults, or even physical 

violence .. to ‘put her in her place.’" This highlights how deeply ingrained cultural expectations 

perpetuate both physical and digital forms of violence. 

This perception may explain why some respondents to the survey explained the prevalence of DVAW 

by “Women showing off their photos” or “not leaving distance and borders” between themselves and 

others online, where they believe many people suffer backwardness due to lack of education and 

awareness, suppression, and mental illness: “in addition to that some users of the internet and social 

media platforms are mentally ill.”  

Other responses expanded on the idea of moral decay and lack of respect for women coupled by absence 

of laws to protect women: “I think it is due to the spread of moral decay and lack of respect for the female 

and education in a patriarchal society that does not encourage respect for the female,”… “because of the 

absence of religious and moral scruples and the absence of laws that criminalize such behaviors.” 

One survey respondent bluntly summarized the reasons behind the prevalence of violence and harm 

against women on the Internet in Mauritania, which were partly reiterated by other commenters as: 

“Gender discrimination in a culture that belittles women, anonymity which encourages hostile behavior 

without consequences, toxic patriarchal cultures which foster hostility against women, lack of oversight 

and weak enforcement of laws on platforms, lack of awareness about the effects of digital violence and 

the important of respecting others online.” 
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Fatma ElKory Oumrane also raised the issue of gender conflict transferring from the offline to the online 

sphere, which would constitute a major challenge to any efforts to reform the status quo into a 

democratic, inclusive state or to eliminate DVAW: “The challenges in the field of digital violence are 

numerous, both in Mauritania and globally. It's another arena where men may struggle to accept that 

women have a strong voice and are capable of succeeding. It is simply another battleground in the 

broader gender conflict, similar to economic and legal issues. We need laws that protect women in cases 

of digital violence and a commitment to enforcing these laws when necessary.” She provided evidence 

of this by adding: “I know outstanding girls in this field who are not integrated or highlighted due to the 

way society treats them. Social belonging plays a significant role in their career paths. Therefore, without 

true democracy, we will continue to suffer from marginalization.” 

Women’s Reactions to DVAW and its Impact 

As figure (6) demonstrates, the study presented the survey respondents with three distinct categories 

of digital violence to assess their effects on respondents: typical forms like harassment, insults, and the 

spread of inappropriate remarks or gender-based slurs; more alarming forms, such as stalking, hacking, 

and sharing personal details; and extreme forms, including threats of physical or sexual violence, 

extortion—whether financial or sexual—manipulated images, and assaults on personal reputation. 

Figure 6: Common reactions to DVAW incidents 
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The results show that for common digital violence, most respondents (65.62%) prefer to take technical 

precautions, like blocking or adjusting privacy settings, rather than escalating the issue. For alarming 

and serious violence, there is a noticeable decrease in proactive measures, with a smaller percentage 

submitting reports either to the platform (13% for alarming, 6% for serious) or to official authorities 

(6% for alarming, 3% for serious). One survey respondent reiterated that she had become more 

cautious online: “I'm more careful, and rarely have I interacted with people, I accept more people I don't 

know,” and another reported that she opted out of social media platforms completely as a result of the 

harassment: “I used to put my photos on social media platforms, and I was receiving a lot of abuse, 

harassment and profanity, which is why I decided to retire from the platforms completely.” 

Interestingly, the high percentage of participants who encountered serious digital violence (31%) 

contrasts with those who faced more common forms (91%) or the alarming forms (56%). The data 

suggests that while many women are subject to typical forms of harassment, fewer encounter severe 

threats that extend outside the digital realm, though when they do, the response often involves taking 

more decisive technical measures rather than reporting the incident to authorities. The lack of reporting 

to authorities, which will be further explored in the next section, may be explained by the victims’ fear 

of societal judgment and blame that the literature on VAW and the study’s participants often 

highlighted, and it is also linked to the underreporting of DVAW incidents in general and the reluctance 

of many women to participate in the survey of this study in Mauritania.  

The Mauritanian researcher in this study, as a subject matter expert, has observed that the societal 

stigma around reporting such issues—where victims may fear judgment or blame for their online 

behavior—could deter many from seeking help, pushing them instead to manage the pervasive typical 

types of DVAW quietly. Furthermore, these forms of harassment are often seen as an unfortunate but 

inevitable aspect of online presence, which might normalize the experience, making it less likely for 

women to report these incidents unless they escalate into alarming or more severe threats. Also, since 

the survey respondents are educated women, they may have the technical skills to fend off most violent 

acts online by using more privacy options or reporting to the platform.  

