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AI-Raida is Yours 

TllllJs is the last issue of Al-Raida for 1991. 
The year covered a variety of events, people, 

concerns, problems, developments ahd 
achievements for and by women in the Arab 
world. The basic purpose of Al-Raida is simply to 
communicate what is happening and how it is 
happening for women. This year we gave it a new 
modified approach. We raised issues from a 
scientific and academic research point of view. We 
were keen on up-dating our facts and figures. We 
provoked some of our readers by raising questions 
about feminism and marriage. We stimulated 
shock when we reminded our readers of sexual 
crimes, such as the continuing practice of female 
circumcision and the persistance of legal excuses 
for crimes of honor. We questioned our students' 
perceptions of sexuality, freedom, socialized sex 
roles and responsibility. 

I confess that in the process we might have 
made some errors, and infuriated leading feminists 
as well as our consultant, Miss Rose Ghurayyib, 
when I commented on never married women. The 
comments and criticism were very constructive, 
and appreciated. At least we were reassured that 
AI-Raida is fulfiling part of its goal, that of 
communicating women's concerns. There was 
interaction. The fact that only those outstanding 
and consciencous women were challenged to reply 
was enough proof for us that our readers were 
being stimulated. 

However, it does not end here. We still have 
a long way to go and a lot to accomplish. In 1992, 
we intend to increase circulation, and scope of 
coverage. We intend to contact active women's 
groups in the Arab World for up-dates on their 
activities and achievements. We also intend to 
survey the experiences of Arab women and 
communicate them to women all over the world. 

We insist that you contact us and voice your 
opinions. We invite you to suggest and discuss 
topics and to share information and knowledge 
with Al-Raida and its readers. This is your 
newsletter, and the gateway of many Arab women 
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to the west and vice versa 

On the local scene, we are encouraging 
leading scholars and the educated youth to write 
for Al-Raida. We have approached young men to 
share the findings of their research in social 
science, which concern women. Weare inviting 
men to write about society's exclusion of women 
from development and the need for society to 
cooperate with women to make this world a better 
place. 

Another topic of concern to Al-Raida is 
"Women and the Environment". We intend to 
have a issue about women and the environment. 
The issue will tackle pollution as a global dilemma 
and women's contributions to repairs, prevention 
and solutions. In another issue, pending 
cooperation and adequate mail service between our 
Institute and other Arab women's organizations, 
we hope to present an overview of some of their 
activities and development plans. 

Our plans are rather big for 1992. Our efforts 
will be doubled in trying to make them come true. 
However, we will not be able to do it without your 
help and contributions in the form of information, 
assistance and regular feedback. This is your 
newsletter. AI-Raida is yours! • 

Randa Abul-Husn 

APOLOGY: We are deeply in debt to IW:. 
Neast East Foundation and The Jacobs Family 
Foyndation for their support and for making 
the training program of the Income Generating 
Project possible. The names of our sponsors 
were not mentioned in the article describing 
"IWSAW's Activities, 1991", in the previous 
issue of AI-Raida. We apologize for not 
acknowledging their support. 



The Triennial Conference of The Asian Women's 
Institute: Women and Environment in an age of 

Technology 

September 30-0ctober 2. 1991 

The World Health Organization estimates 
that 70 percent of the globe's urban population 
breathes air made unhealthy through high 
levels of smog, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide 
and other polutants.(Intemational Wildlife, the 
National Wildlife Federation, Marchi April 1990). 

1.5 Billion people drink polluted water.(UN) 

Within the next ten years some 3000 million 
people will be facing acute fuelwood shortages, 
because of increasing deforestation. (Trees for 

Life ). 

More often than before, the environmental 
problems involve subtle interaction of natural 
ecosystems and human activities, and studies on 
the solution thereon, call for integration of 
programs of environmental research in various 
areas (The National Institute for Environmental 
Studies). 

This is exactly what the Asian Women's 
Institute and its member universities, colleges and 
Women's centers (see box) aimed for in their 
Triennal Conference, hosted by Kobe College in 
Nishinomiya, Japan. Entitled "Women and the 
Environment in an Age of Technology", the 

Growth - Equality - Justice 
for all Asian Women 

The Asian Women's Institute(*) 
(Established 1975) 

AWl Participating Colleges and Universities 

Beirut University College, Beirut, Lebanon 

St. Christopher's College of Education, Madras, India 

Women's Christian Institute, Madras India 

Isabella Thoburn College, Lucknow, India 

Hawabagh Women's College, Jabalpur, India 

Kinnaird College for Women, Lahore, Pakistan 

Tokyo Woman's Christian University, Tokyo, Japan 

Kobe College, Nishinomiya, Japan 

EWHA Woman's University, Seoul, S. Korea 

Seoul Woman's University, Seoul, S. Korea 

The Cluster of the Philippines, including: Silliman College and Northern Christian College. 

