


ABOUT IWSAW 
The Institute for Women's Studies in the Arab 
World (IWSAW) was established in 1973 at the 
Lebanese American University (formerly Beirut 
University College). The founder and Director of 
the IWSAW is Dr. Julinda Abu Nasr. Initial funding 
for the Institute was provided by the Ford 
Foundation. 

OBJECTIVES: The Institute strives to serve as a data 
bank and resource center to advance a better 
understanding of issues pertaining to Arab women 
and children; to promote communication among 
individuals, groups and institutions throughout the 
world concerned with Arab women; to improve the 
quality of life of Arab women and children through 
educational and development projects; and to 
enhance the educational and outreach efforts of the 
Lebanese American University. 

PROJECTS: IWSAW actIvitIes include local, 
regional and international conferences; seminars, 
lectures and films; and educational projects which 
improve the lives of women and children from all 
sectors of Lebanese society. The Institute houses the 

Women's Documentation Center in the Stoltzfus 
Library at LAU. The Center holds books and 
periodicals. The Institute also publishes a variety of 
books and monographs on the status, development 
and conditions of Arab women, in addition to Al
Raida. Twelve children's books with illustrations, 
and two guides, one of which specifies how to set up 
children's libraries, and the other which contains ~ 
information about producing children's books, have 
also been published by IWSAW. In addition, the 
Institute has also created income generating 
projects which provide employment training and 
assistance to women from war-stricken families in 
Lebanon. The Institute has also devised a "Basic 
Living Skills Project" which provides a non-formal, 
integrated educational program for semi-literate 
women involved in development projects. 
Additional IWSAW projects include: The 
Rehabilitation Program for Children's Mental 
Health; Teaching for Peace; and the Portable 
Library Project. The latter project was awarded the 
Asahi Reading Promotion Award in 1994. For more 
information about these or any other projects, write 
to the Institute at the address provided below. 

~===== ABOUT AL-RAIDA====== 
Al-Raida is published quarterly by the Institute for 
Women's Studies in the Arab World (IWSAW) of the 
Lebanese American University (LAU), formerly Beirut 
University College, PD. Box 13-5053/59, Beirut, 
Lebanon; Telephone: (01) 867-618, ext. 288; Fax: (01) 
867-098. The American address of LAU is 475 
Riverside Drive, Room 1846, New York, NY 10115, 
U.S.A.; Telephone: (212) 870-2592; Fax: (212) 870-
2762. e-mail: jabunasr@fiame.beirut.iau.edu.lb 

PuRPoSE AND CONTENT: Al-Raida's mission is to 
enhance networking between Arab women and women 
all over the world; to promote objective research of the 
conditions of women in the Arab world, especially 
conditions related to social change and development; 
and to report on the activities of the IWSAW and the 
Lebanese American University. Each issue of Al-Raida 

features a File which focuses on a particular theme, in 
addition to articles, conference reports, interviews, book 
reviews and art news. 

REPRINT RIGHTS: No unsigned articles may be 
reprinted without proper reference to Al-Raida. 
Permission to reprint signed articles must be-obtained 
from the IWSAW. 

SUBMISSION OF ARTICLES: We seek contributions from 
those engaged in research: analysis and study of women 
in the Arab world. Contributions should not exceed ten 
double-spaced typed pages. Please send a hard copy and 
a diskette. We reserve the right to edit in accordance 
with our space limitations and editorial guidelines. 
Submissions will not be published if they have been 
previously published elsewhere. 
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RECOGNIZING AND CONFRONTING POVERTY 

IN ALL ITS FORMS 

Abrand new, silvery-gray Range Rover idles in Beirut's 
afternoon traffic jam. Its driver, an impeccably coifed 
and elegantly dressed middle-aged woman, is having an 

animated conversation with a friend on her cellular phone, her 
hands, sparkling with diamond rings and golden bracelets, flash 
in the afternoon sunlight as she talks. From the curb, a young 
girl no more than eight years old, her eyes dull, her hair matted, 
her faded dress fraying at the edges, shyly moves towards the 
Range Rover. The glamorous woman shifts her position in an 
effort to ignore the street girl begging at her window. But as 
soon as the child taps on her window and lifts up a dirty card
board box of cookies wrapped in cellophane, the woman loses 
her poise, rolls down the window, and shouts decidedly unlady
like obscenities at the child. A moment after retreating to the 
curb, the girl approaches another car, only to be coolly ignored 
by the driver. 

In contemporary Lebanon, this daily, indeed, hourly, 
scene speaks volumes about the socio-economic situation of the 
country after sixteen years of war and seven years of a difficult 
post-war reconstruction period. As the articles in the File 
Section of this issue of AI-Raida attest, the gap between the rich 
and the poor is growing rapidly in Lebanon and other Arab 
countries. Although this trend has detrimental effects on society 
as a whole, it is women and children who suffer most from 
increasing levels of poverty and all the ills that accompany a 
profound lack of basic resources: disease, illiteracy, infant 
mortality, crime, and mental illness. In 1995, the Platform for 
Action issued at the conclusion of the Fourth World Conference 
for Women in Beijing cited the world-wide feminization of 
poverty as a looming problem requiring immediate attention and 
amelioration. So far, the response of most governments, 
including those of the Arab world, has been silence. 

This lack of adequate attention to poverty in general 
and its gender implications in particular points to another form 
of poverty, just as insidious though not as apparent as the paucity 
of resources afflicting increasing numbers of people around the 
globe: the moral and intellectual poverty of so many of the 
world's leaders in this crucial period of history. In a turbulent 
era demanding vision, empathy, courage, creativity and justice 
in order to meet the momentous challenges of environmental 
degradation, arms control, over-population, education, 
reconciliation, and redistribution of wealth, most of the world's 
decision-makers instead conduct themselves like spoiled, greedy 
and selfish children fighting over toys and turf. Although 
economic poverty may destroy the lives of many individuals 
(primarily women and their dependent children) in various 
countries in the short term., the moral and intellectual poverty of 
world leaders may well lead to the demise of the entire human 
race, men and women alike, in the long term. 

As we ponder the troubling phenomenon of poverty on 
the local, regional, and international levels, we should consider 

poverty in all of its manifestations economic, social, political, 
moral, intellectual, and spiritual. Poverty is a multi-faceted and 
pressing issue that requires intense engagement, honest 
reflection, and continuous self-criticism from all of us if its evils 
are to be surmounted. Although it may seem strange to read this 
statement in a venerable feminist publication, we must also view 
poverty as primarily a human issue, not specifically a gender 
issue. Although women are grossly over-represented in the 
ranks of the world's impoverished, displaced, oppressed and 
abused while greatly under-represented in the ranks of the 
wealthy, the powerful, and the makers of decisions, poverty 's 
effects poison the lives of all humans: men, women and children. 
Sexual discrimination undoubtedly plays a significant role in the 
feminization of poverty, particularly in the developing world, 
but we must not let strictly feminist interpretations of this 
phenomenon blind us to the unjust and unfair structures of 
power that exclude and marginalize women as well as men from 
participating in the decision-making processes which will 
influence their lives in the coming century. As various forms of 
power become increasingly concentrated in the hands of the few, 
men and women in the developing world are being divested of 
more and more resources, not all of them material. Confronting 
and overcoming this pernicious trend will require that men and 
women join forces to secure their social, political, and economic 
rights in a concerted and collaborative manner. 

It is fitting to conclude this editorial with the 
observation that Lebanon, and indeed the entire international 
human rights community, was recently impoverished by the loss 
of Attorney Laure Moughaizel, a woman who did so much in her 
sixty-nine years of life to counteract the moral and intellectual 

. poverty that leads to abuses of human rights. Although a 
feminist, Laure realized that inequality, poverty, oppression, and 
injustice are human issues, not just women's issues. In these 
pages last year she commented "Women's rights are inevitably 
part of human rights .. .! simply cannot imagine humanity divided 
into two sections: one for women and the other for men". 
Laure's wealth of vision, intellect, and humanity shines through 
in the following remembrance by Wissam Abou Harfouche, a 
friend and colleague: "Never was woman's equality to man 
Laure's ultimate goal. What will it benefit a working woman if 
she is equal to a man whose wage is too low to secure a 
respectable living?" Laure Moughaizel enriched Lebanese 
society and the lives of all who came in contact with her in ways 
too numerous to mention. She leaves us with a precious legacy: 
the example she set by showing grace under pressure and dignity 
amidst tragedy, and most importantly her unquenchable 
courage, shown again and again in her willingness to speak truth 
to power. 

Laurie King-Irani 
University of Balamand 
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LET'S FIGHT FOR THE CHANCE 
Nassib Naimy, LAU student 

W at is a man, and what is a woman? What makes a 
man a man, and what makes a woman a woman? The 
question could be also reversed. What makes a man 

not a man, and what makes a woman not a woman? One often 
wonders if there are any clear cut answers to these questions . 

One thing for sure is that, what distinguishes males 
from females is their physiological formation . Their muscle 
formation is different, their hormones are different, and most 
distinguishably, their sexual organs are different. As it is, men 
are physiologically stronger than women. Due to the more 
heavily built muscle formation of m~lIes , it is a general fact that 
males are the physiologically stronger sex. This has given 
males a push since the beginning of time when physiological 
strength was the most important means of survival. Going back 
to the theory of the survival of the fittest, in the older ages men 
were the fittest. They were the survivors, and women had to 
trod along, depending on them for security, or running away for 
shelter from them, from their hostility. Ever since then, 
societies have been built, bearing the mentality that males are 
superior and females are inferior. But times have changed, and 
centuries have passed, and technologies have risen, and the 
rules for survival have changed. The fittest is not the 
physiologically stronger anymore. The mental being of a 
person now plays the main role, which gives women an equal 
opportunity to become superior as well. Men are still one step 
ahead, since they have had time on their side. But the fight has 
begun and feminist movements have been established in the 
fight to be equal to men. 

Many women, however, are fighting to be equal to 
men when the fight should be for the right to be a woman, who 
could very well be different from a man and still be considered 
a human being without being labeled under a stereotype image. 
Men should not be the criterion for women to look up to. 
Women should establish themselves as women and let the ball 
play in their own court. The fight should be against society that 
has imprinted these labels . There is no need for a war. There is 
no need for the theory of the survival of the fittest. There is 
only a need for society in itself to start acknowledging existence 
from a humanistic sense so that there is no need to think of 
differences as weaknesses and strengths but rather as a growing 
dependency from all sides with the aim of completing and 
complementing each other. Just as men have physiological 
strength, they have other weaknesses, and just as women have 
physiological weaknesses, they have other strengths. So, the 
fight should be against stereotypes. All wars have always 
started from the theory of the survival of the fittest, disregarding 
the fact that the fittest may be the weakest in one aspect or 
another. One might win when the thing he is fittest at is 
prominent, but what will happen if it stops being so? Who will 
win then? We always prefer war to the theory of completion. 
We tend to forget that we exist to complete one another. 

In conclusion, what is a man but a human being, and 
what is a woman but another human being? Not being a man is 
not being human, but the same goes for not being a woman. 
Men and women can be anything they want to be if all are given 
the chance to be human. Let's fight for this chance, let's not 
fight among the sexes. 

ACCORDING To LOGIC 

Mahmoud Hajaij, LAU student 

A man is a woman's destiny. 
A woman is a man 's destiny. 
Destiny is destiny 
So, what am I doing here? 
This is not a man's opinion. 
Nor a woman's. 
This is an opinion. 

* * * * 
I was told at school that women are the "enemies" ... 
Later on .. . that they are also "stupid" ... 
"Narrow minded" .. . "selfish" ... "dirty" .. . 
According to logic .. . 
This means that my mother is selfish, narrow minded, and 
stupid. And this also means that my friend is like this and later 
on, that my wife and daughter are also the same. 

* * * * 
According to the same logic ... 
This means that I am surrounded by idiots. 
And this also means that I am superior. 
I am better than them, more intelligent, and have a more secure 
background. 
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In three words, 
I am the best. The King. Superman. 
So, they are guided by me and I am their destiny and hope. 

* * * * 
Well .. 
To tell you the truth. 
I know myself better than that. 
And according to this logic I will be living in the wrong place 
with the wrong people. 
And my whole world is fake and unreal and I will need help as 
soon as possible. 

* * * * 
So, A man is a woman's destiny ... and an opinion. 
A woman is a man's destiny .. . and an opinion. 
If an opinion is an opinion. 
Destiny of a man is destiny of a woman. 
Destiny is destiny but man is not a woman. 
So, according to an opinion or any other logic: 
A man can form an opinion. A woman can form an opinion, too. 
Why not forming one opinion according to one logic? 

It takes two to open up any kind of conversation. 
It takes one to stop it. 
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Recent Publications 

oJarikh al-$ahafah al-Nisawiyya, by George Callas. Beirut: Dar 
AI-Jil, 1996. (Arabic) 

• Surat al-Mar'ah bayn al-Manzur al-Sha'bl wa al-Ilmclnl, by 
Ali Afarfar. Beirut: Dar AI-Tailha, 1996. (Arabic) 

• iiralJah li-tajmTl al-Zaman, by Daisy EI-Amir. Beirut: al
Mu'assasah al-' Arablyyah lil-Dirasat waal-Nashr, 1996. 
(Arabic) 

• Zilal al-Kalimat al-Mal;klyyah, by Fadwa Toukan. Cairo: Dar 
Ai-Fata al-' Arabi, 1996. (Arabic) 

• Al-Alsuniyyat wa al-Shi'r, by Najwa Nasr. Beirut: Lebanese 
University, 1996. (Arabic) 

• Wardat al-Mataha, by Maha Sultan. Beirut: Dar al-Jadid , 
1997. (Arabic) 

• Buk{i' al-NakhlL, by Hayat Abu Zaid. Damascus: Dar al-TalTha 
al-Jadida, 1996. (Arabic) 

• Towards a Non-Sexist Language, by Zuleikha Abu Risha. 
Amman: The Women's Studies Center, 1996. (Arabic) 

• Faith and Freedom: Women 's Human Rights in Islam, by 
Mahnaz Afkhami (ed.). London: AI-Saqi Bookshop, 1995. 
(English) 

• Women's Rebellion and Islamic Memory, by Fatima Mernissi. 
London: AI-Saqi Bookshop, 1996. (English) 

An Innovative Documentary 

Arab Women Speak Out is an innovative documentary, training 
and advocacy project expected to be distributed in Spring, 
1997. The project features a full-length composite 
documentary video, country profiles on video, a discussion 
guide, case studies, a training module, and a checklist for the 
gender-sensitive portrayal of women in the media. 

For copies and additional information, kindly write or call: 
In the Near East: 
Faiza Ben Hadid 
Center of Arab Women for Training and Research 
44, Rue de Pologne-1005 El omrane 
Tunis, Tunisia 

Tel : (2161) 571-945 or (2 161 ) 571-867 
Fax: (2161)574-627 

In the United States: 
Dr. Carol Underwood or Bushra Jabre or Lauren Goodsmith 
Johns Hopkins University Center for Communication Programs 
III Market Place, Suite 310 
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 
Tel: (410) 659-6300 
Fax: (410) 659-6266 

New Releases from "Women Make Movies" 

The Veiled Hope: Women of Palestine (Norma Marcos) 
explores the personal and political challenges facing 
Palestininan women through a series of wonderful portraits of 
women living on the Gaza and West Bank. 

Lebanon: Bits and Pieces (Olga Nakkas) is an exquisitely 
beautiful and profoundly moving exploration of the myths and 
realities of present-day Lebanon, as reflected through the 
voices of women. 

Algeria: Women at War (Parminder Vir) examines the key role 
Algerian women played in liberating their country from French 
control thirty years ago and their equally important place in 
today 's politics. Produced for Britain 's Channel Four 
Television . 

Conversations Across the Bosphorous (Jeanne C. Finley) 
connects the stories of two Muslim women from Istanbul who 
have different approaches to their faith, and provides a deeper 
understanding of Turkish society and the current tensions 
between fundamentalist and secular forces. 

Iraqi Women: Voices From Exile (Maysoon Parchachi) 
provides a fascinating and rare look at the recent history of Iraq 
through the eyes and experiences of Iraqi women living in exi le 
in Britain. 

Send all orders to: 
Women Make Movies 
462 Broadway, Suite 500-L, New York, NY 10013 
Telephone (212) 925-0606 Fax (212) 925-2052 
E-Mail orders@wmm.com 

Conferences 

The VIII Pacific Science Intercongress has been scheduled to 
take place from 13-19 July 1997 in Suva, Fiji. The conference 
has two principal themes: Women, Science, and Indigenous 
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Knowledge (which will include such topics as women's 
traditional knowledge, indigenous and Western science, and the 
integration of women's knowledge into development planning) 
and Women and New Information Technologies (which will 
focus on the gender dimensions of information and 
communication technologies). 

Call for Papers 

The Asian Journal Of Women's Studies (AJWS) is an 
international, interdisciplinary journal that publishes articles 
pertaining to women's issues in Asia and to the international 
context from a feminist perspective. 

The journal welcomes articles, book reviews, and 
commentaries with regard to all aspects of women's issues, 
including sexuality, labor, cultural and political issues, 
especially in the Asian context. 

Mailing Address: 
Editor, Asian Journal of Women's Studies 
Asian Center for Women's Studies 
Ewha Woman 's University 

Seoul 120-750, Republic of Korea 
Phone: 82-2-360-2150 Fax: 82-2-360-2577 
E-mail Address:acwsewha@nownuri.nowcom.co.kr 

Research Abstracts 

Kraydieh, Kamal. "Family Breakup and the Effect it has 
on the Aggressive Behavior of Juvenile Delinquents." 

Lebanese University, M.A Thesis, Social Sciences 
Department 1995-1996. 

Kraydieh studies the massive effect of the family on 
juvenile delinquency. He attempts to define delinquency and 
depict its psychological causes. 

His sample consisted of 50 young delinquents, seven 
of whom were girls . Kraydieh worked with three groups, 
ranging between 10 and 18 years of age: 25 subjects from 
Roumieh prison, 17 from Beit Al Fanar, and 8 from Itti~ad 
Himayiit al-Ahdclth j[ Luhniin, Ea' as[r. Several nationalities . -. . 
were represented. 

Kraydieh found that most delinquents came from 
large families of low socio-economic status; a substantial 
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number of parents do not work, or are street vendors. The age 
gap between these children and their parents is significant (the 
average age offathers was 53/54, of mothers 32/33). The author 
also found that 72% of the delinquents' parents are divorced, 
separated, or deceased. Moreover, all subjects studied suffer 
from psychological problems, such as stress, fear, depression, 
and aggressive behavior. Most of them live in over-crowded 
homes where they lack space; they are forced to leave the house 
and roam the streets. Eighty - five percent involved in robbery, 
vagrancy, and beggary. Seventy percent said that they 
committed their felonies because of family problems. Most of 
them suffered from demographic changes resulting in periods 
of homelessness and life in temporary shelters. 

