CivilSociety
“"Review

LEBANON: FROM SOCIOPOLITICAL MARGINALITY TO
= TURNAROUND STRATEGIES

di’ LEBANESE, REFUGEE, AND MIGRANT WOMEN IN

\ “No salvation out of the Hezb.” Female militancy in the Lebanese

Hezbollah /i English and Arabic / From Syria to Lebanon: Migratory and
militant trajectories of three Pale§tinian women /n English and Arabic / Nav-
igating the minefield of power. Domestic workers labour union organising
in Lebanon /i English and Arabic / On mixed identities, racism, and activism

\

E in Lebanon; a discussion with Nisreen Kaj / “Like an ant that digs into the
q rock.” Wadad Halwani and the §truggle of the families of the missing and
>

the forcefully disappeared / Le processus identitaire d’une femme pale§ti-
nienne: de la douleur a ’action /n French and Arabic

vy A . =OE wld raca
» diakonia LEBANON
—SWEDE_I\T PEOPLE CHANGING THE WORLD [ch is] SUPPORT




CivilSociety
“"Review

LEBANESE, REFUGEE, AND MIGRANT WOMEN IN
LEBANON: FROM SOCIOPOLITICAL MARGINALITY TO
TURNAROUND STRATEGIES

= ybiad oca
<> LEBANON
=l SUPPORT




Published by Lebanon Support, Beirut, December 2016.
ISSN: 2519-6375

Editorial Team: Marie-Noélle AbiYaghi (Head
of Research, Editor), LLéa Yammine (Director of
Publications), Miriam Younes (Associate Researcher)

Copy-editing and translation: Nicole Azzi, Randa Baas

Project officer: Rola Salch
Research assiStants: Charlotte Peltre, Maria Sebas

Art Direction: Léa Yammine
Graphic Design and Layout: Lama el Charif

This special gender issue of the Civil Society Review
1s part of Lebanon Support’s Gender Equity Network
[http://cvilsociety-centre.org/ gen]|, and is carried out
with support from Swedish development cooperation.
The views expressed in this publication are solely
those of the author(s), and do not necessarily reflect
the views of Lebanon Support nor its partners.

Lebanon Support © 2016 all rights reserved.

About Lebanon Support

Lebanon Support is an independent, non-
profit, information and research centre for
and about civil society.

Lebanon Support aims to be a space for
reflection and discussion bridging between
researchers, experts, civil society and NGO
practitioners, and activifts in order to
develop knowledge about issues relevant to
civil society, in addition to disseminating it
and facilitating access to it.

We operate three programmes:

* Daleel Madani

Online portal for civil society actors, aiming
to enhance the availability of and accessi-
bility to information about civil society,
in addition to Strengthening civil society
cooperation and enhancing the sector in
Lebanon. [daleel-madani.org]

* Civil Soctely Knowledge Centre (CSKC)
Online research and information platform
on civil society and public action issues.
It 1s composed of thematic projects and
makes available original research and
analysis (papers, reports, etc.), interactive
mappings, info-graphic visuals, and aggre-
gated thematic libraries, among others,
with the objective of producing localised
knowledge, filling knowledge gaps, and
informing interventions and policies.
[civilsociety-centre.org]

* Civil Soctely Incubator
Officially launched in 2016, with the aim of
sharing Lebanon Support's expertise of over

10 years, the Incubator is designed to foSter
the creation, development, and growth of
local civil society and public action initia-
tives, organisations, or projects. Incubation
at Lebanon Support is done through an
array of services such as provision of office
space, coaching and mentoring on technical
issues, management, adminiStrative mat-
ters, research, advocacy, networking, and
web development among others. Lebanon
Support's Incubator programme does not
follow a ready-made format, but is rather
designed and tailored based on the needs
of the partner.

About the Civil Society Review

The objective of the Civil Society Review
1s to bring civil society practitioners, experts
and researchers together to develop and dis-
seminate knowledge, as well as to innovate
new tools and practices so as to Strengthen
Lebanon’s civil society.