(*) International Office: c/o Association of Kinnaird College for Women, Lahore-3, Pakistan 
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The participants of the AWl Conference 

conference discussed the effects of the 
environment and technology on the lives of women 
and explored future directions. A WI's newsletter, 
Asian Women, stressed that progress will be 
impeded unless women are involved with 
environmental as well as scientific issues.(1) 

A key note address was given by Dr. 
Vandana Shiva.(*) Director of Research 
Foundation for Science and Ecology in Dehra Dun, 
India. The address was entitled "The Seed and the 
Earth: Women, Ecology and Biotechnology". The 
theme was a parallel between woman's gift for 
giving life and the earth being a source of life. Dr. 
Shiva noted that ancient beliefs have propagated 
the notion that a woman was created for bearing 
offsprings, thus, she is the field and the man is the 
possessor of the seed. She noted that "patriarchy 
has constructed the male as the active principle and 
the female as passive, and has used the seed/earth 
symbolism for creating the divide between activity 
and passivity."(2) About technology, Dr. Shiva 
pointed out that women's bodies are broken into 
parts and "recent works on surrogacy and new 
reproductive technologies reveal how women's 
knowledge, contribution and rights are being 
forced to disappear."(3) In conclusion Dr. Shiva 
warned against slipping into viewing technological 
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techniques and know how as value and an end. 

An audio visual persentation on the issue of the 
pollution in OUI modem environment, namely 
industrial, air, water, food and soil pollution or 
contamination was presented by Kobe College. 
Special attention was given to what is known as 
"The minemata diseade" caused by Mercury 
poisoning in sea food due to dumping of industrial 
waste into the sea in the Minimata area in Japan. 
Furthermore, specific case studies of represented 
countries were given by the relevant centers. 

During the three days of closed plennary 
sessions, A WI members consisting of professional 
educators and scholars deliberated and planned 
future strategies to stimulate awareness for 
protecting the environment among students and 
children. They discussed a three year project for 
the next meeting. 

The misture of cultures brought together for 
a common goal, each in its unique cultural 
approach is the most important, most enriching 
and most promising attribute of the conference. 

One of the most innovative project of A WI is a 
Youth Ledership Development and Faculty 



exchang eamong its member institutes. Candidates 
from the relevant institutes were joined together to 
discuss their cultural backgrounds, travel together 
and present their observations and suggestions 
concerning the environment Our own participant, 
Miss Rima Zankoul, tells us of that enriching 
cultural experience in the following article • 

---------------------------------------------------------
(*) Dr. Van dan Shiva is the author of the 

much acclaimed Stayin2 Alive: Women, 
Ecolo2Y and Development, Ecolo2v and the 
Politics of Survival, and The Violence of the 
Green Revolution: Third World A2riculture, 
Ecolo2v and Politics. She is a physicist, a 
philosopher and a feminism as well as the 
Director of the Research Foundation for 
Science, Technology and Natural Resource 
Policy in India. Her paper will be reviewed in 
full in the coming issue of AI-Raida. 

(1) M. Jivanandham, "Together We Move" 
Editorial of Asian Women, The Official Publication of 
the Asian Women's Institute, Pakistan: Association of 
Kinnaird College, Vol. 16, No. 51, September 1991. 

(2)(3) Dr. Vandana Shiva, "The Seed and the 
Earth: Women, Ecology and Biotecnology" Key note 
address at the Triennial Conference of AWl, 1991. 

Please note that the next issue of al-Raida 
(#56, Winter 1992) is entitled Women and the 
Environment. It will feature the specific 
environmental issues and papers presented at the 
A WI Triennial, as well as other global efforts to 
preserve the environment and include women in 
the task.. The contributions of information and 
feed back is welcomed. 