Sfeir, Myriam. "Hymenophobia: Virginity and Family 
Honour in Lebanon." Department of Interdisciplinary 

Women's Studies, University of Warwick 1996. 

This study examines the concept of virginity and 
family honor in Lebanon. It addresses the experiences of 
Lebanese women in ,dealing with the prevalent ideologies with 
regard to the nature of sexuality in the Arab World, and it 
portrays the double moral standard whereby women and men 
subscribe to different rules and regulations with regard to their 
sexuality. It explains Lebanese views towards virginity, 
especially regarding family honor, which is respected or 
destroyed through the control of women's sexuality. 

Sfeir also examines the socialization process whereby 
the family imposes the external as well as internal restrictions 
that a girl must absorb while she is growing out of childhood 
and into adulthood. The author recounts how young women are 
brainwashed to view sex as dirty and impure, and how they are 
made to understand that a very high price is exacted from those 
who dare deviate from the sexual norms. 

Sfeir attempts to lift the veil of silence that surrounds 
female sexuality in Lebanon, her body, her sexual identity, and 
her relationships . In profound interviews, a number of 
Lebanese women share their experience and make their muted 
voices heard. The author detects that virginity is one of the 
constituting identity components of the Lebanese woman. 
Virginity is not merely perceived as a physical reality but also 
as a social and psychological factor that involves a woman's 
definition of her social identity. Moreover, Sfeir asserts the 
gossip functions as an important tool to control the sexuality of 
women. Although pre-marital sex takes place in Lebanon, 
women refrain from talking about such experiences, for they 
are concerned with the effect of their conduct on their families . 
Moreover, although women are dissatisfied with the way things 
are, they are not willing to rebel. The study suggests how 
important a militant and active women's movement is to 
challenge the dominant discourse. 

5 



Quote, (:{l1quote 
he eminization of poverty is thus growing because of 
women's reduced access to increasingly scarce 
resources . In the context of competitive unregulated 

markets , women are affected by the fierce scramble over 
scarce resources, in particular land, and the means of 
livelihood. When resources are scarce, gender hierarchies 
tend to be more rigid in the allocation of resources. In the 
absence of safety nets, the coping strategies of families in 
crisis are also usually gender-biased. Women 's assets are 
often sold before men's assets. Women often end up having 
no land, fewer livelihood resources , less food , less health
care, less education, and lower economic returns for their 
labor. In the extreme cases where children are sold off as 
family resources, it is the daughter, not the son, who is the 
first to be sold." 

(Women in Action No.1 1996. P 20) 

"The ' invisibility ' of women's work explains in part why 
employment does not automatically lead to a redistribution 
of power in either the family or public sphere. In other 
words, the perceived economic contribution of women does 
not necessarily correspond to reality .. . women continue to 
work in agriculture without being c.onsidered 'working 
women' or employees, since their labor is seen as part of 
their everyday tasks. In urban areas, the poorer segments of 
the population are highly dependent on women's household 
production and income-substituting activities; these non
monetarised activities are not socially perceived as women 's 
'economic' contribution ... in cases where households are 
dependent on women and young girls' wage income .. . the 
financial contribution of the women is not automatically 
acknowledged. A non-negligible proportion of the Tunisian 
population for example, believes that the success of marriage 
lies in the traditional gender division of labor; where married 
women work, they 'should pretend that they do not work and 
men should pretend that they do not gain any financial 
benefit from the income accrued by the women.'" 

(The Thousand and One Paths to Empowerment., 
1996, P 94) 

"You want to know how I define poverty. How can you ask 
that question when you yourself see that I live in poverty? 
The definition of poverty is right in front of you. Look at me: 
I stay alone. I don't have enough food. I have no decent 
clothing or accommodation. I have no clean water to drink 
nearby. Look at my swollen leg. I can't get to the clinic 
which is too far for me to walk. So what kind of definition 
of poverty do you expect me to give you which is better than 
what you are seeing with your naked eyes?" 

(Bernard van Leer Foundation Newsletter, # 81 
January 1996. P. 20) 

"Although the internationally recommended minimum age 
for work is 15 years (lLO convention No. 138) and the 
number of child workers under the age of lOis far from 
negligible, almost all the data available on child labor 
concerns the 10-to-14 age group ... more than 73 mi Ilion 
children in that age group alone were economically active 
in 1995, representing 13.2 percent of all 10-to-14 year
olds around the world ... Avai lable statistics suggest that 
more boys than girls work . It should be borne in mind, 
however, that the number of working girls is often 
underestimated by statistical surveys , as they usually do 
not take into account full-time housework performed by 
many children, the vast majority of whom are girls , in 
order to enable their parents to go to work . Girls , 
moreover, tend to work longer hours, on average , than do 
boys. This is especially true for the many girls employed 
as domestic workers, a type of employment in which hours 
of work are typically extremely long . This is also the case 
of girls employed in other types of jobs who, in addition to 
their professional activity, must help with the housework 
in their parents' home." 

(World (~fWork, No. 16. 
June/Jul." 1996. P. 12) 

"Maternal mortality rates in Africa and South Asia are over 
30 times those in developed regions . In Sub-Saharan Africa 
nearly 700 women die in childbirth for every 100,000 live 
births; in South Asia the figure is over 600 ; in Latin 
America, 200. A major contributing factor is the lack of 
trained birth attendants: in sub - Saharan Africa, 62 percent, 
in South Asia, 74 percent and in South - East Asia, 55 
percent of births are not attended by trained medical 
personnel. Fifty-one percent of pregnant women in Africa 
and 59 percent in Asia are anemic, adding to their 
susceptibility to complications In pregnancy and 
childbirth." 

(Briefing prepared for ODA by Bridge, Institute of 
Development Studies, University of Sussex. P. J) 

"Distraction is, always has been, and probably always will 
be, inherent in woman's life. For to be a woman is to have 
interests and duties, raying out in all directions from the 
central mother-core, like spokes from the hub of a wheel. 
The pattern of our lives is essentially circular. We must 
open to all points of the compass; husband, children, 
friends , home, community ; stretched out, exposed , sensitive 
like a spider's web to each breeze that blows, to each call 
that comes .. . With a new awareness , both painful and 
humorous, I begin to understand why the saints were rarely 
married women. I am convinced it has nothing inherently to 
do, as I once supposed, with chastity and children. It has to 
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do primarily with distractions ... The problem is not merely 
one of Woman and Career, Woman and the Home, Woman 
and Independence. It is more basically: how to remain 
whole in the midst of the distractions of life; how to remain 
balanced , no matter what centrifugal forces tend to pull one 
off center; how to remain strong, no matter what shocks 
come in at the periphery and tend to crack the hub of the 
wheel." 

(Giftfrom the Sea, by Anne Morrow Lindbergh, 
1996. Pp. 27/28) 

"Science next tells you something that runs counter to your 
expectations and is probably calculated to confuse your 
feelings. It draws your attention to the fact that portions of 
the male sexual apparatus also appear in women's bodies , 
though in an atrophied state, and vice-versa in the 
alternative case. It regards their occurrence as indications 
of bisexuality as though an individual is not a man or a 
woman but always both - merely a certain amount more one 
than the other." 

(Bewmd the Veil, b\' Fatima Memissi, 
. . 1987. P. 35) 

"Why can feminists speak against everything from wars and 
presidents to tobacco companies, yet if we use our free 
speech against pornography, we are accused .. . of being 
against free speech? Why do images of violence and bigotry 
that would be socially condemned, even though legally 
protected, become off-limits when disguised as sexuality? I 
think much of the answer lies in the power of the 
multibillion dollar international pornography industry. 
We've made progress in explaining that rape is violence, not 
sex; that sexual harassment is power, not sex; but not in 
explaining that pornography, from the Greek word porno, is 
about female slaves - the women who were considered the 
lowest of the low among prostitutes - while erotica, from 
Eros, is about sexuality and pleasure." 

(Ms. Magazine, 
March/April 1997. P. 76) 

Saudi officials, writers, and religious leaders sanction 
nursing as a suitable occupation for Muslim women. So what 
are the constraints on Saudi women's participation in nursing 
education and practice? ... In Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, 
gender-role expectations and female socialization are a major 
obstacle to women's entry into the work- force . The prevailing 
view is that a woman's place is in the home and that outside 
employment is justified only when necessary. The pressure to 
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get married, and to stay at home and care for their families , 
compels many young women to either forgo employment 
completely or to choose an occupation such as teaching, which 
is easy to integrate with family responsibilities. Very few are 
willing to venture into a demanding education and career, 
unless it has the prestige that justifies the sacrifice, such as 
medicine. Saudi society has not fully accepted the idea of 
women's work outside the home, despite the thousands of 
employed Saudi women, most of whom are in the education 
sector." 

(Sulw Sabbagh, Arab Women: Between De.fiance 
and Restraim, New York, Olh'e Branch Pres~, 1996 

p. 75) 

" It is impossible to tell a man's political beliefs from his 
clothing, it is relatively easier to tell a woman 's. 
Militiamen all look alike: regardless of which side they are on, 
they wear similar uniforms and carry similar weapons. Their 
wives and daughters, on the other hand, do not look alike. From 
the bikini to the chador lies a range of clothing that bespeaks a 
parallel range of belief and action. And yet, while perhaps 
nothing has created so much passion as the sight of the chador 
on the streets of Beirut or the bikini on the beaches, nothing is 
as easily misunderstood or as prone to simplistic interpretation 
as these items of clothing." 

(Jean Said Makdisi, 
Beirut Fragments, P142) 

"I don't describe myself as a feminist, but I am a person who 
believes in Women's rights and it's very difficult to suppress 
this view. However, when I'm asked about issues that have to 
do with negotiations I have to address this issue and not 
women's rights . Yet, the way in which I have dealt with the 
issue in the period when I was the spokesperson for the 
Palestinian delegation was very much through a woman's 
approach: honest, straightforward, direct, and never self
serving. I sought the moral approach to politics; I addressed 
issues from the humanist point of view and I always dealt with 
the truth. There were times when as a speaker I was asked to 
forget about the occupation and to deal with women's 
oppression only. This is not possible, of course and women who 
ask this of me had their own political agenda. We women do not 
live in a vacuum: how can I not speak of women who abort as 
a result of teargas? If women are to address only women's 
issues then our lives will be very short-sighted and narrow. This 
is reminiscent of arguments that were used against the 
emancipation of women out of the kitchen - it serves to oppress 
rather than increase their participation in all walks of life. It is 
not in any way a liberating stand. 

Suha Sabbagh, Arab Women; Between l) .fial1~ and 
Restraint, New York, Olive Branch Pre,'s, 1996 P 22 
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------ FROM LEBANON ------

Farewell to a Pioneer 

On May 25, 1997, Maitre Laure Moughaizel, Lebanese lawyer 
and advocate of Human Rights, died after a three year's battle 
with cancer. (See p. 42 for a special feature.) 

Reference: An-Nahar newspaper: Monday, May 26th, 1997. P.1 

The Formation of the Lebanese Council 
to Resist Violence Against Women. 

On March 24, 1997, 17 Lebanese non-governmental 
organizations met to announce the creation of the Lebanese 
Council to Resist Violence against Women. 

The goals of the Committee are: 
- to promote awareness regarding discriminatory laws; 
- to encourage campaigns for eradicating illiteracy among 
women; 
- to call upon the State to improve current laws and to adopt new 
ones that will protect women 's rights ; 
- to call for the implementation of international agreements that 
condemn discrimination and violence against women; 
- to provide legal consultation and juridical assistance to abused 
women. 

Reference: An-Nahar newspaper: Tuesday, March 25th, 1997. P.20 

------ FROM CAIRO 

Circumcision: Legal and Social Perspectives 

The Egyptian Supreme Administrative Court has legitimized 
female circumcision without considering it a religious duty, thus 
leaving the final decision in the hands of the girl's family. A 
juridical source said that Parliament has forwarded to the 
Administrative Court in Cairo a report calling for cancelling the 
decision by the Minister of Health in summer, 1996, to prohibit 
female circumcision in public hospitals. 

In the meantime, the National Population Council has revealed 
that female circumcision is widely practiced. According to a 
survey conducted by the Council and that covered 14,000 
married women (aged 15-49), 97% of Egyptian women are 
circumcised. There appears to be no major difference between 
rural and suburban areas. Ninety nine percent and a half of 
women in rural areas are circumcised, as compared to 94% in 
suburban areas. 

The survey also indicates a strong association between a 
woman 's attitude towards female circumCIsion and her 
educational level. Only 56% of women with a secondary 

education support circumClslOn, as compared to 91 percent 
among illiterate women. Moreover, 29 percent of Egyptian 
women agree that circumcision affects their sexual pleasure, but 
three women out of four feel that husbands would prefer their 
wives to be circumcised. 

Reference: An-Nahar newspaper: Thursday, February 6th and May 
22nd, 1997. P.24 

------FROMTuRKEY 

The Army Warns the Prime Minister 
against Allowing Women to Wear the Veil 

The Turkish army, which considers itself the guardian of secular 
principles in Turkey, has warned the Turkish Prime Minister 
against allowing women to wear the veil in universities and 
governmental institutions. 

Wearing the -veil in these institutions has been prohibited since 
the 1920s, in accordance with the secular priniciples of Kamal 
Ataturk, the .founder of modern Turkey. 

While the EI-Rufah Islamic Political Party, which heads the 
governmental coalition, sees this prohibition as a violation of 
human rights, supporters of secular ideas see in EI-Rufah's calls 
for allowing women to wear the veil a hidden desire for 
implementing Islamic legislation in the country. 

Reference: An-Nahar newspaper: Saturday, February 1st, 1997. P.17 

FROM HONK KONG 

Contraceptive Pills for Men 

According to a report issued by the Immunity and Biology 
Section of Hong Kong University, pioneering scientists in Hong 
Kong, Rome, and New York are currently working on the 
development of contraceptive pills for men without side-effects 
for men. 

A professor in the Animal Section of Hong Kong University, 
said that the project is based upon the di scovery of two new 
proteins that regulate the formation of the sperms. The idea is to 
use an anti-cancer drug such as leonidamine or a similar 
substance to stimulate the early release of non-fertilized sperms. 

It is worth noting that leonidamine is known to have negative or 
side-effects on the kidneys and intestines. However, no drug can 
be produced before it has been subjected to lengthy tests. Thus, 
a license from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to 
commercialize a new drug is usually issued only after five to ten 
years. 

Reference: An-Nahar newspaper: Friday, February 14th, 1997. P.20 
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MARRIAGE 

"Head of a Woman ", 1961, Oil on Canvas. Picasso. 
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Ghena Ismail, IWSAW Staff 

M arriage was the subject of the third 
symposium of IWSAW's youth talk
in program , Tahtal MUhar ("Under 

the Microscope") which was held on May 20, 
1997. The discussion was moderated by Ghena 
Ismail, IWSAW staffer; the guest-speakers 
were Dr. Ilham Kallab-Bsat, professor, 
researcher in women ' s issues, and active 
member of several Lebanese non-governmental 
organizations, and Dr. Nabil Dajani, 
chairperson of the Department of Social and 
Behavioral Sciences at the American University 
of Beirut (AUB) . 

The meaning and necessity of marriage, the 
factors that determine our readiness for it, and 
the method favored by young people nowadays 
to meet their future partners were major issues 
discussed. A video report prepared by Dina 
Dahboura, Friend of IWSAW, and which 
covered the Lebanese American University, 
American University of Beirut, Lebanese 
University, Beirut Arab University, and Saint 
Joseph University revealed that many young 
people stressed partnership and understanding 
in defining the meaning of marriage. A few 
respondents pointed out the importance of 
having children . It is worth noting that most 
participants desire a complete partnership with 
their future spouses. Only one woman noted 
that such a partnership is too ideal to be true. 

Dr. Kallab-Bsat said that understanding and 
harmony are not easy to achieve. "It is unwise 
to seek a continuous understanding in a marital 
relationship. Marriage, if successful , may 
bring about moments of understanding and 
harmony. However, in principle marriage is 
about giving stability to a couple which enables 
them to be productive. Productivity in the 
family IS what ensures the survival of 
marriage." 

Dr. Dajani emphasized the importance of 
compatibility for achieving the desired level of 
understanding. "A couple intending to get 
married should be compatible on different 
levels, and they should not ignore social and 



cultural traditions . It is pathetic how today 's generation 
looks down upon tradition." While Dr. Kallab-Bsat 
attributed the high rate of divorce at the end of this century to 
the development of women's awareness and independence, 
Dr. Oajani linked it to the phenomenon of "westernization.", 
and he held television partly responsible for the cultural 
pollution that we are facing today. 

In the second part, the video report revealed something of 
a consensus among young men and women regarding the 
necessity of marriage. The majority viewed marriage as an 
"inevitable" event in their lives. While men stressed the 
importance of their financial standing in determining their 
readiness for marriage, women placed greater emphasis on 
finding the "right partner". 

Dr. Kallab-Bsat commented that women are no less 
concerned than men about the financial aspect. "When 
referring to the 'right partner,' they often refer to a man who 
has financial means." Dr. Oajani stated that the financial 
standing is important; however, it should not be the 
determining factor for one's decision to get married. Both 
speakers agreed that a person should not decide to get 
married before having reached a certain level of 
psychological stability." 

The female participants did not deny their concern about 
a man's financial status. They explained, however, that this 
concern did not imply an intention to find a rich man. "A 
man who wants to get married needs to have at least the 
potential to be able to produce in the future ." One male 
participant noted, however, that "a woman should have such 
potential, too ." He explained that, today, it is not possible for 
a Lebanese middle class man to get married if the woman 
does not help out financially. 

How today's young people prefer to meet their potential 
spouse was the theme of the third part of the discussion. This 
part caused the most controversy. Reactions swung between 
the very traditional and the very liberal. 

One man stated that he did not have any problem 
whatsoever to be introduced to a woman who was pointed out 
to him by his mother, grandmother, or even aunt. "After all, 
they know what I want." One woman who was totally against 
this traditional way objected, saying, "what about the 
woman 's feelings ? Is marrying a woman no different from 
buying onions? The traditional way may be convenient for 
people who are not educated or who are socially isolated." 
Although some other women preferred to meet a man on their 
own, they did not assume the same negative attitude towards 
the traditional way. "1 may accept to meet a man at my 
parent ' s home on the condition that it was I who aroused the 
interest of the man and was not pointed out to him by his 
mother or neighbors ," several women stated. One woman 
said: "although 1 prefer to meet the man I want to marry, 
myself, I have to say that one positive thing about the 

traditional way is that the man 's intention is clear." 