The results in Figure (7) highlight the harmful effects of digital exposure experienced by the 

respondents, showing that over half (59%) indicated they became more cautious online, more than one 

third (38%) experienced panic attacks, or blamed themselves, or received pressure or blame from 

family, and about one third (31%) became depressed and a similar percentage lost confidence in self 

or others.  Also, a small but concerning 6% considered suicide, pointing to the need for psychological 

support for the victims. 
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Figure 7: Common effects of DVAW incidents 

These findings indicate the deep psychological toll that digital violence can have, one respondent 
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I am constantly monitoring my messages, unable to completely disconnect, and feel obligated to 

respond in case it affects my professional responsibilities." As such, the effects of digital violence can 

seep into both personal and professional spheres, causing ongoing distress. 

Interviewees also added the effect of withdrawing from online spaces as a result of exposure to DVAW. 

For instance, Victim A stated, "I hated seeing messages or calls from them, so I frequently shut down or 

deleted my social media accounts" … "it affected how I interact with others, leading to trust issues and 

making it impossible to be in a healthy relationship."  

These effects illustrate a heightened sense of fear and self-preservation that many victims experience 

after facing digital abuse, contributing to their reluctance to trust others, which extends outside the digital 

realm. A particularly striking example comes from Victim C who said, "Emotionally, this experience 

shattered my trust in people. I became much more cautious in my interactions and hesitant to trust others, 

particularly in online spaces."  Victim A recounted, "My sense of safety disappeared, and I always felt in 

danger, especially at my office," underscoring how digital violence can create a pervasive feeling of 

insecurity, extending beyond online interactions into real-life environments such as the workplace.  

Finally, the fact that 50% said the experience had no impact reflects a divide among respondents. While 

half are significantly affected in the various ways mentioned, the other half may either be in denial, 

have developed resilience, or have not encountered the same level of harm, bringing attention to the 
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critical mental health consequences of digital violence, especially for those who face severe or repeated 

incidents. Yet, the Mauritanian researcher in this study explained that the number of mental health 

specialists in the country is significantly lower than other types of doctors, likely because seeking 

psychological help is not common. In Mauritanian society, mental health issues are often viewed as a 

sign of "craziness," which deters individuals from seeking support even when it is needed. This cultural 

perception contributes to the isolation of victims, making it harder for them to access the psychological 

help that could aid in their recovery. 

Available Support Systems and Proposed DVAW Solutions 

In response to the question of which protection and support systems the respondents were familiar 

with, figure (8) reveals that there is a critical gap, not in awareness of support systems for victims of 

DVAW but questions the very existence of many of these resources.  

Figure 8: Respondents' familiarity with support systems 

 

Only a small percentage (between 3% and 7%) of women are both aware of and have accessed the 

support options provided in the survey question. However, the majority of respondents (50% to 67%) 

admitted they were unaware of their legal rights as victims, official authorities to report to, legal, 

psychological, or technical support services available to them. This suggests that efforts to combat 

digital violence are hindered by a lack of public knowledge, making it challenging for victims to seek 

redress or assistance. 

Fewer respondents reported not knowing about the reporting tool on the social media platforms, and 

more than a quarter (27%) mentioned making use of them. However, a range of 23% to 37% of 

respondents acknowledged their unawareness that these support systems exist, which reflects the need 

for awareness campaigns to push for educating the public about women’s rights and urgently addressing 

the lack of accessible reporting tools or authorities to assist victims of DVAW. This gap likely exacerbates 

the impact of online abuse, as victims may feel isolated and without recourse. One respondent 

confirmed: “We don't have platforms or organizations or technical support for digital violence.” 
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Figure 9: Support systems sought by respondents after DVAW 

The next survey question expanded the list of support circles to the available support systems that 

helped women through their DVAW experiences. Across the different categories in Figure (9), most 

respondents did not seek support after experiencing digital violence. Between 60% and 83% of 

participants indicated that they did not seek help from any, especially from formal support systems 

such as official authorities (83%) and civil society organizations (77%). This reluctance to engage with 

formal institutions may be rooted in lack of awareness about available resources as approximately half 

the respondents to the question reported that they needed help but did not know where to find it. It is 

worth mentioning here that, to the knowledge of the research team and its data sources, there is no 

support hotline or formal channels for victims other than the police. 