AWl's Youth Leadership 
Development 

and Faculty Exchange Program 

By Rima Zankoul 

September 4 - October 12. 1991 

When I first learned that I was chosen to 
participate in The Asian Women's Institute (A WI), 
Youth Leadership Development and Faculty 
exchange, I was filled with excitement and 
apprehension all at the same time. I was to travel 
with other young women from different cultures to 
visit countries which were new to each one of the 
participants. We were to interact with each other, 
support and share our unique experiences, in order 
to develop a better understanding of each other's 
ideas , cultures and traditions. The challenge was 
to prepare us young women for leadership roles 
each, in her own field and among her own people. 
The theme for our deliberation was: "Women and 
Environment in an Age of Technology", hence 
coinciding with the A WI triennial conference 
theme. How was I going to manage? What if we 
have radically different and opposite beliefs? 
What if we do not get along? These and other 
questions were recurring to me as I was taking the 
long trip from Beirut to Seoul, Korea. But I knew 
that the challenge was great, but I was determined 
to make this learning experience a success. 

Indeed, it turned out to be an eye opening 
experience. The theme of promoting cross-cultural 
dialogue and interaction among young women 
proved to carry in-depth revelations. This 
experience allowed similarities and differences 
between the cultures and between the experiences 
and value attitudes of the young women to be 
actual and real. It is different from reading about 
them in books and the media, hence, profoundly 
contributing to youth leadership and women's 
development. I came back home with a wider 
scope of women's culture, attitudes, problems, 
responsibilities not · to mention women's gigantic 
abilities and talents to contribute to world 
development. The theme of women, pollution and 
development made me realize how much more has 
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to be done and that the best way to do is by 
sharing views, customs, infonnation and 
knowledge through cooperation. 

Accompanied by two faculty members of 
A WI member Colleges, our group set off on a 
journey which began in South Korea, and included 
Japan and the Philippines. My fellow travelers 

were four students, namely: Zanobia Sylvester 
from Kinnard College - Pakistan; Latha Ignatius 
from St. Christopher's College of Education -
India; Vinothini Charles from Women's Christian 
College - India. We were chaperoned by Dr. 
Nikhat Khan from Kinnard College- Pakistan, and 
Dr. Priscilla Daniels, from St. Christopher's 
College of Education - India. 

The six of us met for the first time at EWHA 
Women's University for ten days, and then moved 
to Seoul Women's College, both being in South 
Korea. . The Korean agenda included visits to 
private and governmental women's institutes, 
sexual violence relief centers, day care centers and 
associations for anti-pollution activities, which 
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provided us with a profound reminder of the 
universality of women's problems concerns despite 
cultural diversity. At Tokyo Woman's Christian 
University in Japan, we attended lectures about 
Japanese culture and wereshown how to prepare 
the famous and exotic Japanese flower 
arrangements, an important cultural ritual. We 
had the priviledge of interacting with the Japanese 
youth at a youth retreat camp of Asagaya Church 

at Nobeyama highland center. This was one of the 
most enriching activities in Japan because 
interaction with the youth of the camp was 
genuine and sincere, an honest exchange and 
sharing experience. 

On September 26, everybody moved to 
Kobe College, also in Japan, where we were 
invited to share our experience with the students of 
the College. Furthennore, we participated in two 
group discussions: The first dealing with a 
comparative description of the status of women in 
each of the member countries and the second 
focusing on environmental problems, observations 
made on the trip, thus far. In the farewel party, 
each one of us cooked a national dish from her 
country. 



Four days later, the group joined the A WI 
Triennial Conference, to report their experiences to 
the Presidents and Directors of (A WI) member 
Institutions. Together with the entire A WI team at 
Kobe, we held a cultural night in which each one 
of us presented a dance, a poem or a song from her 
culture. The last stop was Silliman University in 
Dumaguete City, the Philippines. Silliman 
University, by the way, was the only 
co-educational institution visited in this trip. 

The Youth Leadership Development and 
Faculty exchange Program experience was very 
fruitful to everybody, to the participants of the 
program as well as the people with whom contact 
was made throughout the trip. The A WI efforts to 
create cross-cultural awareness, exposure, 
acquisition of knowledge and suggestion of 
solutions to women's problems and environmental 
concerns are highly commendable. Everybody 
returned home with an earnest enthusiasm to 
apply, communicate and contribute to women's 
cultural development and to environmental 
concerns in the respective countries. IWSA W is 
grateful to A WI for the continuing contributions 
and efforts they are making to improving the 
conditions of women in Asia-

A History of the Development of 
Women's Education in the Arab 

World 

"fb. e essence of education for women in the 

Arab world was not conceived until the nineteenth 
century (1). The first and most intensive 
development took place in the fertile crescent or 
what is known as Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, 
Jordan and Iraq. Development in the Gulf 
countries came much later. 