This diversity in opinion among the participants was 
shared by the guest-speakers. While Dr. Oajani was in favor 
of the traditional way, Dr. Kallab-Bsat was not. "A woman 
may feel pressured by the traditional way," she commented . 
Dr. Oajani , in his turn , considered young people 's rejection of 
the traditional way a very big mistake. He wondered about 
the difference between meeting someone through friends or 
through parents. "I cannot understand why the traditional 
way pressures or intimidates a woman . A woman may give 
herself the opportunity to meet the man, and if she doesn ' t 
like him, she can say so ." 

In conclusion, much ambiguity and controversy seemed 
to surround the term "traditional." While many young 
participants immediately rejected traditional marriage, they 
seemed to be more tolerant when terms other than 
" traditional" were used to explain what is also traditional. [s 
it that today 's young people are incapable of taking a clear 
stand amidst the multiplicity of norms and values in our 
society? Or is it , as Dr. Oajani suggested, that young people 
experience a kind of inferiority feeling when speaking of 
tradition? 

Publications by the Institute 
for Women's Studies in the 

Arab World: 

Sisters of Men: Lebanese 
Women in History by 
Shereen Khairallah 

The Woman Artist in 
Lebanon by Helen EI-Khal 

Contemporary Arab Women 
Writers and Poets by 

Evelyne Accad & Rose 
Ghurayyib (monograph) 

Woman in the Lebanese 
Legislation by La u re 
Moughaizel (Arabic) 
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ARAB WOMEN AND POVERTY 

Zena Ali Ahmad, Socio-economic specialist 

B y the end of 1994, more than 18 percent of the world's 
people were living in absolute poverty, more than 27 
percent lacked access to clean water and sanitation, and 

about one out of five adults was functionally illiterate. ' The 
income gap between industrialized and developing coun tries 
keeps getting wider. The top 20 percent of income earners 
receives 83 percent of the world's income, while the bottom 20 
percent earns only 1.5 percent.1 Rural poverty is still a 
benchmark characteristic of poverty, although urban poverty 
too, is emerging more significantly. The rural poor still 
represent the majority of poor people in developing countries. 
In recent decades the proportion of poor people in the world, 
and especially in developing countries, has gone down, and the 
increases in per capita income, life expectancy, and 
immunization are encouraging. World Bank statistics are 
alarming: if recent poverty trends continue, there shall be an 
additional 200 million poor people in the developing world by 
the end of this century. In most reg ions of the world, 
unemployment and underemployment are spreading rapidly, 
Poverty especially hits those social groups who have the fewest 
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resources such as, the unemployed, the weak, and the 
vulnerable. Rapid population growth contributes to increased 
poverty worldwide. Developing countries are caught in an 
infernal cycle: poor families tend to have more children to use 
as cheap family labor, and high population growth obstructs 
development patterns, thus stimulating poverty. Moreover, 
population growth in these countries reduces opportunities for 
productive employment. 

Women suffer excessively and unevenly from poverty, 
underdevelopment, and social problems. Currently, more than 
70 percent of the world's poor are women, and they are 
followed in number by the elderly. Women control fewer 
resources, earn lower incomes, and generally do not enjoy the 
same access to production and human resource assets as men . 
Gender discrimination occurs in all facets of life: in 
employment, education, nutritional support, and health-care. 
The limited access of women to the benefi ts of development 
constitutes a very important cause of poverty. Discrimination 
prevents women from receiving the education, training, primary 
health-care, child-care, and other assets that might make all the 
ditlerences in their lives. 

The Human Development Report published by the United 
Nations Development Program (1995) emphasized the link 
between gender and poverty. It stated that human development 
is in danger if gender variations will not be seriously 
considered. It also emphasi zed that no society in the world 
provides the same opportunities to women and men, and that 
women and men still live in an unequal world. Furthermore, 
the report stressed that "while doors to education and health 
opportunities have opened for women, the doors for economic 

and political opportunities are barely ajar". Thus, gender 
inequality has been noted to stand in the way of human 

development worldwide. 
Given these considerations, the present issue of AI-Raida 
examines poverty among women in the Arab World, and 

especially in Lebanon. The file also includes the 
abstract of a national study which was conducted 

by the Institute of Women's Studies in the 
Arab World and funded by the United States 

Agency for International Development on the 
female labor force in Lebanon (completed in 

April 1997). This study will be published by the 
Institute in the near future. 

1. United Nations, Global Poverty, Fact Sheet in 
preparation for the World Summit 011 Social 

Development 
2. United Nations, World Employment, Fact 

Sheet in preparation for the World Summit 011 

Social Development 
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W OMEN AND POVERTY IN LEBANON 

WITHIN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE ARAB W ORLD* 

Kamal Hamdan, Head of Economics Division 
Consulting and Reasearch Institute 
and Zena Ali Ahmad 

I . Overview: Women and Povert\'/ 

Recent conferences have underlined the fact that poverty 
has a gender profile. The Preparatory Committee for the 
World Summit for Social Development (1995) 

emphasized the inter-relationship of three core issues: social 
integration, poverty reduction, and productive employment. 
The Committee also insisted that the concerns and priorities of 
women need to be an integral part of all efforts directed towards 
these three areas of emphasis. Furthermore, the International 
Conference on Women and Development (ICPD, 1994) 
underlined the link between population dynamics and female 
poverty, and the issue of "women and poverty" was one of the 
focal points of the Fourth World Conference on Women 
(FWCW, 1995). Thus, there seems to be increasing global 
evidence and awareness, especially in Less Developed 
Countries, that poverty has a gendered dimension and that 
women tend to experience the effects of poverty unevenly and 
differently. It is currently estimated that more than 70 percent 
of the world's poor are women.2 Women control fewer 
resources, earn lower incomes, and do not enjoy the same 
access to production and human resources and assets as men do. 
Gender discrimination occurs in all facets of life, including 
access to employment, education, nutritional support, and 
health care. Women's limited access to the benefits of 
development constitutes a very important cause of their poverty. 

In this article, we will try to shed light specifically on the issue 
of female poverty in Lebanon. Whenever possible, we will use 
income indicators to assess the extent of female poverty; in 
some cases, we use supplementary indicators to provide some 
insight into the living conditions of women in Lebanon. Finally, 
whenever applicable, poverty indicators in Lebanon will be 
compared to those in the Arab World in general. 

Although the level of poverty has declined in global terms, the 
Arab world, a part of the Middle East and North Africa Region, 
has witnessed an increase both in the percentage of the poor 
vis-a.-vis the total population and in the poverty gap.3 It should 
be noted, however, that economic growth, poverty, and 
development trends vary significantly among the different 
countries of the Arab region . For example, the United Nations 

* The opinions in this article reflect those of the authors and not of 
the institutions for which they work. 

Development Program (1980-1990) estimated the percentage of 
people living in absolute poverty (1980-1990) at 14.6 percent 
and 17 percent in Jordan and Tunisia, respectively, as compared 
to 37 percent in Morocco and 60 percent in Somalia" 

Poverty in Lebanon is still a controversial issue. Although 
everybody agrees that poverty exists and that the war has led to 
an increased impoverishment of the Lebanese population, the 
extent and depth of poverty, as well as the characteristics of the 
poor, are not sufficiently known. 

2.Female Po vert)' 

Poverty is particularly related to demographic factors . Arab 
countries face severe constraints with a population growth rate 
that reached 2.9 percent during 1960-1992; this rate is the 
highest of all regions in the developing world and is even higher 
than that of the Least Developed countries (2.7 percent during 
1960-1992).5 The population growth in Arab countries is 
projected to reach 2.7 percent (1992-2000) which almost equals 
that of the Least Developed countries (2.7 percent) and is 
higher than the index for developing countries (1.9 percent) : 
The rapidly growing population and the young age-group 
factor in the region exerts pressures on several levels, such as 
the management of scarce resources, the provision of adequate 
education and health facilities to poor families, and the creation 
of productive employment opportunities. 

In Lebanon the demographic profile is somewhat brighter. 
Women currently constitute about 51 percent of the total 
Lebanese resident population,' with an average yearly 
population growth of 1.8 percent (1970-1995).8 The Lebanese 
civil war has resulted in slower population growth, especially 
after 1986, and more so for the female population as a result of 
several factors including emigration. External migration has 
affected the male population to a higher degree; it is estimated 
that a net balance of 23,500 Lebanese left the country between 
July 1993 and the end of 1995, of whom only 15 percent were 
women.9 Furthermore, the demographic consequences of the 
civil strife have been more severe for the male population . 
These demographic changes have tended to "feminize" the 
Lebanese society. 

2.1 Female Poverty in Relation to Income Levels 

It is estimated that 25 percent of the population in the Arab 
countries lived below the absolute poverty line in 1980-1990, 
with 30 percent and 22 percent in rural and urban areas, 
respectively. 10 
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Lebanon has no nationally established poverty line. Thus, the 
depth of poverty in general, and the extent of the feminization 
of the poverty phenomenon in specific, cannot be accurately 
determined on the basis of the currently available statistical 
base. The Lebanese National Report to the Social Development 
Summit" estimated that the lower and upper poverty lines for a 
family of five in urban areas for the year 1993 amounted to 
more than $300 and $600 per month , respectively. The report 
further indicated that 7.5 percent and 28 percent of Lebanese 
families live below the lower and upper poverty lines, 
respectively, and that poverty particularly hits rural populations, 
wage earners, and the socially disadvantaged groups, including 
women. For the same year, the upper poverty line for a family 
of five in rural areas was estimated at $377.5. 12 

Data on female income levels have been revealed in a study 
conducted in 1996 by the Institute for Women 's Studies in the 
Arab World (lWSAW) on the female labor force in Lebanon . l

] 

This study indicated that l7.1 percent of Lebanese families 
earned a total family monthly income below LL500,000 
(approximately US$ 300), and that 35.3 percent of families 
earned a monthly income ranging between LL500,000 and 
LLl,OOO,OOO (around US$ 300-$600). The study also showed 
that family incomes vary among geographical regions and are 
lower in rural regions, especially in South and North Lebanon. 
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Source: The Institute For Woman's Studies in the Arab World: 
Female Labor Force in Lebanon, 1997 (Unpublished). 
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The same studyt4 revealed that the monthly income of 55 
percent of working women was less than LL500,000; of these, 
5.4 percent earned less than the minimum wage declared by the 
Government (LL300,000). Only 10.9 percent of working 
women earned more than LLl,OOO,OOO per month. 

The IWSA W study also noted that low female incomes tend to 
be a bigger problem in peripheral rural areas of the country. 15 
The proportion of working women with average monthly 
incomes above LL500,000 declines as we move from urban and 
peri-urban areas (Beirut and Mount Lebanon) to rural areas. 
Low income levels (below LL300,000) are found mostly in 
South Lebanon and the Bekaa.16 On the other hand, earning 
levels increase as we move from younger to older age groups 
(between the ages of 25 years and 50 years) . It is important to 
note that the monthly income of about 8 percent of women in 
the 55-64 year age group was less than LL300,000, whereas 
that of 45 percent of women in the same age group ranged 
between LL300,000 and LL500,000.1 7 Finally, the level of 
income was found to be directly related to educational level; 90 
percent of illiterate working women were reported to earn 
extremely low incomes (Le., less than LL500,000 per month), 
and 23 .5 percent of these did not even earn the minimum wage 
declared by the Government. 18 

Thus it seems that the earning level of most working women is 
relatively low. However, these data can only be considered 
indicative of earning levels of working Lebanese women and 
cannot be accurately correlated with the poverty status of 
Lebanese women in general. But, even without statistics to 
detect gender discrimination in the level of income, a 
discrimination by international standards is evident, since the 
average wage of women amounts to only three-fourths of the 
male wage, if we disregard the agricultural sector. Hence, we 
may suspect that wage discrimination would be particularly 
evident in the case of women who are employed in the 
agricultural sector l9 in Lebanon where a woman's daily pay is 
sometimes only half of what men earn.20 



2.2 Female POI'ert\" in Relation to Sociallndicaton 

Income and social indicators are equally important to determine 
living standards. When available, consumption poverty 
indicators are indicative of these standards. Indicators on social 
progress and access to social services form supplementary 
indicators to measure living standards. These indicators 
primarily include life expectancy, infant mortality, nutrition, 
literacy, and access to primary education , health, and clean 
water. 

2.2.1 Female a('cess to primary educatioll 

In global terms, women continue to suffer from inequality, 
deprivation, and poverty. lIliterate women out-number men two 
to one, while gi rls constitute the majority of children who have 
no access to primary education." In the Arab World, the gross 
and net female primary school enrollment rates amounted in 
1990 to 90 percent and 82 percent, respectively." The gross 
female enrollment rates for Arab countries at the secondary and 
higher education levels in 1990 were 47 percent and 10.7 
percent, respectively. '3 

In Lebanon, the picture is brighter: female enrollment rates in 
primary school were estimated in 1995 at 96 percent for the 5-
9 year age group,'· showing a substantial increase from the 
1970 level (87.2 percent)." The increase in the gross female 
enrollment rates between 1970 and 1995 is observed to be 
higher than that of the resident population as a whole (whose 
primary enrollment rates increased from 90.2 percent in 1970 to 
96 percent in 1995). Female enrollment at intermediate and 
secondary education levels also compares favorably to the Arab 
region as a whole, reaching 93.7 percent and 59.2 percent for 
the 10-14 year and 15-19 year age groups,'6 respectively, 111 

1995. 

Gross enrollment at the pre-university levels 

Age Group Sex 1970 1995 

5-9 years Females 87.2 95.9 

5-9 years Total 90.2 95.9 

10-14 years Females 79.5 93.7 

10- 14 years Total 85.2 93.0 

15-19 years Females 37.7 59.2 

15-19 years Total 46.0 57.0 

Source: The National Commission for Lebanese Women: The 
Reality of Lebanese Women 1970-1995, 1997. 

Gross enrollment at the university level 

Age Group Sex 1970 1995 

15-19 years Females 1.7 4 . 1 

15-19 years Total 2. 1 5.4 

20-24 years Females 4.2 18.5 

20-24 years Total 10.8 18.2 

25-29 years Females 1.3 -

25-29 years Total 4.2 -

Source: The National Commission for Lebanese Women: The 
Reality of Lebanese Women /970-/995, /997. 

These figures indicate satisfactory prog re ss in female 
access to primary education in Lebanon in the past 
twenty five years. Female access to basic education, 
regardless of income level s, ha s improved in the country. 
However, these rates do not take into consideration the 
quality of education nor do they account for regional 
differences. It is expected that girls in urban settings 
have better access to education, especially at the 
secondary and univers ity level s. 

2.2.2 Female litera("\' 

Total literacy rates are social indicators of development. 
Adult literacy is associated with positive social , 
economic, and personal effects. Female literacy (for 
women between the ages of 15-24) in the Arab World 
amounted to 46 percent (1980-89) as compared to 70 
percent for males ." 

Female Illiteracy per Age Group (%) 

Age group Illiteracy Illiteracy 
rate 1970 rate 1995 

10-14 years 12.1 2.2 

15-19 years 20.1 3.6 

20-24 years 28.5 4.8 

o lder than 59.4 25.6 
25 years 

Total 43.3 17.8 

Source: The National Commission for Lebanese Women: The 
Reality of Lebanese Womell 1970-1995, 1997; and the Central 
Directorate of Statictics: Active Population ill. Lebanon, Sample 
Survey, 1970. 

The female illiteracy rate in Lebanon (for women older than 10 
years) is lower than the average in the Arab reg ion and was 
estimated at 17.8 percent in 1995" (registering a decline from 
43.3 percent in 1970).'9 It should be noted, however, that 
illiteracy rates vary significantly among the different age 
groups and regions of the country and are observed to be much 
higher among older age groups and in remote rural areas. It is 
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also observed that female/male illiteracy ratios have been 
declining during the past two decades, thus closing the gap 
between male and female illiteracy in the country. Finally, 
female enrollment in vocational and technical education in 
Lebanon has increased in the past years. However, girls still 
account for only 34.2 percent of the total number of students in 
public technical schools.30 

Improvement in female literacy levels is a favorable indicator of 
social change. Access to education is one factor that can help to 
break the circle of impoverishment. One remark here is 
essential: although poverty in Lebanon is not associated with 
total illiteracy, it is linked to low access to intermediate, 
secondary, and university education. The Government has 
subsidized public schooling systems, but the shortage of public 
higher education structures in rural areas remains a problem. 
This shortage is a primary reason for the limited access of rural 
populations to post-primary education. Female enrollment rates 
at post-primary education levels would be much higher than 
their current levels if the public education infrastructure were 
sufficient to respond to the national need. This is especially true 
because low-income rural families do not have any cultural 
resistance towards female education, especially at the pre
university levels . 

2.2.3 Female Access to Health Services 

Female access to health services is a primary social indicator to 
assess living standards. This indicator includes (but is not 
limited to), life expectancy at birth, fertility rates, and maternal 
mortality rates . 

Life expectancy at birth is one of the indicators of over-all 
health conditions. In Lebanon, female life expectancy at birth is 
estimated at 70.5 years3

' (\ 990-95), which is higher than the 
aggregate female life expectancy for the countries of the Arab 
region (64.9 years, 1990-95).32 

Total fertility rates in Lebanon declined from 5.2 in 1970 to 4.1 
in 199533 and are expected to decline even further in coming 
years, especially as a result of the increased average age of 
marriage for women. Current fertility rates in Lebanon are also 
among the lowest in the Arab region, where the average rate 
was 4.8 in 1992.34 It is to be noted that fertility rates in Lebanon 
have equally declined in all age groups, and that the average age 
for giving birth remained 30.1 years. 3S Maternal mortality rates 
are also crucial indicators of the over-all health status of 
women . In Lebanon, maternal mortality is estimated at 2 per 
1000 live births in 1988,'6 as compared to a higher rate of 2.8 in 
the Arab region as a whole. 37 

Other health indicators include the availability of medical 
professionals through ratios of physician population, nurse 
population, and nurses/ physicians. These indicators for 
Lebanon and the Arab World, respectively, are" : physicians per 
population (1990): 413 and 2230; nurses per population (1990): 
2,174 and 2,960; and nurses per physicians (1990): 0.2 and 0.3. 
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It is observed that the first two indicators show an advantage for 
Lebanon. 

Another indicator of female access to health is malnutrition. 
Globally, adult women suffer more than adult men from 
malnutrition (iron deficiency, anemia, iodine deficiency) and 
stunting (caused by protein-energy deficiency malnutrition).39 
In Lebanon, no accurate data on the status of female 
malnutrition exist. 

