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If it’s all wrong, then it’s all got to change:
Why sectarianism is bad for women
Sonya Knox

[t's no secret that Lebanon’s sectarian system is bad for, well, almost everyone unless you're
an entitled clan leader perpetuating the patriarchy. And it's no secret that the sectarian sys-
tem works by pitching various components of Lebanon’s ever-numerous minority groups
against each other, while the erstwhile leaders reap the profits.

But there is one group which, at 52% of the Lebanese population, is actually a flat-out
majority. And that group, in terms of their income, their employment, their access to health
care, their representation in the unions and the local and national government, and their
legal rights, is perpetually the most shafted of all.

What it comes down to, plain and simple, is that the sectarian regime is bad for women.

As the only majority group in Lebanon, women earn less than men. By a lot. In 2009, Leba-
nese women'’s average annual salary was $2,430, compared to men’s $7,789[i]. That means
that for every dollar a Lebanese man earns, a Lebanese woman earns 31 cents.

In 2002, Lebanon was ranked 153rd out of 163 countries in terms of women’s rate of eco-
nomic activity[ii] ~ roughly, only one-third of Lebanese women are workingliii]. In terms

of people who want to work but can’t find a job, more women (9.6%) than men (7.4%) are
unemployed(iv].

When they are employed, working conditions are not good for women. Women'’s incomes
are unfairly taxed, as they cannot access the tax breaks provided to married men or to the
male head of household, regardless of her marital status or the support she provides her
family[v].

At only seven weeks, Lebanon’s maternity leave is the shortest in the Arab region and, al-
though women cannot be fired for getting pregnant, their employment can be terminated for
“other” reasons throughout their pregnancy and maternity leave[vi]. Moreover, only 46% of
all women (and only 17% of extremely poor women)|vii] are covered by even one type of
health insurance.

When it comes to political engagement and representation for women, Lebanon flat out
sucks. There are only four women in Parliament, out of 128 seats, and only 12 women were
even candidates for the 2009 elections. These figures are lower than the average for the Mid-
dle East and North Africa, which already boasts the lowest average in the world{viii]. Moreo-
ver, the last Cabinet only had one woman out of 32 Ministers; the first ever woman Minister
in the Cabinet was in 2004.

In terms of holding positions of decision-making, the situation is replicated in the public and
sectors: As of 2008, only 3.8% of Lebanese ambassadors are women, 13.6% hold the posi-
tion of director-general, and only 0.4% of all municipalities are headed by a woman([ix].

As of 2000, no woman held a leadership position in any of Lebanon’s trade unions or pro-
fessional associations, and there was only one female dean in a Lebanese university[x].

It should be pointed out, however, that 45% of NGOs in Lebanon are administered by
women|xi}. Go figure.

And, of course, Lebanese law discriminates against women. Lacking a civil personal status
code, Lebanese women, like men, are ruled by religious courts, all 18 of which are discrimi-
natory against women in terms of marriage, divorce, inheritance, etc.[xii][xiii] Lebanese



women still cannot yet pass on their nationality to their children or to their husbands. The
Lebanese Penal Code ensures reduced sentence if a husband murders his wife due to al-
leged adultery, and provides a reduced sentence for all other crimes relating to “honor.”
The point, sisters, is simple: The Lebanese sectarian system has been, and will always be,
bad for women, and the only way you are going to claim your equal rights is when the sys-
tem itself is changed.

So, where were you on Sunday? Many of you were out demonstrating and getting soaked
and shouting — and, sisters, you sounded fabulous. But where were your demands? How
can the revolution bring “bread, freedom and national dignity” if half of the country is le-
gally and economically second-class? We all know that taking down the sectarian system is
linked to combating poverty, allowing civil marriage, establishing civil rights for Palestinian
refugees, ensuring a living wage to men and women, guaranteeing fair working conditions
to all, providing decent health care to all... And none of these, not one, can be achieved
without the active participation of women. And none of these, not one, will be sufficient if,
at the end, women are still poorer, under-employed, disenfranchised, and legally discrimi-
nated against.

This March 8 is the 100th anniversary of International Women’s Day. Come to the Anti-Sec-
tarianism campaign open meeting on March 6 with your demands, and then come March 8
to Take Back the Night. Because it's the same fight.

If it's all wrong, then it's all got to change. And that change begins now.

[il ESCWA. 2009, Women’s Control Over Economic Resources and Access to Financial Re-
sources. Beirut; ESCWA, E/ESCWA/ECW/2009/2/Rev.1

[ii] CRTD-A. 2006, Caught in Contradiction: A Profile of Gender Equality and Economy in
Lebanon. Beirut: CRTD-A.,

[iii] World Bank. 2008a, The Environment for Women’s Entrepreneurship in the Middle East
and North Africa Region

[ivl UNDP, MOSA, CAS. 2006, Living Conditions of Households — The National Survey of
Household Living Conditions, 2004

[v] ESCWA, 2009

[vi] ILO. 2010. Maternity at Work: A review of national legislation. Findings from the ILO
Database of Conditions of Work and Employment Laws.