The inferior status of women at the tum of 
the century was inherited from a long period of 
cultural and political stagnation. Women's status 
was characterized by restriction to the home, 
segregation of the sexes, male dominance and 
religious interpretations. Hence, these role 
definitions hindered and slowed social assimilation 
of the importance of education for women and 
consequently, their level of enrollment. 

However, the socio-political and 
geo-political changes which came with the fall of 
the occupying Ottoman Empire produced strong 
internal and external currents for change, namely 
an Arab awakening and the establishment of 
schools by Western missionaries. 

The internal factor, an Arab awakening, had 
two driving forces, the intellectual and the 
political, both helping to bring about change in 
Arab attitudes towards the status and education of 
women (2). Reputed scholars and intellectuals 
calling for change offered ideologies and themes 
for women's rights to education, which varied in 
degree of liberation yet continued to reinforce 
male patriarchy. For instance, Ahmad Fares 
Al-Shidiaq called for women's liberation from 
illiteracy only. In his book, AI- Saq Qabl AI-Saq 
in 1855, he emphasized that women should 
become literate in order to read magazines and 
teach their children, warning against higher 
education because it would only improve women's 
inherent manipulative and cunning skills against 
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men.(3) Other views were less discriminating. 
Thus, Abdel Rahman Al-Kawkabi, a reputed 
advocate of freedom spoke of women's education 
as an essential element for social and cultural 
development. He related degradation of values and 
social behavior to the persistence of ignorance 
among women. Al-Kawkabi emphasized quality 
and value of education for women rather than basic 
literacy. Hence, to illustrate his point, he said that 
half of society acquired profound knowledge and 
wisdom from Prophet Mohamad's Wife in-depth 
education; whereas, the erotic and dubious poetry 
of females with lower educational background 
have only reinforced men's fears of allowing 
women to seek an education. Another scholar 
openly held men responsible for women's illiteracy 
and ignorance. Asaad Dagher said that men should 
remove the veil from their own ignorance before 
removing it from the head of a woman; and Arab 
men must admit that her education and knowledge 
are more important than her beauty.(4) 

The influence of early Christian and Western 
missionaries on Arab education and society was an 
external factor influencing change. Modest 
educational contacts with the West caused the 
opening of a number of schools in the fertile 
crescent(5), which surpassed Egypt in educating its 
women. The first school for girls was founded in 
Beirut in 1826 by American missionaries, i.e. the 
wives of Father Thomas and Father Dodge, 
respectively. However, it was still uncommon for 
girls to go to school making the number of students 
very minimal. After founding a second school for 
girls in 1834, by Father Dodge's wife, the number 
of female students slowly rose from 6 to 40 in 
1836. By 1946, the number of female students in 
the fertile crescent as a whole was still 144.(6). In 
1860, the National Ottoman Islamic School was 
founded bringing about the enrollment of Muslims 
girls for the first time. The first nursing school of 
the Syrian College in Beirut was founded in 1908 
graduating nine females in 1911. 

In Egypt, the first public school for girls was 
founded in 1873, and in 1908 , there were 30, 306 
female students in Egyptian schools, representing 
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0.5% of the population. Furthermore, an 
additional 8, 545 foreign female students, whose 
parents . (from Greece, Italy, England, France, 
Sweden and Germany) were residents of Egypt, 
enroled in Egyptian schools. 

Higher Education 

Arab universities have a long history of 
accomplishments going back to the ninth and tenth 
century and the introduction of Islam. In the 
beginning they were mostly part of mosques and 
religious studies was the core of instruction (7) 
The twentieth century witnessed the establishment 
of colleges by missionaries, and .N ational 
universities in Khartoum and Undurman (Sudan), 
Baghdad (Iraq), Rabat (Morocco), and Cairo in 
Egypt. (8) 

At the time, however, the severely restricting 
social traditions did not allow for women's 
admission to these institutions of higher learning. 
Moreover, women candidates were so few that the 
question did not arise of providing separate 
colleges for them.(9) The only alternative was to 
study abroad, which was perilous and unlikely. 

By 1920, women were at last able to venture 
into higher institutions in the Arab countries. The 
first university which opened its doors to women 
was the American University of Beirut. It did so 
hesitantly because it was reluctant to arouse public 
disapproval on a matter related to long-standing 
social traditions. The University of St. Joseph, 
also in Beirut, allowed admission of females in 
1920. 

