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THE JORDANIAN WOMAN’S STRUGGLE

Conducted by Ghena Ismail

sma Khodr is a lawyer and the President of the

Jordanian Woman’s Union and a Member in the

International Human Rights Committee. She had
the honor of presiding over the Arab Women’s Tribunal
which was held in Beirut in June 1995,

For eleven years, Asma’s parents were known as “Abou and
Umm Asma,” “father and mother of Asma”. With the birth
of her brother, however, her parents’ names automatically
changed to Abou and Umm Samir according to tradition.
This change came as a real shock to young Asma, who sud-
denly found herself wondering about her value and meaning
in her parents’ lives. She felt happy whenever she encoun-
tered her parents’ old friends, who would give her back her
lost sense of identity by once again referring to her parents
as "Abou and Umm Asma”,

Asma was not initially conscious of her anger. Later,
though, her anger manifested itself in certain acts, such as
playing with boys, identifying with them, and viewing her
brother as a competitor. She used to criticize her brother’s
behavior, and would make comments such as “He cries too
much,” “he is dirty.” or *he makes too much noise™.

Asma's interest in women's issues began during her school
days. Early on, her leadership traits became apparent. In
intermediate school, Asma was actively involved in various
students” movements, and in secondary school was elected
to the Executive Committee of the Students’ Union.

Asma’s decision to study
law met with considerable
social opposition, since
there were only four women
lawyers in Jordan at that
time. However, her hus-
band and parents were very
supportive, and eventually,
her choice proved to be
wise, because as Asma
relates, “the country was in
dire need of a woman
lawyer capable of utilizing
her legal and public experi-
ence for the benefit of
women and  children.”

However, Asma was disap-

pointed to discover that

women did not trust other

women. “This probably

goes back to their negative

experiences in which they

perceived themselves and

other women as victims or

the weaker partners.”  So,

instead of specializing in

women’s issues. Asma found

herself working on commer-

cial and criminal cases at the

beginning of her career.

However, since she was a

firm believer in human rights, she joined some non-govern-
mental organizations that dealt with humanitarian issues.
Since 1976, she has been a member of the Jordanian
Women's Union, various organizations for human’s rights,
the Lawyers’ Syndicate, and has helped in the formation of
the Committee for Women's Conditions within the frame-
work of the Arab Lawyers in Jordan. It is worth mentioning
that, today. in Jordan, there are 500 women practicing law
out of a total of 3000 lawyers.

Asma Khodr notes a big improvement in the Jordanian
woman’s legal status in the past fifteen years. Among the
most important achievements are:

@ In 1990, Jordan finally ratified the Convention for the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), which it had signed in 1978. “The agreement,
however, was legalized with

three key reservations con-

cerning women’s right of

movement. equality within

the family. and nationality,”

notes Khodr

@ In the work place,
women's legal status has
improved, since women are
now entitled to maternity
leave. Moreover, women
receive employment com-
pensation.

© In 1974, the Jordanian
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ISLAM AND WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS:

A Reappraisal in Light
of the Qur’an and the Hadith
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by Rania Ahmed Nahle, LAU Student

aspect of life: social, economical, familial, spiritual and

political. There is no doubt that there are physiological and
psychological differences between men and women, but this
does not obviate the fact that they are both human beings
endowed with intrinsic rights and worth. Thus, they should be
treated equally, taking into consideration the implications of
their inherent differences,

l slam is a full and complete religion which addresses every

Contemporary Muslim societies interpret women'’s rights in a
drastically different way from the actual teachings of the
Qur’an. Because of the existence and influence of a deeply-
rooted patriarchal social system and culture, many Muslim men
tend to interpret the Qur'an and the Hadith (teachings of the
Prophet Muhammad) in a limited and literal manner which suits
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their own temporal interests. Muslim women. on the other
hand, have historically been unaware of their rights, mostly due
to their lack of religious and formal education. Today, howev-
er, women's ignorance stems from the fact that they have
unthinkingly given into traditions which are based on misinter-
pretations of religious teachings.

Women's rights in Islam have existed since the Qur’an was
revealed to the Prophet Muhammad. All women’s rights are to
be applied as they have been assigned. Some members of
Islamic communities, however, misuse or ignore women's
rights due to a lack of faith or knowledge. This inevitably leads
to a wide-spread misconception of Islam and its teachings con-
cerning women, thus fueling so much of the stereotypes and
prejudices non-Muslims hold about the Islamic world,

During al-jahilivya (the pre-Islamic period), it was the tradition
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WOMEN AND AIDS IN LEBANON:

by Laurie King-lIrani

he young mother was anxious. Her baby son, 14 months

old, did not seem to be gaining much weight and he was

continuously beset by health problems. Her two older
children were already walking at his age, but the boy was too
weak to stand up by himself. She herself had also been feeling
ill; for nearly three months she had been battling a persistent flu
and a low-grade fever. The young woman attributed her poor
health to simple exhaustion. She had so many tasks to attend to
in the absence of her husband, who spent half of the year away
overseeing his business interests in West Africa.