The Civil Society Review produces
evidence-based research and analysis, and
disseminates findings and recommendations
to promote civic engagement, shape policies,
and §timulate debate within the civil society
spheres in Lebanon.

In addition to Lebanon Support’s multi-
disciplinary team, the Civil Society Review
draws expertise from practitioners, experts,
researchers, and policy makers. Fir§t pub-
lished in print, the Civil Society Review is
made available online at a later Stage.

[For more information: lebanon-support.org]



Table
of Contents

Introduction

Meet the authors

Analyses

“No salvation out of the Hezb.” Female
militancy in the Lebanese Hezbollah

From Syria to Lebanon: Migratory
and militant trajectories of three PaleStinian
women

Navigating the minefield of power:
Domeftic workers labour union organising
in Lebanon

Itineraries

On mixed identities, racism, and activism
in Lebanon; a discussion with Nisreen Kaj

“Like an ant that digs into the rock.” Wadad
Halwani and the §truggle of the families of
the missing and the forcefully disappeared

Le processus identitaire d’'une femme
paleStinienne : de la douleur a I’action

Arabic Section



Introduction

While women’s issues and rights have
been at the forefront of public and civil
society debate, academic, and activist
publications, women’s inequalities and
the discrimination women face in Lebanon
have been notably undermined, whether as
citizens, refugees, or migrants. However, if
the publicising of the “issue of women in
Lebanon” has prompted the production
of more “gender-related” information and
knowledge, it has oftentimes adopted the
rhetoric of denunciation and victimisation.
Hence, there is a scarcity of in-depth and
sectoral Studies on the logics of exclusion
and discrimination in comparison to
the number of §tudies adopting holi§tic
approaches to the conditions and §tatus of
women in Lebanon.

This issue of the Civil Society Review aims
to bridge this gap by addressing the lack of
empirical data and gender-based analyses
on the experiences of women in Lebanon,
including refugees, workers, and migrants. In
contexts increasingly essentialising women,
the various contributions in this issue
dissociate from a fetishist representation
of “warrior women” — yet another exotic
cliché — focusing inStead on women’s role
as actors of change. Although all local and
foreign observers unanimously recognise

that women in Lebanon are almoét absent
or invisible in the official political sphere
(government, parliament, national public
functions, etc.), few are, alas, intere$ted in
other forms of women’s public engagement,
as if women are only secondary or marginal
actors in social mobilisations. Worse §till,
some sociological, journalitic, or militant
literature delves into the irenic and romantic
representation of women in Lebanon as
“mediators” or “peacemakers,” thus denying
their capacity to play a central role in
bringing about and influencing the course of
sociopolitical conflicts. However, hiStory and
current conflicts in Lebanon demonétrate
that women are not only “peacemakers”
or “auxiliaries” in conflicts spearheaded by
men, but are also increasingly in$tigating
and fuelling social conflicts, based on their
two-pronged rejection of the dominant
political and sexual order.

The paper of Erminia Chiara Calabrese
analyses the §tories of women within the
Lebanese Hezbollah. She explores the terms
of their engagements, often as mothers of
fighters, shedding light on the plurality
of their motivations, their lived political
experiences, their everyday practices as
well as their intersubjective commitment,
which adds nuance to the widespread
(mis)conception of the party’s ideology
being lived as a totalitarian experience.

In a similar perspective, Valentina
Napolitano follows the itineraries of women

fleeing the PaleStinian camp of Yarmouk
in Syria, in their journey to their Lebanese
refuge. She retraces the transformation of
their humanitarian engagements and the
modalities in which the precariousness of
their §tatus takes new forms of engagement
in exile.

Labtly, Farah Qobeissi’s research focuses
on women migrant workers’ engagement
in the creation of a union, while
navigating mechanisms of exclusion and
marginalisation even within supporters of
their cause (NGOs, and lebanese unions),
in a context of §tate discrimination towards
foreign labour. Through the §tudy of
the formation of the union, the author
poses broader questions related to the
feminisation and internationalisation of
labour that tends to queStion pre-exiSting
trade-unions Structures.