A major gir1's college in the region was The 
Beirut College for Women (BCW) which was 
established in 1933. After World War U in 1949, 
it became a four year college. . In 1950, BCW 
graduated its first fourteen seniors to receive the 
B.A. degree, and in 1955 permission to grant a 
Bachelor of Science Degree was given by the 
board.(lO) The College became co-educational in 
1969 and its name became Beirut University 



College (BUC). BUC is a leading example of 
women in Academe in this part of the region. 
Heads of Departments , Professors, Directors and 
Scholars are largely women. Furthermore, it 
produced leading pioneers and successful women 
in society in the fields of art and others 

The Arab Countries 

Unlike private universities, state universities 
in the neighboring Arab countries, admitted 
women as a matter of course at first. Eventually 
women were admitted on the grounds that they 
were not denied by law. Consequently, in 
1924-25, one year after the establishrrient of the 
Syrian University, the first woman was admitted 
to the College of Medicine; and one woman 
entered the College of Law in 1929. In Egypt, 
women students first entered the Egyptian 
University in 1929-30. Similarly, in Iraq, the first 
woman was enrolled in 1930. It was noted that in 
Iraq, which had limited contact with the West, 
girl's education made a late start. With respect to 
the other regions in the Arab world, women's 
access to higher education followed a similar 
pattern , but had a much later start related to 
the stages of national development and the 
degree of contact with the West. In general, the 
beginning of local higher education for women 
occurred in the 1940s and 1950s in the North 
African States, and in the 1960s and 1970s in 
the Arabian Peninsula or Gulf area.(II). 

Nowadays, women's access to universities is 
assured. In the past, higher education was seen as 
cultural refinement and exclusive for women of 
upper social classes who can afford tuition ' fees 
(12). Nowadays it is considered a necessity. In 
most parts of the Arab World, higher education is 
no longer strictly related to social status, but a 
necessity for the female as it is for the male. Sex 
segregation on campus still exists ,mostly in the 
Gulf area, but is slowly decreasing. Women are 
tackling a variety of fields of study ranging from 
the most traditional such as teaching and 

humanities to medicine, law, engineering and 
others. The female/male enrollment ratio in most 
of the universities in the Arab world ranges from 
twenty five percent in the late 1970s (13) to an 
approximate fifty percent estimate (14) 

(1) Samir Abdo, AI-Mara' wa AI-Taalim, (Women 
and Education), AI-Mara' bain AI-Takhaluf wa 
AI-Tahharor (The Abar Woman between Stagnation 
and Liberation), Beirut, Dar AI-Afaq AI-Jadidah, 
1980. 

(2) Edith A.S. Hanania, Access of Arab Women to 
Higher Education, Arab Women and Education, 
Beirut, Institute for Women's Studies in the Arab 
World, 1980, p. 19. 

(3) Abdo, Ibid. 

(4)Abdo, Ibid. 

(5) Hanania, Ibid, p. 19. 

(6) Abdo, Ibid. 

(7) Jarrar, S. and Byron Massialas, Arab Education 
in Transition: A Source Book, New York: Garland 
Publishings, Inc. 1991, p. 48. 

(8) Ibid. 

(9) Hanania, Ibid, p. 24. 

(10) Marie Aziz Sabri, Pioneering Profiles, Beirut 
University College, BeirutKhayat Book &Publishing 
Co. S.A.L., 1967. 

(11) Hanania, Ibid, p. 28. 

(12) Abdo, Ibid, p. 57. 

(13) Jarrar and Massialas, Ibid 

(14) "The Effects of the War on University 
Education of Lebanese Females", based on a research 
study by Dr. Aisha Barb Zureik with the same title and 
writen in Arabic, AI-Raida, Winter 1991, Vol. IX, No 
52. p.4. 
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Jerusalem and I 
Author: Hala Sakakini 

1BI al a Sakakini introduces her book, 
"Jerusalem and I", as " a book of reminiscences, 
describing the childhood and youth of an Arab 
woman in Jerusalem." The topic is original. I 
found it particularly attractive because it represents 
the point of view of a woman rather than a man, 
which is a rare case in our Arab society. When I 
started reading the book, I found more reasons to 
like it. Hence, it is written in a sincere and natural 
tone, free of exaggeration and emotionality. The 
style is fluent and distinguished by its sense of 
humor , vivid descriptions of details and use of 
anecdotes.. Furthermore, the plot is eventful and 
written by a masterful pen. 