About 21 percent of the population in Arab countries lacks 
access to clean drinking water:o In 1995, only 6 percent of 
Lebanese households did not have any access to water networks 
or artesian wells, whereas 40 percent of households did not 
have access to clean drinking water:' This data is observed to 
be lower than the aggregate value for the Arab countries as a 
whole. Since this figure is not gender desegregated, it does not 
reflect the access of women to this basic health infrastructure. 
It also does not capture regional disparities, but it is expected 
that access to such services in rural areas is much lower. For 
example, only 18 percent of the rural population in Lebanon 
had access to sanitation services as compared to an overall rate 
of 75 percent (1988-1993). 42 

2.2.4 FEMALE ACCESS TO PRODUCTIVE EMPLOYMENT 

International literature indicates that the global causes of the 
feminization of poverty include the gender inequality in access 
to economic opportunities, unequal status of women in the 
labor market, and the status and power of women in the family. 
Although women's access to employment and their economic 
participation are not viewed as specific indicators to assess the 
level of poverty, productive employment provides an escape 
route from poverty and deprivation. Furthermore, poverty can 
be traced to different patterns of employment and to obstacles 
faced by individuals in earnings and savings. Even when 
women are employed, the quality of their employment usually 
puts them at a disadvantage, since they are generally active in 
low-income economic activities. The access of women to high
income jobs is hindered by three major factors: 

• women's reproductive responsibilities are generally 
perceived to be their primary function, which reinforces 
structural barriers to women's access to productive assets 
and which limits their time and mobility for productive 
work; 
• women are perceived as secondary income earners, 
whereas men have priority in the allocation of opportunities 
for productive employment; and 
• women face unequal access to the productive assets and 
services that are especially needed for reinforcing and 
increasing their access to productive employment. 

Female participation in the labor force in Arab countries (19 
percent/ 1990-92)43 is observed to be the lowest anywhere in the 
world. Female participation in the labor force varies among 
different countries of the Arab world, ranging from 4 percent in 
Algeria and 6 percent in the United Arab Emirates to 29 percent 
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in Egypt and Sudan! · 
The female global activity rate in Lebanon is currently 
estimated at 18 .5 percent45 which shows a considerable increase 
from its level in 1970 (14.3 percent)!6 Women currently 
constitute about 20.7 percent of the Lebanese labor force,·? up 
from the 1970 level of 17.5 percent! g It is noted that female 
participation in the labor force in Lebanon is higher than the 
aggregate rate for Arab states. 

The highest activity rate for female labor in Lebanon was 
recorded in the 25-29 year age group. Some structural 
improvement in the age structure of the female labor force has 
been observed during the past two decades; women enter the 
labor market earlier than they used to, and they stay 
economically active for a longer period of time. On the other 
hand, single women constitute the majority of the female labor 
force in Lebanon. In contrast to the geographical distribution of 
the female labor force in 1970, when the majority of working 
women were located in rural areas (39 percent) and Beirut (31 
percent):9 recent studies reveal that the highest concentration of 
the female labor force is currently found in Beirut suburbs and 
the peri-urban areas. However, its sectoral distribution has not 
changed significantly. In 1995, about 81 percent of the female 
labor force was employed in the services sector, but only 15 
percent and 4 percent were active in the industrial and 
agricultural sectors,;O respectively. As is the case for the 
labor force in general, the percentage of the female labor 
force in the agricultural sector has declined considerably 
in the past twenty years. There has also been a significant 
decline in the percentage of self-employed women in 
Lebanon between 1987 and 1995 . The increase in the 
percentage of paid labor, especially with relevance to the 
female labor force, can be attributed to the difficulties that 
women entrepreneurs and women working as family-help 
face to access production assets and to secure significant 
income levels. This is especially true for those who work 
in the informal sector and have small-scale production 
levels. Internal migration and the decline in agriculture 
employment can also explain this variation. 

Taking all of the above into consideration, it is worthwhile 
to note that Lebanese working women feel that their 
gender limits their access to employment opportunities as 
well as their access to higher income levels. 5I More than 35 
percent of working women complain about low earnings. 52 

In the near future, the working population in the Middle 
East and North Africa region is expected to grow rapidly 
because of increases in life expectancy, lower mortality 
rates, and higher fertility rates. This growth is projected to 
be one-third higher than the population growth as a 
whole. 5

) Projections of the size of labor in eight countries 
(Algeria, Egypt, Iran , Jordan , Lebanon , Morocco , Tunisia, 
and Yemen) indicate a growth rate of about 4 percent a 
year, which will double the labor force between 1990 and 
201054 

• With job creation lagging behind growth in the 
labor force, unemployment has become a serious problem 

in many Arab countries. Unemp loyment has increased in 
the Middle East and North Africa region, in 1993 it was 
hi gher than in any other region in the world. 
Unemployment rates are highest among women, especially 
in the for mal labor market. The female unemployment rate 
in Lebanon was estimated at 5.6 percent in 1995 55 and was 
observed to be higher in the 15-19 and 20-24 year age 
groups (reaching 16.9 percent and 9.3 percent, 
respectively). 56 

2.2.5 Female Access to Productive Assets 

One of the global causes of poverty is that the poor lack 
access to the financial and human assets that are much 
needed to increase levels of income and improve living 
stand ards. For example, the lack of access to credit is a 
persistent barrier to attaining economic independence , 
whereas the barriers to the access to information form a 
constraint to skills improvement. The lack of access to 
production assets can measure the extent to which the poor 
remain poor. 

Although this fact is observed to be va lid in Lebanon, 
especially for women who work in the informal sector, 
there are no reliable gender-desegregated data on this issue 
that can be specifically used to measure female access to 
production assets. The Lebanese National Report to the 
Fourth World Conference on Women " indicated th at 
women continue to have marginal access to credit 
facilities (only 5 percent of housing loans from the 
National Housing Bank were given to women). The Report 
also provides some basic facts about the low access of 
Lebanese women to land. 

These data indicate that Lebanese women face obstacles in 
trying to access production assets, whether technical 
expertise, land, capital, credit, etc. Unless such assets are 
made ava ilable to women , and especially to vulnerable 
groups that live below or near the subsistence level, poor 
female groups cannot escape from deprivation and break 
the circle of poverty. This does not mean, however, that 
this constraint is the on ly factor that creates female 
poverty; nevertheless, it remains an important barrier that 
women face in their efforts to improve their standard of 
living. 

2.3 Spec(fic Female POl'erty Groups 

Other indicators are internationally used to study women 's 
poverty, namely the proportion of women-headed 
households and that of women active in the informal 
sec tor. .Although existing information on self-employed 
women may be taken as an indication of female activity in 
the informal sector, the probability of over - and 
underest imation might be high. '" However, the link 
between women-headed households and activities in the 
informal sector has been estab l ished in many cases 
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through the incidence o f poverty . Thl~ assoc ia tion can also 
be observed in Lebanon , where the majonty of <;e lf
employed women are widowed and thu~ presumably heads 
of households , and where single or marned women who do 
not assume financial res ponsib ility for the ir families show 
a hi gher tendency to be se lf-employed .59 

2.3.1 Female Heads (~f Households 

G loba l studies based on a vari ety o j poverty indicators 
such as household income , po int OLit that hou~eholds 

headed by women are poor r th a n male-headed 
household s. Women -headed househo lds are es pecia ll y 
vulnerable to poverty and deprivati on, since they are 
associated with the lowest famil y incomes . In Lebanon. 
about 14.2 percent of hou~eho lds arc headed by women 
(1995), °0 showing a considerable in crea~ e since 1970 (II 3 
percent) .'" Although mo~t of these women are widows , the 
percentage of singl e women wh o are h ads of household 
has also in creased . The current percentage of women
headed households in Lebanon is lower than in Egypt 
( 198 8: 30 percent) , but higher than es timates for othe r 
Arab countries (1988: 6 percent in lIaq , 10 perc~nt In 
Jordan, 13 percent in Syria, and 5 percen t in Yemen) 6' 

Income Levels and Heads of Households in Lebanon 
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Source: The Institute for Women's ill the Arab World (op.cit.) . 

The study of the female labor force in Lebanon revealed that 
mo~t women who are heads of household earn between 
LL300,000 and LL500,000. The difference between the 
percentage of female heads of household and male heads of 
household who earn less th ~1J1 LL500,000 is remarkable .'" A 
comparison among female wages, shows that widowed and 
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divorced \\orking wo me n (genera ll y heads of household) earn 
lower monthly wages than ~ingle and married women .64 This 
indicates that women have less access to higher income levels 
than men, and that poverty particularly prevails amongst 
women heads of household . A s tudy conducted on women who 
are heads of household in Cairo indicated that the majority are 
illiterate and tend to earn half the disposable income of poor 
male-headed households .os ft is also observed that women heads 
o f household suffer continuous fati gue due to their income 
generating and household act ivities. The study on the female 
labor force in Lebanon has shown that, as a result of economic 
pressure, women who head their household work more hours 
than s ingle or married working women."6 Finally, women 
primarily work to supplement incomes. About 37 percent of 
working women in Lebanon contribute more than two-thirds of 
their income towards family expenses.67 About 85 percent and 
70 percent of widowed and divorced working women contribute 
75- 100% of their income towards family expenses, 
respectively. '" The percentage of widowed and divorced 
working women who contribute most of their income to family 
expenses is more than four times higher than that of single 
women who do likewise. This is an indication of the different 
needs and living standards of women-headed households . 

2.3.2 Felllale Workers in the injorl1w/ Sector 

Another category of women associated with poverty includes 
those whose primary source of income is work in the informal 
sector. This sector tends to be a major source of livelihood for 
women in low-income households . Employment in the informal 
sector indicates a lack of formal employment opportunities, 
which compels workers to seek income sources in labor
intensive, small-scale self-employment activities. Several 
studies conducted by the Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia (ESCWA) reveal the relationship between work in 
the informal sector, social stratification, and poverty. Informal 
sector employment forms a leeway for poor households with 
low skills and low production assets, especially in markets 
suffering from economic recession. fnternational statistics 
indicate that women 's involvement in the informal sector has 
grown in the past decade in the developing world as a result of 
economic crises and structural adjustment efforts, which have 
reduced job opportunities in the formal sector and have 
increased the need for additional family income. However, such 
employment, if not strengthened with safety nets and increased 
access to production assets , cannot help women to move into 
the formal employment sector and will perpetuate their 
economic vulnerability. 

Due to the complexity and invisibility of female employment in 
the informal sector, few Arab countries have estimated the size 
of thi~ phenomenon. Although there are no formal statistics on 
the percentage of the labor force in the informal sector in 
Lebanon, this sector is estimated to absorb a high percentage of 
the female low-ski lled labor force . It is believed that the 



percentage of workers in the informal sector has gradually 
increased in the last two decades as a result of the economic and 
social consequences of the civil war, which has resulted in the 
decrease of the capital stock and productivity, the destruction of 
many enterprises, and the emergence of many small-scale 
businesses on the basis of an economic decentralization policy 
following the redistribution of the Lebanese population among 
the different regions of the country.69 

Most female activities in the informal sector are restricted to 
marginal, small-scaled, gender-biased production patterns and 
outputs. A survey conducted by ESCWA in 1989 on a sample of 
200 low-income households, confirms the link between the type 
of informal activities carried out by women and the traditional 
perceptions of the gender role; women are confined to 
traditionally "feminized" activities such as dressmaking, knitting, 
embroidery, etc. 'O The study also confirmed that women who 
work in the informal sector face constraints in access to credit, 
marketing outlets, protection by labor legislation, and skill
enhancing training activities. 

Women who work in the informal sector usually have low 
educational qualifications. This has been confirmed in Lebanon 
where more than 40 percent of self-employed women are 
illiterate, or were found to have elementary education and only 
17 percent had a university degrees." Furthermore, most self
employed women had only had a brief, and most probably, a low 
quality informal vocational training. 72 

Thus it seems that self-employed women in the informal sector 
are at a disadvantage regarding the level of earnings as well as 
access to expertise, credit, and other resources. Furthermore, the 
income derived from such informal activities is not stable, 
particularly because of the limited invested capital, market size 
and customer base. Women who work in this sector say that their 
constraints include lack of access, financial resources, adequate 
marketing channels, and adequate vocational training that 
responds to market demands. 73 

2.3.3 Rural women 

Rural poverty is a dominant feature of life in all regions of the 
world; it affects almost one billion people. The poor constitute 36 
percent of the total rural population in more than I to developing 
countries of the world. 74 While urban poverty is a growing 
phenomenon, the rural poor still account for more than 80 
percent of the total number of poor people in those countries. 75 

Poverty in Arab countries is no exception to the global trend. 
Available studies indicate that the majority of poor groups are 
located in rural areas. In Egypt, Morocco, Yemen, Sudan, and 
Somalia, the majority of the population is rural. The percentage 
of poverty in rural areas is higher than in urban areas in eight 
Arab countries (Jordan, Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Sudan, 
MaUlitania, Djibouti , and Somalia). In other countries, such as 
Iraq where the rural population accounts for only 27 percent of 

the total population, the poverty percentage in rural areas is as 
high as 30 percent.76 

Another indicator of rural poverty is the difference between rural 
and urban areas in the access to basic services such as health 
services, clean water, and sanitation. This is clear in almost all 
Arab countries, although the degree of difference varies among 
countries. In Egypt and Morocco, only 26 percent and 19 percent, 
respectively, of the rural population have access to sanitation, as 
compared to 80 percent and 100 percent, respectively, of the 
urban population. In Yemen, only 22 percent of the rural 
popUlation have access to health services, as compared to 50 
percent of the urban population. In Algeria 55 percent and 40 
percent of the rural population have access to clean water and 
sanitation, respectively, as compared to 85 percent and 80 percent 
of the urban population." 

The Lebanese National Report to the Social Development 
Summit stipulated that the Lebanese rural population and 
especially small-scale farmers suffer particularly from poverty 
and deprivation. The rural areas have always been neglected , also 
before the war, and they have experienced many problems, 
including internal migration to urban areas, land fragmentation , a 
deteriorated basic infrastructure and services, the lack of 
agricultural credit schemes, and so on. During the past two 
decades the share of the agricultural sector in the total GOP and 
labor has declined dramatically. All these factors have had 
negative effects on farmers, especially on the small-scale farmers 
who own less than ten dunums (equivalent to 1000 meter square). 
Taking this into consideration, small-scale farmers in Lebanon 
constitute a group of the population that is especially vulnerable 
to poverty, and rural women constitute a specific category of 
Lebanese women associated with poverty. The female 
contribution to the agricultural sector has been overlooked, 
always having been assumed to be part of women 's household 
obligations. Rural women's access to productive resources is 
limited. Women in these regions, especially those working in the 
agricultural sector, suffer from heavy burdens caused by their 
reproductive roles and responsibilities, unpaid labor-intensive 
agricultural work, unequal access to productive resources and 
production assets especially land, capital, extension services, 
technology, and credit, as well as gender divi sion of labor. Small
scale, rapid-participatory appraisal surveys carried out in rural 
areas of Lebanon clearly indicate the high burden carried by 
women, especially in labor-intensive crops, such as tobacco. 
These appraisals have indicated that the daily income of women 
in rural areas is LL6,000, as compared to LLl2,00078 for a man. 

Furthermore, women head about to percent of all rural 
households in Lebanon. '9 These women face the same constraints 
as all women heads of household, but even more so because they 
face cultural barriers and because their work is mostly 
concentrated in the agricultural sector where access to land is 
crucial. Thus, another factor that increases the vulnerability of 
rural women to poverty is the increased percentage of rural 
women headed households. 
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Year 

1970 

1987 

Heads of Rural Households by Gender in Lebanon 
(1970 and 1987) 

Total rural Total rural Total rural % rural 
households men headed female headed households 

households households headed by 
females 

153,844 143,801 10,043 6.5 

248,200 221,219 26,981 10.9 

Source: Ecollomic and Social Commission for Westem Asia 
(ESCWA): Women alld Poverty in the ESCWA Regioll : Issues and 
Concerns, Series of Studies 011 Arab Women and Poverty, 1995. 

Women in genera l, and rural women in particular, have limited 
dec ision-making power within their families. In ru ral female
headed households , women do not have decision-making power 
even when they are widowed or divorced . 

2.4 Gender Disparities 

In 1995, the United Nations Development Program devised two 
composite measures to capture gender disparities and measure 

their impact on social progress . The Gender Development Index 
(GDI) is a gender-related human development index that 
focuses on inequality between wo men and men , and measures 
average achievement of a country in human basic capabilities: 
I ife expectancy, educationa l attainment, and income, and takes 
note of inequal ity in achievement between men and women. 

The Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) focuses on three 
variables that reflect women's participation in political 
decision-making, their access to professional opportunities, and 
their earning power, and is used to exam ine whether women 
and men are able to actively participate in economic and 
political life and take part in decis ion-making. While the GDl 
focuses on capabilities, the GEM exam ines whether these 
capabilities are used to increase the availability of opportunities 
in life. It should be noted , however, that these two indexes can 
only capture what is measurable and do not cover other 
important dimensions of gender inequality. Examining these 
two indicators in 1995 has made several conclusions clear, 
particularly: 

• no soc iety in the world treats its women as well as its 
men ; 

• gender equality does not depend on the income leve l 
of a society; and 

• significant progress has been achieved in the pas t two 
decades, though there is still a long way to go. 

Lebanon ranks relatively well in comparison to other Arab 

Gender Development Indicators in Selected Countries 
of the Arab World 

Indicator Year Lebanon Syria Egypt 

GO! rank 1995 65* 72 92 
GD! value 1995 0.622 0.571 0.453 
Female share of latest 21.8 11.3 8.2 
earned income (%) year 

Female life 1992 70.5 69.2 64.8 
expectancy at birth 
(years) 
Female adult literacy 1992 89 51.6 36.1 
(%) 
Combined gross 1992 71.2 61.5 60.5 
enrollment ratio (%) 
GEM rank 1995 103** 81 96 
GEM value 1995 0212 0.285 0.237 
Seats held in 1994 2.3 8.4 2.2 
parliament (%women) 
Administrators and 1992 2.1 5.6 10.4 
managers (% women) 
Professional and 1992 37.8 26.4 28.3 
technical workers (% 
women) 
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Sudan Iraq Yemen 

109 78 /17 
0.332 0.523 0.307 

18.5 17.7 9.2 

54.4 67.5 50.4 

30.6 40.9 26.0 

27.0 47.9 22.5 

102 47 
0.219 0.386 

4.6 10.8 

2.4 12.7 

28.8 443 .9 

Algeria 

84 
0.508 

7.5 

68.3 

44 .1 

59.9 

87 
0.266 

6.7 

5.9 

27.6 

Arab 
States 

63.3 

61 

48 

The 
World 

64.4 

55 

Source: 
UNDP 1995 
(op.cit.). 
* CD1 rank is over 
130 countries. The 
lowest index is for 
Afghanistan and is 
equivalent to 
0.169, while the 
highest is for 
Sweden and is 
equivalent t 0.919. 
':":' CEM rank is 
over 11 6 countries. 
The lowest index is 
for Afghanistan 
and is equivalent 
to 0.111, while the 
highest is for 
Sweden with an 
index of O. 757. 
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countries on the Gender Development Index, even better than its 
rank on the Human Development Index ( I 0 I ). However, it ranks 
lowest on the GEM, which reflects the low access of Lebanese 
women to decision-making and to economic, political, and 
professional participation. The figures indicating the access of 
Lebanese women to professional opportunities and participation 
in economic deci sion-making, as refl ected in women's share of 
professional , technical, administrative, and managerial jobs, 
reflect a profess ional segregation and a lower access to 
managerial positions. The access of women to opportunities and 
decision-making in the political sphere is particul arly low. 