Reluctance to report to authorities may stem from fear of prosecution and distrust due to perceived 

inadequacies in the legal system. Fatma Elkory Oumrane pointed out: “In Mauritania, the laws related 

to the digital space are either not effectively implemented or are very basic and inadequate. When even 

the president and his ministers are subjects of online defamation, it indicates a significant problem.” The 

lack of faith in formal structures was echoed by Selwa Sherif, the journalist, who stated, “In Mauritania, 

the law protects against cybercrime and punishes those responsible for online violence. However, the 

enforcement of this law remains limited, and women's complaints are often met with skepticism.”  

This lack of data and awareness has further implications, as Binta Baba Sy noted, “Although we know 

violence exists, we don’t have the data to measure it. And as long as we don’t have the data, it’s difficult 

to take action. Personally, when I work on research in Mauritania, I often get frustrated. The statistics 

we rely on date back to the early 1990s and have not been updated. There are no recent governmental 

statistics.” She concluded that the absence of any governmental gender-segregated statistics, 

combined with the general reluctance to acknowledge the problem, continues to hinder efforts to 
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address VAW/DVAW in Mauritania in a meaningful way. Hence, she recommended establishing such 

governmental offices in Mauritania to collect such data. 

However, when support was sought, personal networks played a crucial role. About 43% turned to 

friends, making them the primary source of emotional support. Family members were also a significant 

source of support, with 30% seeking help from women in their family and 20% from men. However, 

when Victim A, who was stalked by her cousin online, was asked if she sought family support, she 

expressed that she chose not to confide in her family about the online harassment because she felt that 

sharing her experience might lead to blame rather than support. According to her, the family might focus 

on her use of social media as the cause, suggesting that she “opened the door” to these problems herself.  

Also, 30% of respondents sought support from colleagues at work. Support from professionals and the 

social platforms where the abuse occurred was less common, with only 17% reaching out for the support 

of other social media users and 20% of the platform itself. These findings suggest that while personal 

networks of friends and family are key support structures, formal mechanisms are underutilized.  

It can be concluded that the causes of lack of reporting of DVAW incidents do not differ much from the 

causes of lack of reporting of VAW in Mauritania, i.e., normalization of VAW, self-doubt, fear of double 

victimization, apprehension of societal blame or prosecution, or lack of trust of the system as families 

and authorities prioritize reconciliation over women’s well-being. Binta Baba Sy, the gender consultant, 

highlighted this normalization when she explained, “Violence exists in Mauritania, but we simply don’t 

talk about it. People often think it only affects the uneducated segments of the population, but that’s 

not true. Violence is everywhere. We all know someone who has been violated by a cousin, a neighbor.”  

The resulting pervasive silence around VAW in general, and DVAWe in particular, perpetuates the 

violence and creates an environment where victims remain unaware that what they are experiencing 

is, in fact, a violation of their rights. Unfortunately, such circumstances amplify the emotional and 

psychological toll of digital violence, often leaving women isolated and hesitant to seek help.  

Thus, while the role of friends and family remains essential, the underutilization of formal mechanisms 

highlights the need not only for more official support systems, e.g., phone applications, hotlines, or 

helplines, to deal specifically with victims of DVAW and increased awareness of them but also for an 

urgent legal reform to safeguard women from VAW/DVAW.  

In Figure (10), the respondents were asked to assess the support they received from various resources.  
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Figure 10: Respondents' evaluation of support systems 

It confirms the previous finding that formal or official authorities represented by the police were 

significantly underutilized and only 7% found their support useful, with 83% of respondents not seeking 

help from them. 87% of the women also mentioned that they did not seek legal or technical help and 

83% did not seek psychological support, probably due to the scarcity of their availability as mentioned 

earlier. Interestingly, 10% of the respondents revealed that reporting to the women in the family did 

more harm than good and so did 7% about reporting to the male family members, the social media 

platform, and official authorities, suggesting that the quality of assistance varies depending on the 

platform’s policy or the sensitization and awareness of the person handling the case in a culture where 

VAW is normalized and the general perception that digital violence is not a serious issue in comparison. 

Based on the observations from the Mauritanien researcher, in the Mauritanian culture, official 

authorities and even family members may not be adequately trained or sensitized to the nuances of 

digital violence, leading to dismissive or unhelpful responses. This normalization creates barriers for 

victims, who may feel discouraged from seeking help due to the inconsistency and perceived 

ineffectiveness of available support. 