. The reader will earnestly share the happy 
childhood of the author, Hala Sakakini and her 
sister Dunia, who were privileged to be born to a 
cultured and sophisticated family. They received a 
modern education in one of the best schools of 
Jerusalem. The reader will equally share the sad 
events and grief, which befell the sisters, early in 
their lives. It started with the death of their mother 
in 1939, when they were fifteen and sixteen. The 
time also coincided with the eruption of Wold War 
II. Consequently, the German school which they 
attended in Jerusalem closed down, and the two 
sisters were forced to attend a school of lower 
academic standards. Friction between Arabs and 
Jews grew. The young sisters evaded the tension 
and anxiety by traveling to Lebanon to attend 
College. They attended The American Junior 
College (currently Beirut University College, 
BUC), between 1942 and 1944, and the American 
University of Beirut, (AUB), in 1945-46. 

After World War II, events cause tension to 
increase in the region, which culminated in the first 
exodus of the Palestinians in 1948. Consequently, 
the two sisters and their families, including their 
aunts, father and brother left their beautiful homes 
in Katamoun, a modem quarter of Jerusalem and 
moved to Cairo, Egypt. In Egypt, their brother and 
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Review by Rose Ghurayyib 

father both died of heart attacks during the same 
year, 1953. The sisters, now 25 and 26 began 
searching for work, starting in Egypt and ending 
in Palestine. 

At this point in the book, the author stops 
telling her life story and embarks on the issue of 
the agony of loosing her homeland. She reveals a 
series of letters, written by her brother and herself 
to family and friends between 1949 and 1953 and 
others between 1970 and 1973. The letters 
express "feeling and thoughts with regard to the 
Palestine question and Jerusalem." 

Throughout the five chapters of the book, 
Jerusalem and the Palestinian problem occupy an 
important place. A feeling of nostalgia permeates 
the paragraphs in which the author remembers the 
happy years. The bitterness of the author and her 
family's forced exile are evident. 

Chapter I begins with: "Jerusalem is my 
home town. Both my parents were born in that 
great city. So were my maternal and paternal 
grandparents. Although I myself spent only the 
first twenty four years of my life as a resident of 
Jerusalem, I rightly feel bound to that great city by 
years of family history." In a final page, extracted 
from her diary, when she and her sister finally 
settled in Ramallah, she tells of an evening in 
which they sat counting their many blessings and 
recapitulating their lives. Hala recalls her brother, 
Sari saying: "What worries me is the moral 
wrong I see being done and condoned 
everywhere- not only done and condoned but even 
sought after and wished for and planned." 

The book is not only a life story told in an 
interesting manner. It also contains food for 
thought.· 



Helen Khal: 
Oil Paintings 

AUlmst 20 - September 5 

"With Helen Khal, the world is one big 

dream."(1) This was the title of a newspaper 
article announcing the opening of Helen Khal's 
exhibit of fifty oil paintings. 

After fifteen years of absence in Wabington 
D.C. the artisit held an exhibit in Lebanon. The 
walls of the Alwane Gallery were decorated with 
her abstract paintings at a time when art is 
blooming again in the country. 

Her colors are those of the plains, wheat, 
peach trees and the bottom of the sea. Each 
painting had its unique taste, fragrance and planet. 
It tells a cosmic story depicted in a flare, glowing 
shapes and abstract images. An unexpected 
journey in an "oasis of emotion" where memory 

transcends objective appearances.(2) 

Hers are the colors of nature. When she left 
Lebanon because of the war, she found nature her 
only condolence. " I was in pain," she says, " I 
experienced a conflict with portraits and , 
consequently, stayed away from painting for a 
long time." (3) When she started painting again, 
Helen Khal says that she resorted to flowers for a 
while, moving between abstract and portraits. 
"But I noticed that my flowers had the qualities of 
people. I would paint two trees or two flowers 
dialoging with each ot.1.er. Hence, I realized that I 
was comunicating with flowers what I could not 
communicate in portraits." (4) 

Helen Khal does not have any paintings of a 
bouquet or flower arrangement. To this she replies 
that she is not a fan of flower arrangements or 
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43 RED HORIZON 
1974, oil on canvas, 
200 x 200 em. 
The same technique of 
building up large areas of 
faintly textured color is 
used in this large canvas. 
The presence of a band 
of light emanating from 
the center, as in the 
upper white and pink 
horizontals, is a new 
element in Khal's work. 
Imperceptibly, the light 
breathes and pulsates as 
a living presence . . 

gardening. She says that she is a woman who 
paints through her feminity. 