2.5 Conclusion 

The information provided in this article is insufficient to 
measure female poverty in the Arab world in general and in 
Lebanon in particular, or to determine the extent of the 
feminization of this phenomenon in Lebanon and the region. 
Nevertheless, most of the indicators on the status of women rate 
Lebanon favorably in comparison to other Arab countries. 

The data indicate that the majority of working women in 
Lebanon have re lativel y low incomes that cannot sustain their 
livelihood. It is also clear that gender discrimination exists on 
the level of income, although this cannot be proved statistically. 
Further in-depth , studies on income and consumption among 
the popUlation in general and among women in paIticular are 
needed to gauge the size, depth, and severity of female poverty 

Y. i l e 

in the country. Given the currentl y available stati sti ca l base, it is 
not possible to measure female poverty in relation to income 
and income levels accurately. 

If one were to determine the exten t of female poverty in relation 
to soc ial indicators, one would have to conclude that female 
access to basic social necessities to maintain an acceptab le 
living standard is better in Lebanon than in other Arab countries. 
But we must remember that the soc ial indicators mentioned in 
thi s article are national averages that do not reflect geographical 
di sparities in female access to basic social serv ices. 

And what about the female groups that are espec iall y vu lnerable 
to poverty - especially women heads of household, women with 
low qualifications and educational level who work in the 
informal sector, and rural women who work in the agricultural 
sector. Several indicators on these female groups indicate that 
their socio-economic status is problematic. Special measures 
should be taken to incl ude these groups in the development 
process and to enable them to earn enough so as to enjoy an 
acceptable living standard. 

Finally, emphasis should be placed on increasing the 
participation of women in national and household decision
making and in political life, and on granting women access to 
productive employment opportunities and production assets . 
These measures would help to increase their level of income and 
improve their standard of living. 

The following Tables and figures provide an idea on regional comparisons between Arab 
States and other regions of the world for some selected indicators. 

Region 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Arab States 

South Asia 

East Asia 

South East Asia and Pacific 

Latin America & the Caribbean 

Least Developed Countries 

All Developing Countries 

Industrialized Countries 

World 

Regional Comparisons for Selected Indicators for Females 
(Index: Male = 100) 

Life Expectancy Adult Literacy EnroUment Ratios 
at Birth 

Primary (6-11 years) Secondary (12-17 
years) 

1970 1992 1970 1992 1970 1990 1970 1990 

108 106 66 72 85 60 72 

105 105 38 61 63 92 47 77 

97 101 40 55 60 75 43 60 

103 106 80 87 96 76 79 

106 106 72 90 90 97 74 95 

107 108 91 97 101 98 91 98 

105 105 57 61 84 43 67 

103 104 73 79 88 68 78 

111 109 

104 105 

Source: United Nations Development Program (UNDP); Human Development Report 1995 

Economic Acti 
Rate 

Tertiary (18-23 
years) 

1970 1990 1970 

34 46 65 

34 65 13 

30 48 35 

53 73 73 

62 73 57 

96 70 27 

25 44 63 

49 70 53 

73 52 

59 53 
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Women and Capabilities 
Selected Indicators for Arab Countries 

Country Female net enrollment Female tertiary Female life 

Primary Secondary students expectancy at birth 

Ratio Index Ratio Index Per 100,000 Index Years Index 

(1980=100) (1980=100) people (1980=100) (1970=100) 

Year 1992 1992 1992 1992 1992 1992 1993 1993 

Bahrain 100 132 87 171 2011 371 74 116 

United Arab 99 132 79 1185 268 76 121 
Emirates 

Qatar 78 94 72 138 3072 183 74 119 

Kuwait 1569 118 77 114 

Libya 96 1486 417 65 123 

Saudi Arabia 57 154 30 188 1215 310 72 134 

Algeria 89 125 50 208 844 307 69 127 

Jordan 89 98 37 62 1906 161 70 126 

Tunisia 93 129 40 222 869 290 69 127 

Oman 71 222 413 72 150 

Syrian Arab 92 115 39 130 1419 147 69 122 
Republic 
Lebanon 2482 118 71 107 

Egypt 82 60 1056 101 65 125 

Iraq 74 79 30 97 68 121 

Morocco 53 113 24 150 715 262 65 123 

Yemen 147 51 123 

Sudan 245 292 55 124 5.7 

Mauritania 104 53 121 5.4 

Somalia 49 117 7 

Source: United Nations Development Program (UNDP): Human Development Report 1996 

Total fertility 

Rate Index 

(1970=100) 

1992 1992 

3.8 59 

4.2 64 

4.3 63 

3.1 43 

6.4 85 

6.4 88 

3.9 52 

5.6 71 

3.2 49 

7.2 100 

5.9 76 

3.1 57 

3.9 64 

5.7 80 

3.8 54 

7.6 100 

85 

83 

100 

Female Child Economically Active Rate (% age 10-14 years) in Selected Regions 
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Maternal 

mortality rate 

(per 100,000 

live births) 

1993 

60 

26 

29 

220 

130 

160 

150 
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190 

180 

300 

170 

310 

610 

1400 

660 

930 

1600 
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Regional Comparisons for Female Primary Enrollment Ratios and Female Literacy 

(Index: Male = 100) 
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Source: United Nations Development Program (UNDP): Human Development Report 1995 
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POVERTY 

IN THE LIFE STORIES 

OF PALESTINIAN 

WOMEN IN LEBANON 

Rosemary Sayegh 
Social-Anthropologist 

The following are excerpts from life stories that were told 
to me between 1990 and 1992 by 18 women from the 
Shateela Camp, a camp for Palestin ian refugees in 

Lebanon. These women were between 90 and 26 years old, and 
they varied with respect to marital status, educational level, 
origin, socia-economic level, and employment history. * 

When I reread these, [ am surprised by the relatively small part 
played in them by direct descriptions of poverty. Even these 
whose homes outside the camp had been destroyed during the 
battles of 1985-88. and who had no guarantee of being 
rehoused, did not say much about their difficult situation. 
Perhaps they took it for granted that I knew all about it; perhaps 
the cultural factor, namely that it is shamefu l to speak about 
one's poverty. is a hetter explanation. And for Palestinians loss 
of country is always the primordial i<;sue from which all other 
evils spring. 

It is interesting how poverty. when it does appear in the life 
stories. is generalized rather than personalized, and described in 
an allusive, almost poetic, sty le rather than in concrete detail. 
For example, U mm Sohhi (born in 1941) uses the metaphor of 
nomadism to describe Palestinian uprootedness and frames her 
own lo<;ses in those of the collectivity : 

"Our life isn't a life. There's no one to knock on the door and 
ask where are you from? Even if we are starving. no one 
comes and says. 'Take this loaf of bread.' What is our destiny? 
I had a house in the camp, with three floors. The house went 
[in 1982] . We built it again . It went again I in the' Battles of the 
Camps ' ]. my chi ldren passed away, three of my sons. and two 
of my daughters, husbands . Death is better than living like 
this. I ask God to change the situation in Lebanon and to let all 
migrants return to their countries and families. Because if we 
die here, we find no one to bury us ... There 's a saying 'Those 
who spend their summer in the Chor [deep valleyl don't enjoy 
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their summer 
and they don't 
get land.' 
We Palestinians are like that ... " 

" ... When I married I bought a house and stayed there. Bit by 
bit, everybody built. Instead of tents, there was tin . Then they 
made stone walls and roofs of zinco ... Whenever anyone 
earned an ursh he built with it. For example, I built three floors. 
and God knows how I built them. We cut down on expenses, 
we worked, we did everything possible to add another stone. 
And when we had achieved this, we found ouselves on the 
ground again." 

Umm Nayef was another speaker of the 'Generation of 
Palestine.' She was born in 1912 and described the difficult 
conditions of early exile: 

"I worked and Abu Nayef worked to provide for the children. 
worked in holeesheh IweedingJ, and I work ed in (II.IS({/'(/ Istone 
quarrying[ and I worked in ,;orting oranges. Ahu Nayef worked 
as a laborer. We worked so as to feed them and put them 
through school. (Did you have more work than Abu NayeP) 
Yes. because he was a lot older than I. We both worked. We 
were a large family, four sons, four daughters , with us it made 
ten. In those days there weren ' t washing machines. There 
weren't stoves. We cooked on primuses. I went to work in the 
fields in the day and returned at night to wash. make dough - we 
baked bread on aforniyeh loven] - and cook. We slept a little 
and then went back to work. We brought them up with hard 
labor and fatigue . Not like today." 

One of the few speakers who described refugee poverty In 
concrete detail was Umm Ghassan (born in 1930): 

"We came to Lebanon . We came to UNRWA (United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency). who gave us tents. We lived in the 
tents. it rained. and when Winter came snow covered the tents . 
My two small chi ldren were jumping from the cold. We had 
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nothing [i.e. , no covers or winter clothes]. I had two paper 
bags, one had rice, the other had sugar. I poured all that onto 
plates and lit the bags so that the children could get warm ... " 

" .. We were living in the Hursh [pine forest] in a tin hut. When 
it rained we wondered where to sit because so much rain got in. 
And the children were all small. Thirteen children I Of course 
he [her husband] was the only one working. And what sort of 
work! What could he bring, what could he give? LL3! LL2' 
[almost $ 1] What he earned today, we spent today. It was 
barely enough to buy milk for the children ... We needed milk. 
I breastfed the children and gave them cow's milk, but twice I 
gave birth to twins. They [UNRWA] gave a little sugar but what 
good was that! The twins died. If you've got children you have 
to nourish them, you need vegetables, you need meat - there 
wasn ' t any! As for school - their father had a problem, he 
quarreled with someone and was imprisoned. I took them [the 
older ones] out of school, and I said, 'Yallah! You have to bring 
money to feed these little ones.' And I made dough, and 
baked, and cooked, and sold. He stayed in prison three years 

The story of one of the speakers from the 'Generation of the 
Disaster: Umm Marwan, born in 1938, shows how destitution 
in the early refugee period affected adolescent girls: 
" I was ten years old when the war began ... we left Palestine for 

~ i l e 

Lebanon and we grew up in camps and dispersion. When 
someone leaves his country, his house, his place, his existence, 
he is between 'sky and emptiness' [i.e. destitute]. Our mother 
and father worked to raise us but their life was very difficult ... 
Some people could educate thei r chi ldren , some couldn't. 1 got 
married at the age of 17. When a girl marries, her husband 
takes responsibility for her and lightens the burden on her 
parents. They married me to my cousin. She [her mother] 
wanted that. I wanted someone else." 

"At the beginning of life - a young man and a young woman -
love, life, fun - I didn 't experience these things. They didn ' t 
leave us a childhood. War! Our life was difficult, bitter." 

As a group, the women of the 'Generation of the Disaster' 
expressed the suffering of refugee li fe in Lebanon most 
strongly. Almost as a collecti ve identity, they summed it up as 
"All our life is tragedy." Nozira (born in 1948), typifies thi s 
generation. In a "temoignage" that tells mainly of oppression, 
struggle, and battles, the only description of poverty comes at 
the end, but it is the bleakest of any: 

"Our whole story is this: our dar [house, fami ly] had eight men 
and now it has none. My brothers' widows are each in a 
different place, all in occupied buildings. They each get a 
pension of LL20,OOO [$13] a month, not enough for bread. 
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They also get rations, and with God 's help they manage. I am 
alone. If I stop working no one will offer me a bite of food. I 
have no brother, no father, no mother, nobody. I have only God. 
This is what we got from the 'Revolution' ... Our house has 
ended as if closed with wax." 

It was Dalal the youngest of the speakers, born in 1965, 
member of the 'Generation of the Revolution,' educated up to 
university level, and ex-Resistance officer, who gave the most 
detailed and 'inward' description of poverty and its effects on 
her. Her home just outside the camp had been looted during the 
'Battles of the Camps.' She began : 

"I lived a not very happy childhood. My father ... was a hired 
laborer paid by the day. He'd work for one day but if one day 
he didn't work there was no money. We had no relatives, no 
paternal uncles. My father was old, he used to get sick a lot and 
his blood pressure would go down. There were times when 
they had to carry him home from work." 

"We were deprived - no toys, no clothes. I used to feel the 
difference between me and my friends ... My mother favored 
the boys. She loved us [the girls] but she gave the boys better 
food and clothing. What I liked best was to get sick so as to feel 
loved." 

"My father was very strict with us. Everything was forbidden -
dancing, singing, visiting friends. We were very isolated. 
When I started working part-time, at age 13, the thing I most 
wanted to buy was a transistor - all my friends had cassettes -
but my father didn't allow me. Not even a small radio. He said, 
No, of course. This is still stamped on my memory." 

"My friends wore beautiful clothes, they listened to music and 
talked about the latest hits. I couldn't join in their 
conversation. Sometimes I pretended I'd heard these songs 
when in fact I hadn ' t ... I feel that there's deprivation and 
inferiority 1 inside of me], that I'm different from others ... " 

" ... I was forbidden to visit friends , to come and go. There was 
nothing but school. And even at school I felt that I lacked 
many things. It became part of my personality that something 
in me was missing. I tried to escape it by achieving - I liked 
having responsibility, I liked to 'give' so as to 'show,' so as to 
fill the gap. J grabbed the responsibility [of being an officer] 
with passion. But of course this was at the expense of 
something else." 

Excerpt from Umm Walid (recorded May/June 1997): 

"In 1957 the sewing workshop opened. There were 35 girls, 
and a seamstress came from Jisr al-Basha who trained the girls. 
Every six months they started a course. After the second course 
they started giving a salary to the girls. If she cut with electric 
scisssors they gave her LL 50 [$16] per month, if she cut with 

ordinary scissors she got LL35 I$ IOJ . I stayed a long time, 
three years. I'd leave, I'd return ... " 

"Our neighbor used to embroider on the machine. I would 
watch her. I'd come home from school or the workshop, I'd 
stand in front of her. I'd say 'Allah khalcek, let me watch you 
a little.' The other girls paid to learn but [ learnt hayk (i.e ., by 
watching) . Before I knew it, I was embroidering. 1 used 
to bring work and do it, we made accounts. She had two 
machines. She said, "Work as much as you can ... " 

"Later [ taught girls machine embroidery at home. 
They 'd come for an hour, at any time that suited 
them, whenever they were free , in the afternoon, 
at night. All this work was before r 
married . [What did you do with the 
money you earned, Umm Walid?l [ 
used to buy gold. So that when the 
bridegroom comes he sees the gold 
is there. My father died when 
we left Palestine. When we 
saved something from the 
expenses of the house, I and 
my mother, we used to buy 
rings and bracelets ... [Where 
is your gold, Umm Walid?] 
It's all gone. When my 
husband got sick, he needed 
operations. This wasn't 
covered by UNRWA. 
I don't even have a ring left. 

Endnote: 

,;, This study, which formed 
part of a doctoral 
dissertation at the 
Sociology and Social 
A nthropology Department 
at The University of Hull 
(UK), is now in process of 
being extended to other 
parts of the Palestinian 
diaspora. Allnames 
used here are fictitious 
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WHY DO FEMALE AND MALE 

CHILDREN WORK? 
Aseel Sawalha 
City University of New York 

T
he illternational Labor Organization (ILO) est imates that 
over 200 mil lion child ren are employed all over tile 
world. 

Internat iona l reco illmendatio ns consider the production o f 
goods and services as an economic act ivity, even if these are 
intended enti re ly for own consumption. According to thi s 
definition, ch ildren's work on the fam il y farm or in raising 
ani ma ls for consu mption within the household is considered 
economic acti vity. A UN ICEF report of December 1990 showed 

that the nu mber of children li ving be low the poverty level is on 
the increase . 

The report of the Arab Council for Childhood and Deve lopment 
of September 1993, "Child Labor in the Arab Countries," 
indicates that the vast majority of children 's work in traditional 
soc ieties must be class ified as "unpaid activity within the 
household ." Th is type of "economic activit y" is considered a 
natural extension of the process of soc iali zation and educati on. 
Very litt le literatu re is avail able on child labor in Arab countri es; 
most information is fo und in intern atio nal reports. 

This paper is part of a larger study which was 
conducted on child labor in Jordan in 1994 for the 

Internati onal Grou p on Child Labor, Netherlands. 
The study was part of a report on child labor in Arab 
co un tries wh ich was directed by Dr. Ashraf 
Bayoumi. 

In Jordan, children are economica lly active in 
virtuall y all sectors of work . Especially in cities, they 
are act ive in visible sectors such as garages, carpentry 
shops, restaurants, and waste co llection. Children 

also work 111 invisib le sec tors, agro-pastoral 
ac tiVItIes, do mestic service, and housework . 

Regardless of the sector, children pelform tiresome 
activ ities and are exposed to vari ous ki nds of 

exploi tation ; most ofte n, thei r work is recogni zed 
neither by their fam i li es nor by laws and leg islation. 

The only avai lable literatu re on child labor in Jordan 
consists of di scussions of individual cases in 

newspapers whose purpose is to critic ize the nati onal 
we lfare syste m. These art icles represent each case as 
unique and do not di scll ss child labor as an everyday 
phenomenon . Proportionall y, the greatest number 
of working ch ildren in Jordan come from 
Palestinian refugee fam ili es or from rural and 

nomadic cnmm uniti es. Although Palesti nians in 
Jordan are granted Jordanian citi zenship, they do 
not have access to the same serv ices as regul ar 
Jordanians; for example, jobs in the publ ic sector 

are difficult to get for Palestini ans. As a resul t. their 
living conditions are bad and many Jordanian
Palestinian famili es suffer economic hardships. 

Jordanian child-Iahor laws do not cover a ll 
economic sectors in wh ich children actually work . 
The law is silent on the issue of children who work 
in agro-pastoral actIvities and as domestic ~ervants. 