While the predominant exotic representations
of women tend to depict women’s bodies
as objects of submissiveness and masculine
violence and victims of dominant patriarchy,
this contitutes a partial manife$tation of
reality. Those representations do not help
grasp the concrete logic behind the “social
domeStication” of women’s bodies, which
is not only limited to sexuality (women as
an object) or victimisation (abused women)
discourse. In fact, domeS§tication can also
take more ordinary and banal, thus less
visible forms that merit to be highlighted.
In this vein, Marie Kortam, takes us on the

personal journey of Nour, a Pale§tinian
refugee in Lebanon, and her §truggle for
agency in her private life.

In an attempt to shed light on women’s roles
in social change, whether in collective action
engagement or in more private spheres, this
issue also proposes a series of portraits of
women whose engagement conflates the
private and the public, and that can be
invisible and often overlooked.

Miriam Younes retraces Wadad Halawani's
Struggle on the issue of the families of the
missing and the forcefully disappeared,
contributing to reverse the §tigma from
vicimhood to activism, while Léa Yammine,
in a conversation with Nisreen Kaj, discusses
the issue of mixed identities and the
intersectionality of racism.

This issue 1s articulated around two main
sections: a firSt one offering in-depth papers
that delve into individual or collective
trajectories of women engaged in different
spheres, from anthropological, sociological,
or political science perspectives.

The second section, through conversations
with several women, explores different
Stories of lived engagement and attempts
at reclaiming agency over their experiences.

Opverall, this issue aims at shedding light
on various spheres of engagement of women
in Lebanon.
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“No salvation
out of the
Hezb.” Female
malitancy in
the Lebanese

Hezbollah

ABSTRACT

This article tells the §tory of women who live
in the southern suburb of Beirut and who,
at some point in their lives, have decided
to commit in Hezbollah. It analyses the
plurality of motivations, life courses and
types of commitments while reStoring the
symbolic and almoét liturgical syStem which
determines and maintains the political
mobilisation for this party.

Adopting a socio-hiStorical approach, this
article grasps this political phenomenon
“from the bottom” through its female
activists, through its women and its mothers.

To that end, the first part analyses the
modalities of commitment to Hezbollah
in the case of women. The second part
explores the subjective dimension of this
commitment. Here, the concern is to see
how this commitment is lived in everyday
life and the sense that these women give to
the party and to their commitment. This
contribution is based on interviews with
female Hezbollah militants since 2006 in
the southern suburb of Beirut, as well as on
observations made in this suburb during the
commemorations, celebrations and lately
funerals of party members.



Every Thursday after the evening prayer, women alone or in small groups march in the
Streets of Ghobeyri, a municipality of the southern suburb of Beirut (Dahiyeh). They
move towards the cemetery Rawdat al-shahidayn' (the garden of the two martyrs) to visit
the graves of their relatives. In this cemetery, today we also find the graves that became
pilgrimage places, that of Hadi Nasrallah,? of Imad Mughniyeh?® and of his son Jihad,*
and other martyrs of the ResiStance.” On each grave we see, with few exceptions, a photo
of the martyr, his birthplace and frequently the operation during which he fell. On other
panels, we can read the words “martyr fell while fulfilling his duty of jitad, a formula
used by Hezbollah at the death of one of its members, often a fighter, but not necessarily
referring to the only military §truggle. Next to this cemetery, there is a long avenue lined
with showcases with bright lights and small fa§t food reStaurants and cafes, frequented
particularly by young people of the neighborhood.

It is here in this cemetery that I met for the firSt time Hajjé Mariam,® a woman in her
fifties, shortly after the 2006 war,” She was Standing beside the grave of her son Hasan, 22,

1 This cemetery was built in homage to two young men killed in May 1975 during a fighting between
the diStricts of Ain al-Remmanch and Chiyyah in the southern suburb of Beirut. See: Monzer Jaber, “Les
guerres des cimetieres dans la banlicue sud,” in Franck Mermier, ChriStophe Varin (ed.), Mémoires de guerres
au Liban (1975-1990), Arles, IFPO / Sindbad / Actes Sud, 2010, p. 365-389.