One day, the little boy developed a high fever and severe diar-
rhea. In a panic, she took him to the emergency room. Her son
was hospitalized, and after a two-week barrage of medical tests
and questions, a solemn-faced doctor ushered the young woman
into his office, where he calmly gave her the most devastating
news anyone can receive: tests had revealed that her baby son
was HIV-positive, and she was the only possible source of his
fatal infection. In the immediate. chilling aftermath of this
shock. she suddenly realized that her husband. on whom she
was completely dependent and in whom she had placed all of
her trust, had infected her and their only son.

At least one hundred variations on this harrowing tale have
unfolded in clinics and doctors™ offices throughout Lebanon
during the last six years. Unfortunately, hundreds more
Lebanese wives and mothers will receive the crushing news that
they and their children have contracted the human immunode-
ficiency virus (HIV) from their husbands, who invariable
become infected through heterosexual extra-marital affairs,
often while living abroad. The emerging AIDS crisis in
Lebanon is not only an index of a looming public health disas-
ter, it is also an illustration of how easily and how often
women’s human rights are violated in Lebanon, largely because
women do not know, value, or defend their own rights.
Regardless of social class. educational level or confessional
background, most Lebanese women are brought up to serve
men’s needs unquestioningly, to ignore their spouses’ sexual
peccadilloes. and to adopt passive and fatalistic attitudes con-
cerning the repercussions ol their husbands' behaviors.
Furthermore, Lebanese women are neither expected nor
encouraged to lead independent lives of economic self-suffi-
ciency. If they do not marry. they usually must live with a
father, brother. or other male relative and his family. With the
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advent of the AIDS virus in Lebanon, these socialization pat-
terns and role expectations place Lebanese women at increased
risk of contracting a virus which will lead to a painful death for
them and any infected children they may bear. (1)

As of mid-1996, 400 medically-documented cases of
HIV/AIDS infection have been registered with the National
AIDS Program of the Lebanese Ministry of Health. (2) Of
these 400 people, 100 are women. 99 of whom contracted HIV
from the only sexual partners they have ever known: their hus-
bands. To date, 15 Lebanese children have been born with the
virus. Dr. Alissar Radi, MD. a dynamic young physician who

A flier designed by the Lebanese Ministry of Health to warn women of their
vulnerability to AIDS
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HEALING VERSUS HYPOCRISY:

by Ghena Ismail, Assistant Editor

(4 Ever since I was a child, 1 felt I was a stranger
in the family. Why, I don't know. All | know
is that I didn’t feel comfortable, and at the age

of ten I found myself running away from the house,
Unfortunately, though, my parents always managed to
find me and bring me back home.” Suspecting that Nada
might have slept with somebody, her parents took her to
two doctors to check on her virginity. While the first said
that Nada wasn’t a virgin, the second affirmed that she
was. Apparently, Nada’s virginity mattered a lot to her
family, especially to her father, who could not but check
on his daughter’s virginity himself. *“I told my mother
and sisters about my father’s repetitive sexual behavior
with me: however, they refused to believe me.” Nada
adds, “They never cared about me, anyway.” Nada ran
away again at the age of fifteen, but this time she was
determined not to go back. She didn’t. Since then,
Nada'’s life has taken a different course. “It was a mixture
of pleasure and misery. 1 did not work, because I was too
lazy. [ started sleeping with men, not only for the sake of
the money. but also to satisfy my needs. Every woman has
needs which ought to be fulfilled, after all.” Today, Nada
repents her previous pattern of life, for which she holds
her father chiefly responsible. “I gave sincere emotions
to people, none of which were appreciated, however. One
of the men I loved the most left me just four days after |
bought him a car.”

*1 do not want my sister to
become like me. | want her
to continue her education and
become someone of value in
the society.” Hanadi's face
lit up as she said, “My sister
is doing well in her studies.”
Why don’t you want your sis-
ter to become like you,
Hanadi? What's wrong with
your life? Her reply: “Min
eid la eid,” ie., “from one
hand to another™. She con-
tinued, “Since my father died
during my infancy, my moth-
er remarried. My step-father

never allowed me to sleep at home unless 1 had money,
and when I turned nine, he married me off to a very old
married man. My husband was no better than my step
father, however. Being harsh and abusive, he used to beat
me mercilessly and he never cared about me. At the age
of thirteen. I ran away from this marital home, only to be
kidnapped by some dirty creature who wanted to have sex
with me forcefully.” Hanadi explained that this man
would not be satisfied by touching her breasts only: he
insisted on having full sex with her which was not accept-
able to Hanadi. Being fed-up with Hanadi, this dirty old
man handed her on to a friend, who handed her in turn to
another old man. “This old man was extremely sympa-
thetic and kind, and he did not touch me. He took me to
Burj Hammoud. bought me all the toys and clothes |
wanted, rented for me a room in a chalet for five days and
gave me money. He insisted on taking me back to my
parents or husband. but I refused to go back. as | was
extremely afraid of my husband. However, he managed to
get my address from my girl-friend and took me back to
my parents.”