And existing l aw~ regard ing child labor do not 
stipulate a penalty in case of violati on. 
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In what follows r will focus on working children in Jordan in 
two communities, one nomadic, the other urban. I will highlight 
the differences between work by boys and girls, respectively. 
The major reasons that force children to work are poverty, lack 
of access to education, and the low socia-economic return of 
education. 

CHILD LABOR 
IN A NOMADIC COMMUNITY 

The traditional modes of production and ways of life of the 
nomadic community where the study was conducted have 
changed. In the past, men were involved in camel husbandry. 
Raising camels became impossible as pastures decreased. Many 
men joined the Jordanian army and police force. The nomadic 
community shifted from raising camels to raising goats and 
sheep, because the latter requires less grazing land. But since it 
is considered shameful for men to take care of sheep and goats, 
the responsibility for the animals became an excl usive ly female 
activity. 

Since technology was introduced in agro-pastoral communities 
in the last 20-30 years, men were relieved from many 
traditional , tiring tasks; yet the responsibilities of women and 
their daughters have increased. For example, men take animal 
products to the city by trucks and cars, whereas women still 
have to process the same products by hand . The increasing 
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demand for cash income forces women to work more to satisfy 
the family 's needs. Considerably more girls than boys in 
nomadic communities work outside the household. Many girls 
who do not attend school or drop out at an early age. Girls start 
performing "productive" work at the age of 8. Boys of the same 
age are encouraged to go to school in the hope that they will join 
the army after the age of 16 or 17; they are not doing the same 
work that their fathers and grandfathers used to do. Many boys 
also do not live with their families because of the seasonal 
migration far into the desert , in· search of good pa~ture. During 
these migrations , the boys stay with relatives who live close to 
school. 

Every morning , girls take the sheep and goats to the pastures. 
Then they help older Vvomen with daily and seasonal household 
chores . Most girls do not attend school. The lucky few who do 
will not get beyond 3rd or 4th grade. Girls are not sent to school 
because their labor is needed for the family's subsistence and 
because families do not find schools rewarding for girls. 

A man from this community asked me how many years I had 
studied. "Ten , twelve? Can you tell me how much money you 
give to your family! My daughter, who is 13, takes care of 200 
sheep and goats. Every year I sell 70 animals at the market, and 
r also sell the milk products that I get from my herd , so can you 
tell who is more "productive:" you , or my daughter'" 

The work that girls perform in this community does not count 
as work according to laws , the families of the children and the 
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children themselves, although it really is work, though unpaid. 

CHILD LABOR 
IN AN URBAN CONTEXT 

In urban areas such as Amman, the children who work outside 
the house are mostly boys. But children of both genders are 
involved in the substance economy and they are not paid in 
cash. It is also expected that child labor in urban areas entails 
more hardship and risk. 

Many girls aged 8-14, as well as their mothers, are employed as 
domestic servants or they clean the houses of the wealthy. Most 
of them are Palestinians from refugee camps. 

Most of the boys who work in the city are paid directly by their 
employers or somehow working in shops or grocery stores, 
assisting mechanics and carpenters , street-vending, collecting 
bus fares, etc. Girls who work as domestic servants usually do 
not receive their wages since the money is given directly to their 
families. Sometimes they are given tips (money, clothes, and 
more often food), which they take back home. 

Invisible work by girls falls into many categories. For example, 
from an early age onwards, they participate in housework, care 

for younger siblings, clean, and cook. Such work is not really 
considered work but rather as a normal component of a girl's 
upbringing. They do such housework not only for their families 
but also for other relatives. In most cases, girls are not allowed 
to do paid work outside the house. Women in Palestinian 
refugee camps do some embroidery, which they sell; then, the 
burden of housework becomes the daughter's responsibility. 

Boys who work after school and during the holidays spend their 
money on things that their families cannot afford, and some 
contribute to family income. When boys drop out of school and 
work full-time, they often provide the family ' s major source of 
income. Many children staIt working to earn money to cover 
some of their educational expenses but end up working many 
hours, thus having little time or energy for school. Most of the 
interviewed children and their families expressed their desire to 
finish their education, but because of economic pressures they 
have to quit school. 

CONCLUSION 

Working children are subject to different kinds of exploitation. 
Their labor affects their physical and psychological health, 
which has an effect on the family and the society as a whole. 

Attempts to prevent children from work by force do not 
improve the welfare of their families unless alternative sources 

of income are developed. Children 
prevented from working will not 
necessarily have a better future if 
the educational system remains as 
deficient as it is in most of the less 
developed countries and if 
unemployment remains the fate of 
many of those who complete their 
education. 

Socio-economic conditions and 
the loose application of the laws 
have made children subject to 
exploitation and have placed them 
in vulnerable positions vis-a-vis 
their families and their employers. 
It is essential to change the laws to 
include all sectors that employ 
child labor, such as domestic 
work, agricultural work, and even 
housework. The enforcement of 
these laws should be given 
priority. It is not enough to pick 
working children off the streets as 
so-called beggars. Rather, the 
socio-economic conditions of 
these children and their families 
should be studied and taken into 
consideration. 
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LEBANESE WOMEN 

IN POVERTY 

realms of human existence - the state, the economy, society, 
culture and the environment." (Policy Eradication: A Policy 
Framework for Country Strategies. UNDP, 1995). A person is 
considered poor if he/she fails to procure a minimum standard 

"""fSf living, considered the norm, which is socially determined. 
_ ....... .., people usually lack sufficient nourishment, good income, 

Myriam Sfeir, 

"poverty is no longer contained within national 
boundaries. It has become globalized. It travels 
across borders, . without a passport, in the form of 

drugs, diseases, pollution, migration, terrorism and political 
instability." (Human Development Report 1994) 

"Poverty is a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon 
resulting from deeply imbedded structural imbalances in all 
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permanent shelter, basic soc ial services, good health and a 
proper education. Moreover, they suffer from social exclusion, 
marginalization, vulnerability, stigmatization, seclusion, 
impotence. 

Poverty in Lebanon is on the rise, contrary to what some people 
may think. The truth of the matter is that life's hardships are 
constantly increasing while the gap between income and 
expenditures keeps widening. People work very hard and often 
need more than one job to procure life's basic necessities. 
However, most of the time they fail to do so and are constantly 
in debt. One million Lebanese live in poverty and 250,000 are 
extremely poor. Twenty-eight percent of Lebanese families are 
estimated to live below the absolute poverty line,' while 7.25% 
live below the extreme poverty line.' 

Given the fact that women, especially in Middle Eastern 
societies, bear the full burden of the patriarchal system and 
endure a whole range of discriminatory practices embedded in 
the cultural, economic, political, and legislative aspects of 
society, it is obvious that they will suffer double, triple, and 
four-fold discrimination if they are also poor. Women constitute 
70 percent of the 1.3 billion poor people worldwide and are 
severely affected by the adverse effects of poverty. Poverty 
enhances discrimination against women on all levels . Working 
women earn less than their male counterparts. Moreover, poor 
women are usually overworked due to the double responsibility 
of working both inside and outside the house. Their male 
counterparts are also favored in terms of nutrition, education 
and health-care. Moreover, women lack equal access to markets 
and institutions, and they are deprived of many legal, political, 
and other basic human rights. 

The "feminization of poverty" refers to the over-representation 
of women among the poor and powerless, the rising number of 
female-headed households, and the growing female 
participation in the small-scale informal labor sector. The 
current rise in the feminization of poverty might be partly due 
to "institutional gender discrimination in all societies." 
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Moreover, poverty in general , and fema le poverty in particu lar, 
IS caused by "structurally re produced d istributional 
inequalities." Women tend to experience poverty differently 
than men because of their diminished access to resources that 
are hecomi ng increas ingly scarce. Woman shou lders the load of 
the "deterioration o f economic and social systems," and her 
chances of ever overcoming poverty are very low due to the 
" intergenerational transfer of poverty along gendered lines ." 
(Policy Eradication: A Po li cy Framework for Country 
Strateg ies , 1995, P.9). 

The following testimonials are offered hy poor women and 
girls : 

Antoinette: "My husband earns only $258 per month . Given 
that we have five chi ldre n, the on ly th ing we can afford to buy 
is the hread that we consume " . Our debts are increas ing, 
a lthough we gave up buy ing cost ly food that yields pleasure to 
the palate, c lothes ." "(Houkouk An-Nus , issue #21 , 4/6/97) ; 
Ghada: " I have no income and expenses are increasing. My 
son 's educati on costs a lot of money so I had to sell my house 
" . 1'1ll scared of what the future holds because 1'm not 
medically ensu red and wi ll not be able to afford any medical 
ex penses if the need arises; that is why 1 try my best to keep fit 
and healthy." (ib idem); 
Abeer: .. ( earn $ 185 a month, which is better than nothing. 
Most of the time l11y salary is not enough so I often borrow 
money from my parents ... r want to further my education , yet 
this is im poss ible given my financial si tuation." (ibidem); 
Iman: "My sa lary does not exceed $200 ". I help my parents 
from my limited sa lary. Buying new clothes is one of the 
impossible dreams these days ." (ibidem); 
Soultana - "I only earn $200 ". In most developing countries, 
peop le work in order to gai n independence; however, in 
Lebanon it makes no difference if one works or not. (ibidem); 
Rania: "My husband earns $387 and we live with hi s parents, 
so we do not pay monthly rent. My mother-in-law buys the 
groceries and our daily needs. My husband , on the other hand, 
pays the taxes and " . whenever r ask him for some money it is 
always unavail able. I wish I had stayed at my parents' house 
and never married for I feel so embarrassed whenever I ask 
them for some money .. , (ibidem); 
Hala: "( feel so sad whenever my ch ildren a~k me for new 
clothes to wear and claim that the ir friends are always dressed 
better than they or when they ask for a new toy or ga me and I' m 
unable to buy it for them . Moreover, 1 grieve when they are 
hungry and I take them to my parent 's house." (All -Nahar 
Newspaper) 
Fatmeh: Each morning, when Fatmeh goes to work she 
encounters girl s her age entering the school next to her house: 
"A lthough 1 see them everyday I sometimes cry not knowing 
why " . maybe because I know that I will never be like them." 
Fatmeh left school whe n she was seven in order to contribute to 
the family income (her family consists of e ight members) ". 
She w,t1ks from her hou se in the Maamourah to the sewing 
factory at Bourg Al Barujneh everyday in any kind of weather. 
She worb ten hours per day and earns $25 per week. She gives 

her enti re salary to her pare nts , but every six month~ she buys 
some clothes for herself. (i bidem); 
Huda : is 13 and earns $ 100 per month. A Ithough ~he letT school 
several years ago she reads Arabic very well ". She is the 
youngest of three children ". Her father i~ termina ll y ill and 
requires ho~pitali zation approx imate ly once a month. Her 
brothers pay for the medica l expenses of the ir parents . Indeed, 
since recently her mother has been sliffering from diabetes. 
Huda takes care of the househo ld expenses ". Inspite of the 
poverty and misery that engulf her life, Huda sti ll d reams o f 
going back to schoo l and continuing her educa ti on once the ir 
tinancia l situation improves . "All I wish now is for my fa ther to 
be cured." (ibidem); 
Maryam - "". I have 7 brothers and sisters. My father is a 
truck- driver and earns $300 per month , $200 of which are 
spent on rent. L work at a candy fac tory to help out and earn 
approx imately $110 per month . My sister also works and all our 
earnings go to our parents." Maryam's mother interrupts, 
cursing poverty hecause it prevents the m from sending their 
children to school: "Mary am was a brilliant student and all her 
teachers admired her." (ibidem); 
Bassima: Bass ima is 12 and works as a maid together with her 
sister. She earns $ I 00 per month ". their ne ighbors give her 
their worn-out clothes. What hurts her most is that the girls in 
her neighborhood refuse to play with her because she is 
illiterate and does not go to school. (ibidem) ; 

When poverty prevails and gender inequity reigns, the fate of 
the girl child is no different than that of the mature woman, 
because all the di scriminatory practices suffered by the latter 
are passed on to the former. Girls ' rights and realities depend on 
those of women. Girls will eventually carry women 's double 
burden ; they will in turn earn less, owe less, and control less. 
Girls will end up just like mature women: they will have Jess of 
everything: food , health-care, education, land , livelihood 
resources , pay for equal work. "The gender hierarchy is not a 
static structure but one that is actively reproduced through the 
inter-generational transmission of discrimination and violence 
against all female persons of all ages ." 

The stories of these girls cut deeply into one's heart; they make 
one inevitably wonder what kind of life society is handing over 
to them . What kind of world , plagued as it is with injustice and 
grievance; a world in which 20% of people possess and 
manipulate 85% of resources leaving only 1.4% of the latter for 
the bottom 20% to survive on (Heyzer, Direc tor of UNIFEM) . 
The~e stories may trigger other questions such as : Do we have 
a duty to ass ist? Should we, after buying the basic necessi ties 
(food, shelter, clothing, health serv ices, and education ) indulge 
ourselves in luxuries while others starve and live in misery? 
Apparently, these questions are likely to cross one ' s mind 
whenever one detects the prevalent inequality. yet, after a whi le 
one 's conscience is easily numbed. We tend to resume our daily 
life and forget about poverty and its ill -e ffects . This neg lect 
stems from one's certainty that we "cannot change the entire 
world over ni ght ; that one cannot so lve all o f life's compl icated 
problems with the whiff of a hand ; that the struggle for human 
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rights is much broader" (Women's Human Rights Journal 4, 
March 1997, P.2). Certainly, the struggle for human rights is 
much broader, which is why it is necessary for all governments, 
civil society, and individuals to participate in the effort to secure 
food , education, health-care, training, credit, and land for those 
living in poverty, and especially, for the most vulnerable of the 
vulnerable: women of all ages. The policies and strategies 
adopted must take into account the specific gendered 
dimensions of poverty, i. e., the needs and rights of women and 
girls must be considered first because they constitute the 
majority of the poor. "If poverty is not eradicated for women in 
this generation, then that will become the inheritance of girls 
in the next" (Women in Action, # I, 1996). 

Endnotes: 

1. The absolute poverty line is defined as "the income 
level at which an average family of five can meet its 
food requirements and other basic needs such as 
health, education, hOllsing; it was estimated at 
$618 per month at the end of 1993 (ESCWA, 
Antoine Hadad: Poverty in Lebanon, 
1995). 

2. The extreme poverty line is 
defined as "the income level at 
which a family of five can meet 
only its food requirements; it 
was estimated at $306 per 
month. 
Source: (ESCWA, 
Antoine Hadad: 
Poverty ;n Lebanon, 
1995). 
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FEMALE LABOR FORCE IN LEBANON* 

Zena Ali Ahmad 

The study aims at providing a profile of working women; 
estimating the size of the Lebanese female labor force in 
selected economic activities and sectors; highlighting the 

conditions in which women work; demonstrating the social and 
cultural problems that working women face; and detecting 
employer preferences to identify trends of demand. The study 
concludes with a set of recommendations. The following 
abstract is a summary of the results of the survey on working 
women that can be used to establish a profile of working 
women in Lebanon. 

Geographical Distribution 
The Lebanese female labor force is concentrated in the 
MohaJazat (Province) of Mount Lebanon (43 .7 percent), 
including the Beirut suburbs, and in Administrative Beirut 
(19.9 percent). The concentration of the female labor force in 
urban areas does not negate the importance of women's work 
in the agricultural sector in rural areas, both as paid labor and 
family-help. Higher female economic activity in urban areas 
is the result of many factors, including better access to 
education and employment opportunities. 

Age Structure 
The female labor force highly 
concentrated in young age 
groups. Women in the 25-29 
year-age group havy the 
highest labor force 
partici pation 
rate (19.7 
percent)and 
are followed 
closely by 
women 30-34 
years of age 
( 16.9 
percent). 
Female 
participation 
in the 

labor force declines after the age of 30. The relatively young 
age structure of the female labor force indicates that this 
phenomenon is somewhat recent and may be assumed to be 
directly related to the increased educational achievement of 
women . The decline in female economic activity after the age 
of 30 is in most cases due to marriage and the division of 
family roles, which decrease the women's ability to carry out 
income-generating activities . 

Marital Status and Family 
Characteristics 

Marital status is a strong demographic variable affecting 
female economic participation: 52.6 percent of the female 
labor force is single. The regional variation in the marital 
status of working women reflects the norms and values that 
govern the communities in different regions of the country. In 
regions with conservative communities , lower economic 
activity rates for married, widowed , and divorced women 
prevail. In urban areas, and especially in Beirut, the economic 
activity rates tend to be higher. 

In general, married working women have smaller families , 
with up to 2-3 children per family. The number of working 
women who are heads of household is significant (16.3 
percent of working women). As expected, the majority of 
divorced and widowed working women are heads of 
household, and a considerable proportion of single working 
women are found to assume financial responsibility for their 
families. 
As is the case for the female labor force in general, the 
economic activity of working married and single women 
decreases with age. However, the economic activity of 
widowed women increases with age as a result of the 
economic crisis they face especially after assuming the 

of heads of household. 
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Educational Status of Working 
Women 

A majority of working women have completed secondary 
education, and the percentage of illiterate working women is 
low. University graduates and graduates of vocational 
education account for about 25 percent and 18 percent of the 
female labor force, respectively. The relatively high 
educational profile of working women implies that education 
is an important prerequisite for work and employment, and 
that the relationship between the educational status of female 
workers and their employment credentials is crucial. The 
educational profile of female workers varies according to 
region , with higher attainment levels in urban and peri-urban 
areas. The concentration of female employment in urban 
areas of the country is directly related to the increased 
educational level of women in these areas, in addition to the 
fact that job opportunities are mainly concentrated there. It is 
observed that higher female educational levels, in 
quantitative terms , have not resulted in a diversification of 
the acquired types of specialization. 

Socio-Economic Background of 
Working Women 

The majority of working women live in households with 
family incomes ranging between LL500,000 LLI 
million.r$320-$645] Family income has a positive impact on 
women 's incentive to work since female employment 
increases with the increase in family income, reaching a peak 
for family incomes about LLI million, 
thereafter decreasing. This strongly suggests 
that the incentive for women from low-income 
families to work is primarily economic need. 
Average family incomes vary slightly among 
the various geographic regions and are 
generally higher in Beirut. Family incomes 
are lower in women-headed househo lds. 