[vii] UNDP, MOSA, CAS. 2008, Poverty, Growth and Income Distribution in Lebanon

[viii] World Bank, 2008b

[ix] World Bank, 2008b

[x] CRTD-A, 2006

[xi} UNDP, 2006

[xii] UNDP. 2009a. National Human Development Report, Lebanon 2008-2009: Towards a
Citizens’ State

[xiii] UNDP. 2009b. Challenges to Human Security in the Arab Countries: The Arab Human
Development Report



Single in Beirut: Yes, Ammo, I live alone.
Rana K.

The life of a single woman in Beirut.

Sounds like such a fun, sexy life, full of great parties, exciting weekends, fantastic getaways!
And it is. Well, some of the time. But a lot of the time, it is annoying, difficult, tiring, and
even enraging - to the point that | have perfected the art of simply smiling and ignoring the
comments | hear almost every single day, so | do not launch yet another endless rant on why
being unmarried is not necessarily indicative of some personal failure.

See, this “single” status at the advanced age of 27 almost invariably raises a red flag in Bei-
rut. People want to help me, fix me, or hit on me.

“You're still single? A pretty girl like you? But I'm sure many guys flirt with you, are you too
picky perhaps? Maybe too intimidating?” Either that, they decide, or | am too demanding,
too independent, too educated, or too well paid to “need” a man. | mean, there must be
something wrong with me, since | am nearing thirty, yet wearing a ring only on my middle
finger. The wrong finger apparently.

Many of my colleagues and friends try to “help” me. “Why don’t you fix yourself up a bit?
Girls in Beirut are very hot, you need to make an effort... and there aren’t many single guys
left.” And how can | possibly explain to them that | like the way | am, that this is me. Why
would | want a guy who is attracted to what is categorically not me? And besides, why is

it that the only fathomable reason | am single is due to men’s supposed preferences? What
about my preferences?

My neighbors have a very different attitude towards me. ! live in a small, overpopulated
neighborhood, surrounded by families, senior citizens, and children. | may just be the only
single girl over 18 in the vicinity. Which attracts the occasional rose or note on my car, but
also the not-so-occasional investigation into my status and lifestyle, Yes Ammo, I live alone,
without my parents, | work, and | am neither married nor engaged. Yes Tante, | do pay the
rent. l also call the plumber when something goes wrong, and | am also the one who gets
the car fixed. And yes, | do all this without a man in the house, or an all-mighty penis of my
own! | feel their looks, this strange mix of pity, admiration, shock, curiosity and the desper-
ate hope that their daughters won't end up like me.

Generally, they are nice to me, as | am to them, polite and friendly. But it all changes when
there is a man with me. They become curious, offended and judgmental and my hello is sel-
dom returned, as they are too busy examining this creature | am walking with. “Her cousin
perhaps? No, look how he holds her hand. Yiii. 3aib.” So let me understand this. They want
me to transition seamlessly from single to married? I'm not supposed to have a man around
who isn't my husband? So... shall | order one from a catalog? How does it work? Or maybe |
am doing it the right way, but failing to hide the process well enough?

Never fear, though, as colleagues, neighbors, friends and strangers alike are usually kind
enough to reassure me that my day will come. “Don’t worry, you're a nice girl, you'll find
yourself a man.” Oh, great, I'm so glad you think I'm worthy of this only possible “happy
ending.”

And you would think ~ if you didn’t know any better ~ that the situation would not be totally
dissimilar for single men. And you would hope that, somehow, there would be a kind of sol-
idarity among all of us single people in this “you should be getting married” age group, born
out of this pervasive scrutiny and pressure. But some single guys just make it worse. They



feel they embody the elusive goal all of us single girls strive for — clearly they're the savior all
of us spinsters-to-be hope for — and as such, they act as though my being single means there
is no reason | could possibly not be interested in them. Often, they approach me as a person
would approach a kitten, begging with her tragically innocent eyes to be picked up.

In short, | am made to feel, on a daily basis, that | am flower to be plucked. I should not be
the one choosing, | should be the one who is chosen. “Too picky” means | have an opinion
and preferences regarding my potential partner. Which is why, they conclude, I am still sin-
gle. Apparently all | have to do is make of myself a desirable wife, and wait. Easy!

All of that being said |, personally, have nothing against marriage. | actually do hope to get
married, one day. But for now, at least, | am enjoying being single. Why does this bother
others? Why am | asked to constantly defend it? Why do they make me feel as though | am
nothing more than a problem in need of solving, a free radical in need of pairing, so that |
may finally become stable, benign, whole? Perhaps | am making this more complicated than
it really is. Perhaps, after all, this is nothing more than yet another aspect of our multi-facet-
ed Lebanese intolerance.
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