The majority of her paintings in the exhibit 
represent foggy images having very light and 
mysterious boundaries. In the mixture of colors 
are the elements of a cloud, which the eye attempts 
to define despite the abstract borders. Shapes are 
hidden behind the sea of colors. (5) 

It seems that Helen Khal's obcession is an 
expression through colors and her art is a journey 
in a world of colors. There seems to be very Hitle 
connection between shape and color. Hence, the 
subject of the painting is trivial compared to the 
interplay and balance of colors. 

Helen Khal is not only a painter, but an art 
critic, a poet and an author as well. She is an 
American born Lebanese. Helen Khal studied 
art at the Academie Libanaise Des Beaux Arts, 
in Lebanon, with some of the most prominent 
artists in the country ~ In 1963, she created the 
gallery "Contact" with her ex-husband Yousef 
Khal. She was an art critic for "Monday 
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Morning" and taught at the American 
University of Beirut. Unfortunately, like many 
Lebanese she had to leave thecountry when the 
war erupted in 1976. She has lived in 
Washington D.C. eversince. She received a 
hearty welcome when she came for her short 
visit to Lebanon. The reviews of her exhibit are 
clear evidence of her popularity. 

Helen Khal is a friend and a respected 
contributor to our Institute, who published her 
Book Women Artists In Lebanon, in 1987. Her 
book · is a reference and a directory of women 
artisits which is highly recommended. If you 
wish to purchase the book please contact us . 

(1)(2) May Makarem, "Avec Helen Khal, Le 
Monde Est Un Grand Reve" L'Orient Le Jour, Daily 
newpaper, August 20,1991 (French Reference) 

(3)(4) May Menassa, "Helen Khal is Back", 
AI-Nahar, Daily newspaper, August 21, 1991 (Arabic 
Reference). 

(5) Sizar Namour, "Tawahuj Halat al-Laoun" 
"The Glow of Colors" An Introductory note of Helen 
Khal's work which was distributed at the Alwane 
Gallery. 



The Right Step 

S \Ulh~yma was on her way from Beirut 
to her village, Ain Taeb. Dreams were roaring in 
her head as the old bus climbed the mountainous 
r?a? Suddenly, um-Rachid(1) , the old lady 
sIttmg next to her, woke from her nap and asked 
"Where are we?" which triggered a conversation 
with the young girl. 

Sulayma asked um-Rachid about her new-born 
nephew. "Thank God, it is a boy!" the old woman 
replied and went on praising the infant, endlessly. 
"0 God almighty! He is as sweet as an angel ... 
beautiful as a full moon on a dark night ... His 
eyes are black and large. They shine like two 
twinkling stars, an indication of the child's inllnite 
intelligence · ! . . . His lips are as red as a ripe 
c~erry . . . his skin. .. his tongue ... his legs ... 
hIS ears ... the palms of his hands ... his behind ! 

" 
Nothing was to stop the women from 

describing the smallest details of the beauty of the 
baby-boy. She was so proud. When she fmally 
finished, she took a long breath then looked 
doubtfully at the girl and asked her: "What are 
you doing coming all alone to the city? Isn't your 
mother accompanying you ? Who would allow a 
yo~ng girl to go from Ain Taeb to a huge city like 
BeIrut all by herself ... How foolish!" 

Sulayma smiled and calmly answered : "I waS 
in Beirut, aunti, because I was at-the Ministry of 
Education. Hundreds of students were there 
waiting for the results of the National High School 
exam. I did it ! I passed the exam!" "Oh!" said 
um-Rachid. "Congratulations, you are the first girl 
in the upper district of the village to hold this 
certificate. In the lower district, there are three 
girls who are already as educated as you are. Hah, 
how the days change. When I was your age, we 
had no schools. · We cleaned our houses, took care 
of our gardens, feared God and waited for a decent 

(1) In um-Rachid and Bu-Rashid , urn stand for the 
mother and B u for father, i.e mother or father of Rashid 

By Nada Awar 

husband to show up. So, Sulayma, the goal of a 
girl your age should be to get married .. Educated 
or illiterate, a wise girl would definitely aim to get 
married before she becomes too old for it." "That 
is not ~e case for me, I want to get a university 
educatlon first. After that, I might consider 
marriage if someone very special comes along." 
"What are you talking about? You must be out of 
your mind, Sulayma, you are already eighteen 
years old! what university nonsense are you 
~alking about?" Sulayma, then, explained the 
Importance of a university education for a person 
regardless of whether it is a male or female. But 
um~Rashid, bored with the issue, fell asleep once 
agam before the young girl could finish her 
explanation ... 