Since then. Hanadi has been involved in prostitution.

Who is responsible for Nada and Hanadi’s lives of prosti-
tution? Is this life necessarily harmful to a person’s self-
esteem? Is there any hope for women like Nada and
Hanadi to change and start anew? And is their repentance
accepted in our society?

According to Dar el-Amal,
(*House of Hope™), a social
service agency, prostitutes
are victims of family degen-
eration, emotional depriva-
tion, and an unfair, exploita-
tive society. Given a second
chance, they can change.
Dar el-Amal has been trying
to extend a helping hand to
these women since 1970.
Prostitutes learn about Dar
el-Amal from one of three
sources: their colleagues
who have come earlier to the
center, the police. or the
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prostitute needs a skill or a
craft through which she can
support herself.

Does Dar el-Amal, the only
center in Lebanon that is
concerned with the rehabili-
tation of prostitutes, provide
its beneficiaries with such
skills?

“We teach the women how to

read and write. Also, we

teach them sewing and we

pay them a little sum of

money for every piece of
work they finish.” This, of course, does not solve the
financial problem, especially since Dar el-Amal fails to
provide these poor women with any shelter to which they
could return at night. The director sadly reports that the
center opens from 8:00 a.m. until 3:00 p.m., Monday
through Friday. After that, the girl often goes back to her
customary life. Most of these young women have no
home, and the pimps are always ready to provide them
with a quick and easy solution. In fact, some of these
pimps, who are of course aware of the influence they have
over these women, even come to Dar el-Amal in order to
take the young women with them, hence placing the
woman in a severe dilemma! “We give the woman the
moral support she needs to fight the temptation,
However, | have to say that sometimes we fail to protect
the beneficiary from going back to her degrading life,
since we have no practical economic alternative to offer.”

The lack of proper financial support, in addition to the

fact that we live in a society that does not acknowledge

the right or the ability of an individual to change, appar-

ently makes the job of the social workers at Dar el-Amal
very hard.

What can the solution be?
Should we give in to the fact
that there will always be
prostitutes and thus accept
legalizing the business of
prostitution as the best solu-
tion, or should we fight this
industry based on women’s
exploitation and humilia-
tion? As a psychotherapist,
Dr. Khouri cannot claim that
he has a well-rounded solu-
tion to the problem.
However, he thinks that try-

ing to stop the industry of
prostitution is not realistic.
“Many  people strongly
believe that the presence of
prostitutes is  important.
Legalizing the industry,
along with having centers
like Dar el-Amal which help
women who want to be
helped is the most realistic
solution.”

But it is this very approach

that many feminist groups

concerned with the problem

of prostitution arc totally

against. In a remarkable speech given in the Violence,
Abuse and Women's Citizenship Conference in Brighton,
U.K. on November 10-15 , Ms. Janice Raymond* asserted
that professionalizing prostitution does not dignify prosti-
tutes, but rather, dignifies the sex industry and the pimps
who want to become ordinary businessmen. “It is the
exchange of money that transforms sexual harassment into
a trade.” Interestingly enough, though, the Beijing
Platform for Action that emerged from the 1995 Fourth
World Women's Conference, which is a strong document
in its condemnation of violence against women, exempts
prostitution per se from the category of human rights vio-
lations and instead condemns only “forced prostitution.”

Why this mounting tendency in international policies and
legislation towards omitting prostitution from the catego-
ry of violence against women? Why this insistence on
making prostitution a “free zone?" Why are these distinc-
tions and others confusing and misleading, and what
impact are they having on international policy and legisla-
tion? These are all questions that inevitably come to one's
mind while thinking about the problem. Ms. Janice
Raymond concluded her speech by saying that if prostitu-
tion is factored into national accounting systems, govern-
ments will be relieved of their responsibilities to give
more economic opportunities to women.

Should the ultimate goal be the relief of the governments
from their responsibilities towards their citizens, or the
relief of the prostitutes from a life of continued humilia-
tion and slavery that is usually imposed on them by cir-
cumstances? The answer to this question probably pro-
vides the key to any future solutions.

* A Professor of Medical Ethics and Women's Studies at
the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.
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