Finally, Figure (11) highlights strong support for various proposed measures aimed at protecting women 

online in this research. 
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Figure 11: Respondents' opinion about efficacy of proposed measures to protect women online 

The overwhelming majority (90%) see raising digital security awareness in school and university 

curricula as a top priority and 87% believe first-responders who work in relevant institutions and police 

officers need training to be gender sensitive while dealing with cases of DVAW, which might help 

address the issue of underreporting. Also, 83% vote for the need for establishing institutions that offer 

free legal and psychological support.  

There is significant backing (80%) for criminalizing acts of digital violence and providing free technical 

support for victims. Conducting community-wide awareness campaigns was also selected by 80% of 

the respondents. In addition, 77% think that changing the way social media platforms handle DVAW 

complaints would be useful. 

Fatma ElKory Oumrane supported the need for stronger laws with effective reinforcement. She 

explained how the targeted gender-based digital harassment generally “causes many girls to fear 

appearing in the public space, even for legitimate reasons, as they might find themselves victims of 

harassment or defamation without being granted justice. There is no clear legal framework that 

effectively protects them. Therefore, this issue requires serious intervention to create real legal solutions 

to ensure the protection of women from digital violence.” 

From the interviews, Selwa Sherif suggested the urgent need for raising awareness about DVAW in 

Mauritania, “an advocacy campaign should be initiated.” In agreement, Binta Baba Sy supported raising 

awareness of boys and girls starting from home, otherwise other efforts may be hindered, “The solution 

starts at home. We often say that the state must introduce laws to combat violence against women, but 

can the state implement something that society itself does not want?” Fatma Elkory Oumrane also 

advocated for more opportunities for women, “Women also need opportunities to learn about this field 

and understand its potential, so they can be on equal footing with men. We even need to implement 

positive discrimination, a concept supported by the United Nations but insufficiently applied here. There 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Criminalize DV and create deterrent penalties

Change how platforms manage complaints

Conduct community awareness

Establish institutions for free psychological support

Establish institutions for free technical support

Establish institutions for free legal support

Train institutions' complaint handlers to deal with…

Raise digital security awareness in curricula

In your opinion, are the following measures to protect 
women online useful?

Yes No To some extent



 

 

OMEN INWGAINST AIOLENCE VIGITAL D  MAURITANIA 32  

is a lack of governmental or administrative will to support women in entering the digital field, despite 

the efforts of international organizations and global cooperation. As a result, girls and women often do 

not trust this field or recognize the benefits and opportunities it can offer them. Consequently, public 

female figures are often limited to influencers in fashion and beauty, while we rarely see women like 

engineers who provide educational content.”  

Also, establishing free legal, psychological, and technical services for victims of DVAW can be supported 

by civil society organizations, the contribution of whom should be encouraged because their role is almost 

absent in Mauritania due to cultural and structural restrictions, at least through phone applications, 

making use of smartphones and the Internet for a good cause. Fatma ElKory highlighted the need to 

increase feminist digital content and awareness to change the public perception of women and add real 

value to their role in society. This indeed highlights the role of civil society organization as Maurifemme. 

Selwa Sherif noted, “There is no specific structure fighting online violence. Women can seek help from 

associations, since formal support systems are lacking.” A male interviewee, who is a head of a 

department at a public institution under the Ministry of Social Work, Childhood, and Family, also 

highlighted that the topic of digital violence is new and is not yet receiving due attention from the 

ministry: “Within the Ministry of Social Work, Childhood, and Family, there is a unit focused on Family 

Disputes that is generally responsible for addressing VAW. However, when it comes to digital violence, 

this is a relatively new topic. I don't believe the ministry has much information or a specialized unit 

dedicated to this issue, as technology and the related forms of violence are kinda new topics. The 

ministry's focus is typically on family disputes … This is their area of specialty, but digital violence is a 

new subject for them.” This further stresses the importance of institutionalizing a special unit for 

collecting data about DVAW cases and focusing on finding solutions for the growing problem.  

Fatma Elkory Oumrane, who has trained thousands of women through her initiative Maurifemme, also 

stressed the important role of civil society to help shape policy: “I believe that the role of civil society is 

essential and cannot be overlooked in any field, especially in the formulation of laws and policies, and in 

the implementation of programs. The state is built on three foundational pillars: the government sector, 

the private sector, and civil society. These three parties need to collaborate in all that is achieved. No 

law or policy can be successfully implemented without the participation of civil society, as it reflects the 

aspirations of the community and derives its legitimacy from religion, traditions, and social realities. Civil 

society must have a significant impact on the formulation and implementation of policies and laws, 

particularly concerning digital violence.” She also calls for the state to support CSOs in their endeavors: 

“There should be financial support for civil society to enable it to fulfill its role effectively and to be more 

assertive in defending women's rights … they cannot succeed without state support. The government 

needs to work with civil society to develop sustainable solutions, as this type of collaboration achieves 

real results on the ground. Civil society brings independent thinking and vision that help in proposing 

new ideas for protecting women and combating digital violence, making it an indispensable partner in 

developing any strategy.” 