In Ain Taeb, the entire family was waiting 
for Sulayma. Her father, her mother and her 
grandparents were gathered under the old oak tree, 
watching the road impatiently. Sighting them she 
shouted, "I passed, I did it !" she shouted. They 
were overjoyed. Her father rushed to the market 
to buy the chocolates and baklava, the traditional 
offering to guests who come to congratulate the 
family. Her mother rushed to the kitchen to 
prepare a big pot of Turkish coffee with hal 
(cardamon seed). Her grandmother went out to 
tell the good news to the neighbors. 

Sulayma sat chatting with her grandfather in 
the garden. She told him about her long day of 
waiting in Beirut. When she fmi shed , her 
grandfather smiled proudly and said "Here we are, 
you fmally finished being a student, you have the 
~ghest certificate, which is a good beginning for a 
JOyful summer. You are the best in the village, my 
child! How lucky he is, he who will make you his 
bride!" "But ... " Sulayma's grandfather 
interrupted her and went on to say, "Bu-Chaheen 
and um-Chaheen payed us a visit today. They 
asked for you hand in marriage for their son and I 
accepted." Sulayma jumped from her seat 
desperately fighting for the better future she 
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visualized. "How dare you promise these idiots ! 
I refuse to get married before finishing my 
university studies .. " The old man stood up 
trembling in rage and anger. "You are the idiot! 
you must be out of your mind! I gave my word to 
these people ! Do you want me to break my 
promise to them?" "I am not responsible for that, 
grandfather" answered SUlayma. 

As they were interrupted by visitors offering 
their congratulations for Sulayma's graduation, 
her grandfather masked his anger with a smile and 
it was'nt until midnight that the family was alone 
again. Impatiently, The grandfather looked at his 
son and said "Amin, I want to talk to you in 
private, come into my room." His son tried to 
avoid or postpone the conversation until morning; 
but not succeeding, he suggested discussing it in 
the presence of the other members of the family. 
"Is it a financial problem ?", "No, it is your 
daughter. Lady Sulayma here, wants me to break 
my promise to ... " He then told his son the 
relevant details. Sulayrna tried to interfere, but 
was signaled back by her father. Relieved by his 
attitude she left the room and went to sleep. She 
was confident that her father would help her take 
the right step for a bright future. 

Outside, the conversation went on for more 
than an hour. Amin calmly spoke to his father, 
"You should have consulted me first. I promised 
my daughter that she could pursue her studies at 
the university. She wants to become a social 
scientist. So why not give her a chance ? .. Why 
not ? ." The grandfather's anger diminished but 
turned into sadness as he realized his decision had 
been overridden. "This must be the end of the 
world !" he said. "The words of the aged do not 
count anymore, what a sad end .. I'll give my 
'Tarboush'(2) to Sulayma and stay home with a 
bare head .. " 

Time eventually reduced the tension between 
Sulayma and her grandfather, but he never asked 
her about the university she was attending, her 

(2) Tarboush is the old traditional red head-gear of the 
Orient symbolizing status, lekdership or elderly 
wisdom In the family and the village. 

14 

grades or her field of study. On a bright morning, 
four years later, she surprised him by inviting him 
to attend her graduation at the university. He 
stubbornly refused, but she insisted. She 
whispered in her grandmother's ear that the 
president of the republic would attend the 
ceremony. In no time, this magical news reached 
the grandfather making him eager to go. It wasn't 
long before the neighbors and everybody else in 
the village had heard the good news. 

The ceremony was held on the track field of 
the university at which Sulayrna had studies and 
succeded. Sulayrna's grandparent and parents sat 
in one of the front rows. Her parents pointed out 
the important personalities to her grandparents; 
ministers, judges, MPS... But they were clearly 
entranced by the person in the front seat; the 
President of the Republic. If he was there, it must 
truly be an important event. 

Sulayma's name was fmally called, and the 
girl from Ain Taeb proudly walked onto the dois 
to receive her Bachelor's degree. Her grandfather 
was stunned to see her in her cap and gown. The 
only time he had ever seen a costume before was 
on a judge in court when he had sued his neighbor 
over a land dispute. And now Sulayrna was 
wearing what his excellency the judge had worn. 
A tear fell from his eyes. The majestic 
significance of the event he was witnessing finally 
hit him. Gripping his 'Tarboush, he said to 
urn-Am in, who was enthusiastically applauding, 
"How I wish she was a boy ! Then she would 
really be worth a whole tribe ! Or even yet an 
entire kingdom !". 
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