Type, Size, and Nature 
of Enterprises 

As a result of the predominance of the private 
sector in the Lebanese economy, the majority 
of working women are concentrated in this 
sector (74 percent). Furthermore, about 45 
percent of working women are employed in 
small and medium-size enterprises, i.e ., with 
fewer than 50 workers. Except in reg ions •• ~,_ .. _ 
where agriculture prevails , permanent LJI:&!Ilt.I" 
employment is dominant over seasonal 
employment. 
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Professional Status of 
Working Women 

As is the case for 66 percent of the total Lebanese labor force, 
four out of five female workers are wage-earners. Self
employment is a more prominent feature in the areas of Bekaa 
and in North, and South Lebanon. It is also particularly linked 
to activities in the informal sector and is associated with small
scale enterprise development- especially interesting for women 
with low qualifications and educational level. This does not, 
however, undermine the importance of female workers who are 
" professionals" and thus self-employed, such as doctors or 
lawyers or engineers running their own businesses. Self
employment is associated with age, marital status, and 
educational level, in general, self-employed women are older, 
married or widowed, and, except for the professionals, have a 
low educational background. Female paid employees are 
concentrated in enterprises related to industry, transportation, 
education, health-care, and social work. As a result of the 
predominance of informal small-scale enterprises in women's 
self-employed economic activities, salary scales for paid 
employees are higher. 

Professionals make up the highest proportion of the female 
labor force (24.6 percent); they include mainly education 
specialists, accountants and specialists in administration and 
law, and specialists in health sciences. A considerable segment 
of the female labor force is made up of middle-level employees 
(24.8 percent), including workers in the sector of education, and 
executive office and sales employees. The majority of 
administrative female employees are secretaries and 
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accountants , and most female service workers are housekeepers 
and low-level sales personnel in small shops. In addition, most 
women working in the sectors of education, health-care, and 
social work are professionals and middle-level employees, such 
as teachers, education specialists, and nurses . 

Female educational background and professional status are 
interrelated; higher educational levels are prerequisites for 
female access to higher professional levels. The same applies to 
vocational education: the percentage of professional and 
middle-level female workers increases along with higher 
educational profiles. As professional levels decline, the 
prevalence of permanent irregular employment becomes more 
ev ident; for example, seasonal employment is highly associated 
with unskilled workers. 

The majority of working women value the importance of 
education as a means to access employment in the labor market 
and as a prerequisite for promotions and higher income levels. 

Salaries, Working Conditions 
and Allowances** 

About half of female workers earn monthly salaries ranging 
between LL300,000 and LL500,000 [$195 and $320], 
whereas only 11 percent earns more than LLI million per 
month . Salary scales are higher in urban and peri-urban areas 
and are positively related to educational and professional 
leve ls. 

~ i l e 

Only one women out of five works overtime hours. Most 
employers compensate overtime work with additional pay, 
but the study revealed that they do not adhere to the amount 
stipulated by the Lebanese labor law (overtime pay should be 
1.5 times regular wage rates) 

About four out of ten women work fewer than 33 hours per 
week. Employment hours are related to female ' s age, marital 
status, educational status, geographical location , professional 
level , and years of experience. Women tend to work more 
hours in Beirut and Mount Lebanon, and young women work 
more hours than older ones. Employment hours are found to 
be negatively associated with educational levels , professional 
status , and experience. Long work weeks are highly 
associated with the service industry and with skilled workers. 

The majority of employers are found to adhere to the duration 
of the mandatory annual leave stipulated by the labor law; 
one third gives transportation allowance; and more than 35 
percent of employees provide access to social security. Also , 
about eight out of ten women are satisfied with their working 
conditions. The availability of good working conditions 
varies according to geographical location and is best in urban 
and peri-urban areas and in the private sector. The availability 
and quality of acceptable working conditions are related to 
the size of enterprises and the salary level of working women. 

Limitations and Constraints 
That Working Women Face 

The hardships most commonly 
reported by working women are 
low salaries, lack of promotion 
opportunities , and lack of 
benefits. The impact of the 
various constraints identified by 
working women differs according 
to geographical location. In rural 
areas limitations resulting from 
family pressure and gender are 
more pronounced, whereas 
limitations concerning the work 
itself (such as low salary scales) 
are more prevalent in urban areas. 
Married women face more 
limitations as a result of family 
pressure and related constraints. 
There is also an association 
between the primary constraints 
faced by working women and 
their educational level. As 
educational levels increase, the 
effect of factors such as family 
pressure and gender implications 
decreases, while other factors 
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such as promotion perspectives become more pronounced. 

For Only 15 percent of working women gender has a negative 
effect on their access to employment opportunities. The 
negative effect of gender is more pronounced in rural areas, 
low income families, and families with a low educational 
background. Furthermore, higher female educational and 
professional levels and more years of experience decrease the 
impact of gender on the access to employment opportunities. 

A minimal percentage of working women faces problems in 
their parents'/ husband's acceptance of their work. The main 
reasons for their families' objection to work are: employment 
hours, gossip from the community, and the type of work. 
Family acceptance varies according to geographical location 
(higher in urban areas), marital status (higher for single 
females), and educational level of families (higher when 
parents' education is higher) and of the working woman 
herself. Families' acceptance of female work also depends on 
the contribution by the working women towards family 
expenses. 

One of the constraints commonly faced by working women is 
availability of time. Since women carry multiple burdens and 
responsibilities, they face problems finding sufficient time 
for themselves and their families. About 40 percent does not 
find time for themselves, and a lesser number face constraints 
in finding sufficient time for their families. Time constraints 
are related to marital status, family income levels, and 
professional levels. 

Consistency Between 
Qualifications and Employment 

The low level of consistency between qualifications and 
employment is an important limitation that affects workers' 
productivity and output. About 85 percent of women feels 
that their qualifications are totally consistent with their work. 
The status in work is found to be related to the consistency 
between qualifications and employment. It is expected that 
self-employed women show a higher degree of consistency 
between their education and qualifications. As educational 
levels increase, female expectations and ambitions are higher, 
and the degree of suitability of the job declines. 

Attitudes and Perceptions 

The importance of gender as a criterion in the selection of 
work is confirmed by 43 percent of working women. The 
degree to which gender forms a primary consideration within 
this context varies according to geographical location, female 
educational level, family's educational background, status in 
work, and professional level. 
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Incentives for Female 
Employment 

The primary incentive for women's employment is economic 
need, followed by financial independence and self-esteem. 
"Difficult family economic conditions" and "salary scales" 
proved to be major reasons why women chose to work and in 
which fields. The correlation of employment to women 
education and aspirations was a determining factor in the 
selection of work for 39 percent of working women. The 
gender perception by women also proves to be an important 
factor in selecting the type of employment. 

Primary incentives for women's work vary according to 
marital status . Financial need and the desire to increase 
family income are especially relevant to married, widowed, 
and divorced women. It is the most important factor for 
women who are heads of household. Other incentives, such 
as self-esteem, are found more among women in urban 
settings and among those with higher educational and 
professional levels. 

Regardless of their background and educational level, 
mothers motivate their daughters to work. Parents' 
encouragement for female employment is related to marital 
status (higher for single females) , female educational level 
(higher for higher female educational levels), and family 
education background. In general, as family income 
increases, so does family support for female work. Husbands' 
encouragement for female work is directly linked to income 
levels and to the percentage of income spent on family 
expenses. As the wives share in family expenses increases, so 
does the husbands' encouragement. 

Financial Independence and 
Share in Family Income 

Empowering women and mainstreaming them within 



decision-making positions begins with gender economic 
mainstreaming as a means towards financial independence. 
However, due to cultural and sociological barriers, only one 
out of three working women has established the link between 
their work and financial independence. Many variables are 
involved, including marital status, educational level, 
professional level, and income level. As educational levels 
are higher, professional and income levels are higher, and 
employment as a means of financial independence becomes 
more important. The factor of financial independence is also 
linked to the percentage share of working women in family 
expenses. As this share increases, women feel that they do 
not own their incomes, thus their satisfaction with the 
financial rewards for their work diminishes. 

Most working women contribute more than 75 percent of 
their income to the family budget. The woman's participation 
in family expenses is a factor of marital status (lowest for 
single women), family si ze (as the number of dependents 
increases, so does the female contribution to family income), 
and family income (as the family income increases , the 
percentage of the working woman's contribution to family 
expenses decreases). The contribution to the family budget is 
also linked to the educational level of the working woman. 
Higher educational levels imply greater freedom of action on 
the part of the working woman, especially in issues related to 
income and expenditure. It also appears that women with 
higher educational levels feel more secure and financially 
independent than those who only work for financial reasons, 
i.e., to support their families. 

~ i l e q i l e ;r 

Decision-Making 
About 63 percent of working women does 
not associate work with changes in family 
attitudes, especially respect to decision
making. The effect of female employment 
on decision-making is associated with 
female educational level, income level , 
and participation in family expenses. As 
expected, women with higher educational 
and income levels are better equipped to 
break the male-dominated "authority" 
process within the family. 

Family 
Responsibilities 

Employment as a means for altering 
family roles is not very evident. The study 
revealed that one out of two working 
women is primarily responsible for family 
chores, as compared to only 0.2 percent of 
husbands. The primary responsibility of 
child-care still rests with women even if 
they work. The burden of household duties 

is mostly felt by working women with low educational levels. 
As the educational level of women increases , so do their 
income levels, allowing them to hire paid help for assisting in 
household chores. The major problem is that women are 
being encouraged to enter the labor market and to become 
income-generating members of their communities without 
being offered any assistance to handle their increased 
responsibilities. Husbands expect their working wives to 
contribute and share in family expenses, but they are not 
willing to participate in the other duties that burden these 
women. 

References: 

" This study was conducted by the Institute for Women's Studies in 
the Arab World of the Lebanese American University. The sample of 
working women was extracted from the base sample used by the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and UNFPA in conducting the 
"Population and Household Sample Survey". The sample was 
consisted of2,112 working women and 480 employers of women. The 
study took place over a period of ten months. 

** Within the context of this study, allowances are defined as 
including annual leave, sick leave, maternity leave, transportation 
allowances, social security, private insurance, bonuses, loans, 
education allowances, and the availability of day-care centers for 
children of female employees. Working conditions include 
comfortable seating, ventilation, lighting, bathrooms, rest places, 
drinking water, first aid, fire safety procedures, and cooling and 
heating. 
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SPIRITUAL POVERTY 

Jacqueline Hajjar 
Associate Professor of Cultural Studies 
Lebanese American University 

With Nietzsche 's affirmation that "God is dead", 
a new era was ushered in . From now on, any 
idea expressing a need for God would be 

considered infantile and backward. As time passed, 
more and more generations rejected any interaction with 
a Necessary Being, as Hayy the Son of Yaqzan' called 
him. Furthermore, the increasing problems surrounding 
man 's survival, have created a deep weariness in the 
individual. 

Living in faith is considered strange. Nobody is willing 
to acknowledge that the human being possesses a deep 
need to communicate with the infinite. The current state 
of spiritual poverty is such that materialism and the 
occult have invaded our consciousness. The void left by 
this is a vacuum which has to be filled by something. 
Unfortunately, this "something" is often the wrong 
choice of new fads : wild music, drugs, esoteric 
knowledge, satanism ... 

"The City of Drawers", /936, Crayon. Salvador Dali 
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The unease of the twentieth century reflects a 
tremendous desire for a sound value system whereby the 
individual is considered important and of infinite worth. 
Human beings cannot, and wi II not, continue to live in 
uncertainty. There is a need for the revival of a personal 
relationship with God to fulfill people's longing for the 
absolute. The soul and spirit of the human being thirst 
for a spiritual knowledge that will satisfy all their hidden 
cravings. 

I am reminded of my nephew Yves ' experience during 
the civil war in Lebanon. He was walking down the road 
when shelling suddenly erupted. My brother held his 
hand as they hurried to find a safe place to hide. After 
they had reached safety, my brother turned to his son and 
asked: "Were you afraid as we ran together?" And Yves 
answered: " No Dad; I was holding your 
hand ... ". This should be our attitude when we are with 
God. 

The individual is tired of being in a world in which the 
happiness of the masses has become more important 
than the happiness of the individual. The selfish rush 
toward prosperity and power has blinded too many 
people who have lost the right perspective - the 

perspective that is acquired by a life of caring for 
others. Personal energy should be 
devoted to improve the world we live in . 

Mother Teresa was right when she said: 
"For me, poverty is a kind of deprivation 

from something which every human being has 
a natural right to have ... the poverty of the 

lonely, the unloved, the outcast- the unwanted- who are 
hungry not only for bread but for love. I think the 
poorest of the poor are those who are not yet touched -
rather, those who have not allowed themselves to be 
touched - by God's love ... " 

References: 

* A character in Arabic didactic literature whose 
philosophical outlook is similar to that of Henry David 

Thoreau 
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Marlyn Tadros 
Managing Editor 

People's Rights/Women's Rights 

Silver bracelet, silver ring, 
Adorned my arm and finger. 
Pretty clothes and everything, 
For which I long and linger. 

The sun shone bright. Pretty day. 
The sky was clear and blue. 
The air was warm, the breeze gave way, 
But nowhere flowers grew. 

The car swerved right. The car swerved left, 
We laughed and talked together. 
All trivial sh~ff: escaping theft, 
And talked about the weather. 

We talked of wars, of hUinan rights, 
Of liberty and justice. 
We talked of blacks, we talked of whites, 
We talked of Law and practise. 

We talked of women, of abuse. 
We talked of child harassment. 
On poverty, we were profuse, 
On life, we gave assessment. 

And there he was, all nude, so thin, 
His body trembling, dying, 
A boy of ten, with brown, dry skin, 
There, on the streets was lying. 

Dreams shattered here, hopes shattered there, 
His squeals of laughter gone. 
His eyes were open in a stare, 
Dimmed, they no longer shone. 

No arms around him, no embrace, 
No flowers by his bed, 
No priest to pray, no nurse's face, 
No cradle to his head. 

People went, and people came, 
Indifferent to his plight. 
Or, if they saw, they're not to blame, 
They might be next. They might! 

We could not stop. We did not shout. 
We did not help, or wait. 
We shook our heads, and talked about, 
Child, women, gay and straight. 
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A CONFERENCE REPORT 
GENDER & WOMEN'S 

CITIZENSHIP 

W
oman participate so much in the labor force, yet are 
not visible in political life, why is this so? Which 
factors have led to the political marginalization of 

women? Why are Lebanese women not full citizens? What is 
the difference between the citizenship of a woman and that of 
a man? Do women bear any responsibility for this difference? 
Have they surrendered their responsibilities to their husbands 
and sons? 

Mrs. Jean Makdisi asked these questions to introduce the major 
themes and the general framework of the conference on 
"Gender and Women's Citizenship," organized by Najla 
Hamadeh (AUB), Jean Makdisi (Writer) , and Suad Joseph 
(University of California-Davis) , which was held on March 19-
22, 1997 at the American University of Beirut (AUS). 

The discussion sessions focused on three issues: 
1. gender discrimination in the legal status ; 
2. gender participation in civil society and the state; 
3. the "gendering" of citizenship through socialization, 
education, and the media. 

On the last day of the conference, the participants announced 
the resolutions. 
• The concept of gender. "does this concept show new 

Participants in the conference 

dimensions or is it merely a development of what was debated 
twenty years ago?" 

• Other theoretical suggestions or commentaries included: 
1. that we must re-think the concept of nationalism to 
focus on love of other citizens rather than on mere 
love of the country; 
2. and that women are not included in the current con
cept of citizenship, for their responsibilities and 
duties are never taken into consideration. 

Some practical solutions 
included: 
- having women be involved in the 
writing of school books; 
- founding a Women's League 
nominating league like the one in 
the USA in order to exercise 
pressure, to fight for equal rights, 
and to combat women's 
marginalization; 
- organizing more conferences with 
specific themes, so that the 
discussion can be more focused 
and thus more fruitful; 
- creating a follow-up committee; 

studying current attitudes, 
encouraging empirical research, 
and forming a network of people 
who work on oral history. 

From left to right: Emily Nasrallah, Jeall Said Makdisi, Saad Joseph, Najla Hamadeh, Paul Salem 

"We should pull out cases. We 
need to find out about our 
grandmothers and grandfathers and 
come up with interesting analyses 
and comparisons." 
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Ghena Ismail 

O
n Sunday, May 25, 1997, Maitre Laure Moughaizel 
decided to bid us farewell, leaving us all in utter dismay 
and grief. 

Laure Moughaizel's career as a fighter started during her student 
years in law school. At a national students' demonstration she 
met her future husband Joseph, and this demonstration 
continued throughout their shared lives. Together, they formed a 
harmonious and diligent team in the service of human rights. 
Before civil strife broke out in Lebanon, they had established the 
National Progressive Movement, the Democratic Party, and the 
United Reformation Front of Lebanon. During the war, their 
convictions did not alter. On the contrary, they became even 
more committed to public welfare and together founded the 
Human Rights Association and the Non-Violence Movements 
both of which aimed at eradicating the internal barriers during 
the Lebanese civil war. 

"Laure Moughaizel has died." I had to hear it and say it several 
times before I could believe it. The fact was hard to grasp; how 
could it not be, when just two months before we had seen her 
actively participating in a conference about gender and women's 
citizenship at the AUB. When I first heard that Laure 
Moughaizel had passed away, I could not but wonder whether 
she knew then, during the conference, that death would so soon 
befall her. Later on I reasoned that she must have known, for she 
had been suffering from cancer for three years. However, to 
someone like Laure, sickness or even approaching death would 
hardly have mattered, for we saw how bravely she went through 
the great ordeals of her daughter's death during the war and her 
husband's death two years ago. 

Laure has left us but, her noble presence and great contributions 
will remain forever vivid in our minds. 

Excerpts follow from very sensitive speeches written about 
Laure by people who knew her. 

Quotations from Speeches 
about Laure 

"No two names were united the way Laure and Joseph's names 
were. As if it is one compound name. As if Joseph is Laure's 
surname or family name, and as if Laure is Joseph's title, 
residence or nationality ... 

Joseph and Laure ... You can omit the "and", or refer to either 
one while you mean the other. When Joseph passed away and 
Laure was still alive, we did not notice the absence of either 
one ... 

Today only, did Joseph and Laure pass away. Today, we bid 
farewell to the one love that branched out into two bodies. The 
love that gave birth to two creatures: Fadi and Nada. The love 
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that is pronounced in two ways: Joseph and Laure." 

George Nasif 
Journalist, "An-Nahar" 

"She is the one who told her life companion, Joseph, one year 
after his death, 'This love to which you have committed yourself 
yielded a group of ideals .. .' 

Laure did not wait for May 29 to write her 'life companion' who 
left her on May 29, 1995 a second letter. .. 

When she spoke of beginnings, she often said that she was one 
of few privileged women because she was raised in a family that 
believed in woman's rights and thus provided her with the best 
opportunities, whether on the educational or social level... 

She did not hesitate to participate in the 1950s' demonstrations, 
and on one of the student fronts she met Joseph Moughaizel, 
who later became her friend and beloved husband. Together, 
they became a "couple" in a home whose concerns revolved 
around the country, whose dreams were those of humanity, and 
whose cause was equality. 