Binta Baba Sy also mentioned other initiatives aiming for societal change in terms of gender, including 

“the Gender-Based Violence Support Unit at the Mother and Child Hospital, which works with hospitals, 

police stations, and other entities to help victims of sexual violence. This initiative is funded by the 

Spanish organization Medicos del Mundo” and “a large campaign led by the European Union called 

‘Alach'Ça?’ meaning ‘Why this?’” which aims to inform and raise the awareness of young people about 
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gender-based violence and reproductive health, and to challenge harmful social norms by asking, ‘Why 

do we remain silent in the face of violence against women and girls?’ 

Th clear demand for comprehensive solutions on the part of the respondents and interviewees, 

including legal reforms, institutional support, and educational initiatives to address the increasing 

incidence of DVAW points to the interest of these women in seeking support when needed, provided 

that various apparatuses exist and people in general are aware of their existence, since their very 

existence can serve as a deterrent of erratic digital behavior. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
Digital violence is a global phenomenon; however, the situation in Mauritania is complicated. Based on 

the research sample, DVAW is prevalent as almost two-third of them have experienced it at least once. 

According to the results, the forms of DVAW varied, but the most common experiences included repeated 

unwanted contact, offensive messages, and verbal abuse. They were targeted, most in private spaces, 

because they are women, often by male users. The various forms of DVAW take on a particularly alarming 

scale in Mauritania, where asymmetrical gender dynamics are long standing. Many women showed 

awareness of the cultural root causes of DVAW, but they demonstrated unawareness of the resources 

available to them or reluctance to use them when they experienced digital violence out of fear or 

unfamiliarity. Their most common reaction was using technical tools such as blocking across the different 

categories of DVAW harms, which seeped into their real lives, most of the time. The most common effect 

was becoming more cautious online which leads to the restriction of their digital freedoms.  

Addressing DVAW in the country is problematized by deeply ingrained cultural norms, a lack of 

awareness, limited involvement of civil society, and ineffective enforcement of existing laws. Because 

the country may not have comprehensive, country-specific studies on this issue, this research aims to 

point to the urgent need for further investigation into DVAW, especially in contexts where legal 

protection and awareness are underdeveloped.  

The findings of this study underline the growing threat of DVAW in Mauritania, exacerbated by the 

limited legal and societal frameworks in place to address this issue. Although there is the 2016 law 

aimed at cybercrimes, they are neither comprehensive enough nor effectively enforced as affirmed by 

the participants.  

The findings of this research also underscore the urgency for policymakers, social media platforms, and 

institutions to work together to enhance digital safety for women, both through legislation and 

proactive community support systems. The absence of specialized governmental units focusing on 

digital violence and documenting cases, combined with the cultural stigmatization surrounding 

women’s online presence, has resulted in women primarily relying on personal networks for support. 

Formal mechanisms, such as law enforcement or civil society organizations, remain significantly 

underutilized, with a majority of over 80% participants indicating that they did not seek formal support.  

Despite the crucial role of NGOs and community organizations, efforts remain fragmented and largely 

focused on combating VAW, rather than specifically addressing the nuances of digital abuse. The lack 

of a tailored approach by or collaboration between the state and civil society organizations to tackle 

digital violence leaves women in a precarious position. As technological advancements continue, new 

vulnerabilities will be introduced that will remain unaddressed by current legal and social protections, 

which may soon become outdated and ineffective. 

With respect to the inadequate legal framework, Mauritania lacks robust laws and regulations 

addressing the protection of women and online violence. Efforts to pass laws addressing VAW, such as 

the El Karama law, in Mauritania are still facing significant challenges and the existing cyber laws are 

often used to silence dissent rather than protect victims. This legislative gap and the ineffective 

implementation of existing laws, due to the diversity of religious, ethnic, social, and geographical 

landscapes in the country, allows perpetrators to act with impunity, both online and offline, further 
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enabling the widespread (re)occurrence of VAW/DVAW. Selwa Sherif confirmed the effectof 

eliminating the culture of impunity, as it “still has a long way to go.” 