Never was woman's equality to man her ultimate goal. How will 
the working woman benefit if she is equal to a man whose wage 
is too low to secure a respectable living?" 

Wissam Abou Harfouche 
Journalist, "An-Nahar" 

"With Laure's death, Lebanon loses a distinctive character and 
an important figure that symbolizes human, children's, and 
woman's rights. Laure was the ideal example and legal 
reference. We have lost a Lebanese ambassador who was known 
for her wide knowledge and right convictions and was thus 
respected by people all over the world." 

Nayla Mouawwad, MP 

"To the most beautiful woman in the world, 

If any woman has ever enjoyed any humanitarian rights, it was 
because of Laure, and if any woman has characteristics similar 
to those of Laure, then she must be on her way to real beauty. 
To the woman with whom working was not easy, and how could 
it be when she has been the most 'experienced,' 'meticulous' and 
'perfectionist'. Laure's vision has surpassed her time and 
reality. 

I send my thanks and respect to the woman who gave me two 
years from her experience." 

Mirella Abdul-Sater, lawyer 



"My friend, 
Everyone will write about your accomplishments and will refer 
to you as the heroine. As for me, I will not write about Laure, 
the great lawyer; I will write about the sensitive, patient and 
discrete woman with whom I have shared much in life. Laure 
and I have attended conferences together and our spouses were 
colleagues in the Committee of the Book's Friends and the 
Committee for Human Rights. Eventually, Laure and I shared 
sadness, as we lost our young daughters and later our husbands. 
In Paris, she was profoundly sad, but she did not want to reveal 
her sadness. Since she was strongly yearning for her deceased 
daughter, as soon as we were back in our bedroom, she sat next 
to me and told me, ' let's mourn our deceased.' Oh, my friend, 
you have been so discrete and patient so as not to disturb 
anyone, until sickness conquered you. My penalty is that I have 
stayed long enough to witness the burial of my loved ones." 

Anissa Najjar 
President, Rural Development Association 

Laure's Own Words 

(excerpted from an interview published in Al-Raida 
#74145) 

"Women's rights are inevitably part of human rights. 
There cannot be human rights without women's rights, nor 
can there be women's rights outside the framework of 
human rights ... I simply cannot imagine humanity divided 
into two sections: one for women and another for men." 

In reference to her new position as a Member of the 
United Nations Committee for Human Rights, Laure said: 

"I believe I will have a double mission. On the one hand, 
I will try to unite the efforts of all those concerned with 
human rights in order to get Lebanon to implement the laws 
of the international conventions for civi I and political rights 
... On the other hand ... I consider this a good opportunity 
for Lebanon to contribute to the defense of human rights 
and their development on the global level. This is an honor 
and a responsibility at the same time.'" 

And we say to Laure that as much as we feel honored to have 
had someone like her representing us for the past half century, 
we feel a sense of responsibility. Building upon whatever she 
has started should be our mission for years to come. 

* For more information about Laure check Al-Raida issue # 74175, 
70171,49. 

Special y:.eatu'les 

IDENTIFICATION CARD 

• Born in 1929 in Hasbayeh (South 
Lebanon), and married in 1953 to 
Joseph Moughaizel, former Member of 
Parliament, who passed away in 1995. 

• The mother of five children. 

• Received degrees in Arabic, 
Philosophy, and Law from the Institute 
of Oriental Studies at Saint Joseph 
University. 

• Prominent Lebanese lawyer and 
Human Rights' activist. 

• The first Arab woman to be appointed 
to the United Nations Committee for 
Human Rights. 

• Member of 37 Lebanese, Arab, and 
international committees and 
organizations, and founding member of 
13 of them. 

• Member of several women's councils. 

• . Participant in 31 conferences about 
women (1945 - 1997) all over the 
world. ' 

• Trilingual author (Arabic, French, 
English) and co-author of 13 
publications on women's rights, human 
rights and development; publisher of 
several studies and coordinator of 
printed and audio-visual interviews. 
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MAl MASRI 

A PALESTINIAN FILM DIRECTOR 

An Encounter with Mai Masri 
Ghena Ismail and Myriam Sjeir 

M
ai Masri was born in Amman, the daughter of a 
Palestinian father and an American mother, and she 
grew up in Beirut. Yet, she affirms that her sense of 

identity was very clear to her right from the beginning: "I feel 
Palestinian wherever I am." Upon completing her high school 
education in Beirut, she left for the USA in 1976 to work for her 
B.A. in film studies. Despite the fact that she was only 
seventeen, her parents did not object to her studying abroad 
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because the country was at war. Moreover, she would be living 
with her brother who was studying in the USA. Masri 's choice 
of a film college major surprised her family, which is business
oriented and has no artists at all ; yet no one tried to stop her. "I 
believe I was privileged. Never have I felt that my brothers 
enjoyed more rights than I did, and education-wise we all had 
an equal opportunity." 

Many events indirectly affected Masri's choice of 
specialization , especially the wars of 1973 and 1975 in 
Lebanon, and the Palestinian resistance which was very strong 
then. "The whole region identified with the Palestinian cause .. . 
Moreover, Beirut was a rich cultural and intellectual center .. . 
All of that had an indirect effect on my sense of identity as well 
as my decision to study film." To Masri, film is not just an 
instrument, it is an art, a means of expression and 
communication through which one can convey the feelings and 
suffering of people. "I liked film for the multiplicity of its 
sides. A film maker can be an artist, a sociologist, and an 
anthropologist at the same time." Determined to pursue her 
dream of becoming a film maker, Masri fled to the USA and 
there she enjoyed the rich experience of meeting people from 
different cultures and nationalities. She was the youngest in her 
program but this did not di scourage her. She attended three 
different universities at the same time, trying to get the most out 
of her stay. Nevertheless, when she left school , she did not feel 
equipped to make films ... "I felt I was starting from zero ... In 
film you inevitably learn through trial and error. Practice is 
what counts." 

In 1981 , directly after graduating, Masri came back to Lebanon 
where she met Jean Chamoun (now her husband) and they 
started working together. Working with Jean was very liberating 
and challenging. "He believed that I could do the job and I felt 
that I had to do it right." They made their first three films with 
the help of only one assistant, doing all the technical work 
themselves. 

Their first film "Under the Rubble," is about the siege of Beirut 
and was produced in 1982. It involved three months of working 
through assaults, bombardments, and massacres . "I witnessed 
the events of the Beirut invasion in 1982 as a person and as a 
film maker, which is very important. Making a film should be 
the result of a life experience. You should become involved and 
committed to what you are doing." After their first film the 
Masri/Chamoun team began to develop their own style of 
working. In order to become independent, they purchased their 
own equipment, and thus were able to produce more films with 
less funding. More importantly, they would become capable of 
working "from within," since they were free to take off to any 
place and live among the people for several months until they 
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had gained their trust. 
This new style of working resulted in 
their second film, "Zahrat El Kandoul, " 
which is about the women of South 
Lebanon. Masri was fascinated by the 
Southern Lebanese women whom she 
found "very eloquent, interesting and 
poetic." She was impressed by their 
perseverance in strife. Masri maintains 
that "Zahrat El Kandoul," which is not 
a documentary in the classical sense, is 
the film from which she learnt most. 

"women are more inclined to express 
their emotions and be frank about their 
feelings. Women recount the whole 
human aspect, they admit failure and 
show weakness, unlike men who are 
socialized to shun their emotions." 

A turning point in her career was the 
"Children of Fire," a docu-drama about 
the intifada, the Palestinian uprising, 
from the children's perspective. After 
17 years, Masri found herself back in 
her hometown of Nablus to produce a 
film about her own people. Masri and 
her English crew faced many problems 
with the Israeli soldiers; it was very 
difficult to get into Nablus, which was 
under curfew at that time. 'The soldiers 
refused to allow us in as journalists, so 
we entered Nablus secretly ... I had the 
protection and help of my family and 
my relatives. The inhabitants were 
overjoyed "to see a crew witnessing and 
filming the atrocities that were taking 
place during the occupation." The crew 
felt attached to Nablus, and they were 
made to feel at home. 

BIOGRAPHY 
MAl MASRI 

Masri maintains that she never faced 
gender-related problems, for she has 
always worked independently. 
However, she asserts that this is not the 
general rule, for women do face a lot of 
discrimination in the film business. 
She explains that editing and montage 
are often considered a woman's task 
whereas camera work is reserved for 
men. When Masri did her first camera 
work, people thought she was crazy for 
it involves a lot of responsibility. In 
addition, it is rare to find women doing 
such work in the Arab World. Masri 
adds that there is a prevalent 
misconception that camera work 
requires physical strength and muscles. 
" It has nothing to do with muscles, it is 
a matter of creativity, vision and feeling 
... trying to catch that artistic image ... 
how to look at something in reality and 
be able to frame it in a way that gives it 
the strength it deserves . You can create 
a lot just by putting two images 
together, by the length of the image, the 
use of music." 

• Hanan Ashrawi:A Woman of 
her Time* 1995 

• Hostage of Time* 1994 

• Suspended Dreams*1992 

• Children of Fire*1990 
• War Generation-Beirut* 1988 

• Wild Flowers: Women of 
South Lebanon*1986 

• Under the Rubble*1983 
Masri, who lets us witness the 
Palestinian uprising through the eyes of 
Hana and Fadi, spent much time trying to find children capable 
of expressing themselves eloquently. She was very impressed 
by II -year old Hana. "She had vision and depth, and I felt at 
times I was listening to someone older than me." Fadi was 
equally special. "It's not common to find a five-year old who is 
as articulate and bright ... Fadi, whose world revolved around 
war, arms, and stones, was representative of all the Palestinian 
children who lived through the intifada." 

A major concern during the filming was the safety of the 
children. Masri tried not to expose them by conducting most of 
the interviews indoors. Moreover, only children under five 
years were filmed throwing stones. Masri recounts the incident 
that affected her most: an 18-month old baby was shot in the 
eye and she survived. The Israeli soldier shot the baby 
deliberately because the girl carrying her had defied him by 
refusing to move. About "Children of Fire," Masri says "it is the 
film I feel most attached to, it's a personal experience which 
involved my own town in a very special period." 

Most of the Masri/Chamoun characters are women because 

Masri told us how she manages to 
combine a family and a career. 

According to her, having children is a turning point in one's 
life; her two girls are her priority and they come before her 
career. "I didn't want my career to get in the way of enjoying 
my children, raising them, and having fun with them." Yet, 
Masri says that she would not give up her career because she 
has children. To her, being a mother affects the quantity of 
material one can produce, which implies that one has to be very 
creative in using one's time. "I am fortunate for I am 
independent and I work at home most of the time except when 
filming, so that gives me an advantage." When doing Hanan 
Ashrawi 's film, she was away from her family for almost three 
months and it affected her very much. " ... it was difficult even 
more for me than for them." 

The Masri/Chamoun team is currently working on a feature 
film, their first. Masri expressed her eagerness to write her own 
script based on the various stories she has heard in Lebanon and 
Palestine in the course of her work. "There are a lot of stories 
at the back of my mind, so many human experiences that would 
make fantastic films. The next step ... is to find the time to sit 
down, concentrate, and write." 
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Book f[evieflJs 

Sondra Hale 
Westview Press, 1996 

Gender Politics 
in Sudan: 
Is lam ism, 
Socialism, 

and the state 

Reviewed by Lynn Maalouf, Georgetown U. 

Gender Politics in Sudan is a pioneering study about 
gender and state interaction in Northern Sudan today. A gifted 
anthropologist, Sondra Hale brilliantly combines significant 
theoretical material with the everyday realities of Northern 
Sudanese women-based on extensive interviews spread over 
thirty-five years thereby raising questions pertaining to issues 
such as gender, ethnicity, class and religion. Her work mainly 
aims to show how the state and the political parties use 
traditional culture to re-create identity politics in order to 
achieve political and cultural hegemony, and this, through the 
maintenance of gender alignments. The author's tour de force, 
however, lies in her study of women as actors and not as mere 
receptacles of these state maneuvers . Therein rests her thesis, 
which contends that through the state strategies that aim at 
creating a model woman according to their ideology, women are 
given a position which holds the potential for generating real 
change in their society. 

The contemporary status of women in Sudan is ambiguous; 
for example, the country has one of the highest rates of female 
doctors in the Third World but also one of the highest rates of 
female circumcision in the world. Although women are active in 
the social and political process, they have failed to advance their 
own gender ideology and invent a 'culture of resistance.' 
Through the study of two seemingly opposite parties, the 
Sudanese Communist Party (SCP) and the National Islamic 
Front (NIF) , the authors persuasively demonstrates how both 
attempt to position women in such a way as to solely serve the 
aims of their movements. Women activists in both groups have 
been handling the organizational aspects very efficiently but did 
not move into an autonomous force capable of mobilizing 
'women as women.' That is why Hale strongly doubts whether 
state-and party-sponsored feminism has actually altered the 
realities of women in their everyday lives. This negative impact 
on women is further reinforced by the work of Western 
international agencies. These foreign organizations have aimed 
at providing income-generating activities but have not taken into 
account an equal distribution within families , thereby increasing 
the discrepancy between male and female employment. 
International capital, she writes, is the prime external force in 
state-gender relations. Hale convincingly deconstructs the 
concept of Western liberalism applied to foreign countries. This 
process is not specific to Sudan, because each Third World 
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country faces the same challenges of development, capitalism, 
and, at a general level, neocolonialism. 

Hale's study reveals the dynamic forces behind the 
changing nature of state-gender relations, within a context of 
political turmoil and economic dislocation. To a large extent, the 
debate of the book concerns the degree of interaction between 
the state and political parties and the gender alignments. How 
does the political apparatus mold women's behavior and their 
self representation? And how do women react in retaliation? The 
author insists on this second component: self-identity and self
representation are not the result of external dynamic solely, they 
are the products of this state-gender interaction. Women react 
and may create their changes, their own dynamics. But 
Sudanese women have not gained sufficient autonomy to instill 
these changes. Hale suggested that this is due only to the fact 
that women see themselves as gaining from the situation, That 
is, women from the middle-to upper-classes . But she fails to 
delve into the other women's reasons for inaction. 

Political parties and other state apparatuses have succeeded 
in placing the woman and the family at the core of the culture. 
The woman has come to embody the culture which the 
hegemonic powers want to promote. This development 
contributes to dislocate her from the material world, thereby 
hindering her economic power. The author implicitly blames the 
Sudanese woman for not having reacted efficiently enough. She 
writes: "A woman's movement emanating from, but radically 
transforming indigenous formation (pre figurative political 
forms) and conflicts (e.g ., woman's popular culture and 
networks and their struggles as workers in the home and 
neighborhood), and emanating from strategic and practical 
gender interests, might have enabled Sudanese women to invent 
their own forms of resistance." She completes this thought by 
suggesting four areas which may have held the potential for the 
mobilization of women for their own interests: 

• women workers (in the formal networks) ; 
• women merchants; 
• the networks; 
• women 's culture: the zar [a trance-inducing method of 

drumming leading to s healing dance] 
Although this last point may appear controversial, Hale 

demonstrates her idea quite successfully. However, she clearly 
states that Sudanese women have disagreed with her views. And 
by her suggestions, she is unintentionally slipping into the 
penetrative attitude of neocolonialism, although she 
acknowledges her position. 

Women are at the heart of any socio-economic change. 
This provocative book accuses all women who 
have not acted upon this realization. 
Impressive in its breadth, it simultaneously 
challenges, pushes forth, and provokes 
women 's status as actors. Hale's work is 
well-written and extensively researched. It 
is of particular interest to students and 
researchers of Political Science, Political 
Economy, Anthropology, and Marxist 
feminism. 
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Zuleikha Abu Risha 

The Lost 
Speech: 

Towards a 
Non-Sexist 

Language 
The Women's Studies Center, A11Jman, 1996 
Reviewed by Saleh Ibrahim, Lebanese U. 

Abu Risha, Arab writer, columnist, and poet, defines her book, 
The Lost Speech: Towards a Non-Sexist Language as an 
attempt to present a practical pattern for emancipating the 
Arabic language from the dominant patriarchal style (p.7). She 
also aims at triggering the sense of justice, ensuring a healthy 
atmosphere for communication, and addressing first the groups 
that are receptive to change (p. 27). 

The author who is President of The Women 's Studies Center in 
Amman, defines sexism as an "ideology that controls not only 
the humanitarian behavior, thought and feelings but also the 
language, a humanitarian product as well" (p. 21). She bases 
her definition on earlier definitions of sexism, the most 
important of which is by Linda Phelps: "a social relationship in 
which males have authority over females" (p. 19). 

She calls attention to an important and basic fact in the Arabic 
language, namely that the man is often identified with 
characteristics of power, strength, perfection, nobleness, 
decision - making, and sexual activity, whereas the woman is 
equated with softness and smoothness (p. 13). 

While tackling Arabic culture, Abu Risha discusses Ibn el 
Anbari's book "The Male and the Female" in which he tries to 
prove that the man is the origin. 

She explains first that "in the Qoran, there is no clear sign 
that Eve was created from Adam's rib or that he was created 
first. However, the interpreters who depended a lot on the Old 
Testament wrongfully understood thi s" (p . 39). 

Within the same context, Abu Risha notes that the makers of 
ancient myths believed that the female was superior. "She is 
the goddess of the matriarchal society. She is the big mother" 
(p. 40). Then humanity moved from matriarchal to patriarchal 
culture (pAl) . In thi s manner, Abu Risha tries to prove 
indirectly that women are at the origin of culture. 

After this historical introduction, the author addresses the issue 
from a practical perspective. She starts with "sexism in 
children's literature" and discusses three phases: 

~\QtD\ • 

1. quantitative analysis of the content: the number of male 
and female characters in titles, texts and drawings; 
2. qualitative analysis of the content: the characteristics and 
roles given to women as compared to those given to men; 
3. analysis of sexism in the language: how words and lin 
guistic rules are used (pp. 50-56). 

She then suggests "a general framework for a non-sexist 
literature" that contains: 

1. an equal presence of male and female characters; 
2. a fair di stribution of roles between men and women in 
academic life, in practical life, and in politics; 
3. a fair distribution of psychological, emotional, and bio 
logical characteristics between both sexes. 
4. the emancipation of the Arabic language by eradicating 
sexism as much as possible (pp. 59-6l). 

Finally, Abu Risha proposes alternatives for a number of sexist 
terms, expressions, and sentences. She acknowledges the 
difficulty of achieving a non-sexist language, because language 
is a humanitarian-social heritage that cannot be 
changed overnight. However, she is trying to 
change the rigidity of the linguistic heritage 
(p. 8). Since marginalizing woman's role in 
the language leads to marginalizing her role 
in reality, we have to "change the language." 

Translated from the Arabic 
by Ghena Ismail 
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