In many cases, the lack of awareness in the society as a whole and in the women victims themselves of 

their rights due to normalization of violence or of the available, though scarce, support systems, makes 

them reluctant to seek assistance. As a result, the cycle of abuse persists and victims of VAWG/DVAW 

continue to face significant psychological and life-altering impacts. 

Additionally, the limited support from official authorities to the DVAW victims exacerbates the issue 

and it is further complicated by the weak role of non-governmental organizations in the provision of 

various free services to support victims of DVAW, the social advocacy of women’s digital rights, 

cybersecurity awareness, and the need for policy change to safeguard women and girls online. 

Mauritania must rise to this challenge by empowering women through digital literacy, creating safe 

environments, both online and offline, and fostering a societal shift in attitudes toward gender equality. 

The recommendations below are based on the insights gathered from the research team, interviews 

with experts, the survey results, and a thorough analysis of current gaps in the system. 

1. Supporting Legal Reform and Law Enforcement  

Mauritania urgently needs to pass the El Karama Bill to establish baseline protections for women against 

violence. While cybercrime laws exist, there is an urgent need for the Mauritanian government to 

reform existing laws to better address the unique challenges posed by digital violence, the forms of 

which are always evolving. This includes not only the introduction of specific legislation to criminalize 

online harassment and abuse, but legal reforms should also ensure that law enforcement and judicial 

actors are adequately trained to handle DVAW cases with the seriousness they deserve to deter future 

aggressions against women online. 

2. Prioritizing Education and Awareness 

The most sustainable solution lies in educating the public and reshaping societal norms. Many of the 

respondents and interviewed experts highlighted the importance of starting change from home and 

the influence of updated school and university curricula to include cybersecurity education. Teaching 

young boys and men to respect women as equals and educating women about their rights in digital 

spaces will foster a culture where digital violence is neither accepted nor tolerated. Public awareness 

campaigns should also target various urban and rural communities as well as traditional media and 

social media platforms, creating awareness about digital safety, available support systems, including 

legal aid, counseling, and reporting tools, as well as how to access them, and to educate the public 

about respectful online behavior. 

3. Establishing and Empowering Civil Society Organizations  

Civil society plays a crucial role in advocating for women’s rights and supporting women and girls facing 

digital violence. Supporting and funding NGOs like Maurifemme is essential to ensure that they can 

continue providing women with the knowledge and tools needed to protect themselves online. Once 

they are encouraged, their role can go beyond awareness-raising campaigns to changing societal 

attitudes towards women’s rights and their online presence in Mauritania, establishing hot and 

helplines to support victims, training first responders and police and court officials to handle DVAW 
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cases, and advocating for a legal reform that serves the wellbeing of all citizens equally. For example, 

with proper support, the National Observatory on the Rights of Women could play a critical role in 

advancing the rights and legal protections of women and girls across the country.  

However, efforts need to be coordinated well, not only with other local NGOs and local authorities, but 

also with international NGOs. Global organizations and donors can play a key role in addressing digital 

violence in Mauritania. By forming partnerships with local civil society and government entities, they 

can bring essential resources and expertise to help create impactful strategies to counter digital 

violence effectively. Yet, for them to function, there is a need for laws that protect activists and human 

rights defenders from prosecution following international standards and deter attacks on them.  

4. Institutionalizing Specialized Units for Digital Violence  

The absence of specialized government structures focusing on digital violence makes it difficult for 

victims to find help, which partly explains their reluctance to report harmful incidents. Institutionalizing 

specialized units within law enforcement is necessary to collect gender-segregated data about VAW to 

be able to establish and address alarming trends with a focus on digital violence cases. Equipping these 

offices with the necessary tools to address the complexities of these crimes will provide victims with a 

more reliable and responsive system with access, perhaps making use of the Internet and mobile 

phones to allow them to report confidentially and easily. This is especially important when urgent 

intervention is needed, as the data shows the transfer of DVAW to the lives of many of its victims. 

5. Promoting Women’s Participation in the Digital Field  

Encouraging the public to accept the digital rights of women and their presence online as well as women 

to participate in the digital space are essential for reducing the vulnerability of women to online 

violence. By creating more digital literacy programs and empowering women to enter tech-related 

fields along with providing digital safety education, we can create safer and more inclusive digital 

environments, where the digital divide in Mauritania can be reduced. 
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