2 Eldest son of Hassan Nasrallah, killed during battle in 1997 in southern Lebanon. The body of Hadi
Nasrallah was returned by Israel, with other fighters remains, in 1998 during an exchange of prisoners.
4 =) S S

3 Military leader of Hezbollah murdered in Damascus on February 13, 2008.

! Jihad Mughniyeh, 25, was murdered on January 18, 2015 in an Israeli helicopter raid on the Quneitra
area in the Syrian Golan, with five other fighters: Mohammad Ahmad Issa, 43, military commander; Abbas
Ibrahim Hijazi, 36; Mohammad Ali Hasan Abu Hasan, 30; Ghazi Ali Daoui, 27 and Ali Hasan Ibrahim, 22.

1

5 Throughout this article, I will use the capitalised word ResiStance to speak of the Islamic ResiStance
of Hezbollah.

6 All fir§t names have been changed to protect the privacy of interviewees.

7 On the 12th of July 2006, Israel, using as pretext the deadly ambush and the subsequent kidnapping
of two of its soldiers on the weStern border between Lebanon and Israel in Khalat Warde region, near the
village of Ayta Cha’ab, launches a large-scale military operation on Lebanon, with a main objective: “eradi-
cating” Hezbollah and deStroying the “terrori$t cancer”. In the afternoon of the same day, Hassan Nasrallah
holds a press conference during which he §tates that Hezbollah fighters have kept their word and managed
to capture two Israeli soldiers to exchange them for Lebanese detainees in Israeli prisons. He gives to this
operation the name of al-wa'd al- sddig (the sincere promise). Nasrallah also says that he is ready to conclude
a cease-fire and to begin indirect negotiations for a prisoners’ exchange. At that press conference, the party’s
General Secretary says that Hezbollah does not intend to conduct Lebanon to a war, as this operation has
one single goal, namely the resumption of indirect negotiations for the prisoners’ exchange. On July 14,
Israel imposes an air, sea and land blockade on Lebanon, deStroys the main bridges in the country, bombs
the headquarters of the a/-Mandr channel and the southern suburb of Beirut. Israel says that the bombings

will continue until the release of the two soldiers without negotiations. These bombings will cease on Augut

who was martyred on the battlefield in that war. With eyes full of tears, she was cleaning
the headStone and kept kissing her son’s photo. I came nearer and then she invited me
to sit on a plaStic chair, an accessory that is found in front of the tombs. Then, she began
to tell me her §tory, the §tory of her son and of their commitment bil-mugawama (in the
ResiStance), a term commonly used by Hezbollah militants to explain their commitment
to this party:

“The day that Israel decided to attack Lebanon for the umpteenth time, I knew that my son would
Join the battle. He had made his career in Hezbollah as a fighter and therefore, he could not do
otherwise. But when party officials showed up at my dooy, I did not want to open i, because I
already knew the news that they were coming to tell me. |...] I asked my oldeSl son to open the door
and, from the kitchen, I heard that my son Hasan was martyred in the south again§l the enemy. 1
then began to shout, because I did not want to hear that. In _fact, there is no pain_for a mother more
atrocious than losing her son.”

Hajjé Mariam §topped her narrative, unable to hold back her tears. The other women
in the room of the cemetery approached her, embraced her in silence. I knew later that
these women shared with Hajjé Mariam the same §tory, the same pain of losing a son, a
husband or a brother in the §truggle.

Based on the hiStory of women in the southern suburb of Beirut who decided, at some
point in their lives, to commit to Hezbollah, this article aims to analyse the plurality of
motivations, of life course and of types of commitment, while re§toring the symbolic and
almoft liturgical syStem which determines and maintains the political mobilisation for this
party. It grasps this political phenomenon “from the bottom”, through its female militants,
its women and its mothers, favoring the subjective dimension of this commitment.

To do this, the fir§t part of this article will examine the modalities of commitment to
Hezbollah in the case of women. Since the party’s membership is only for men®, women’s
training does not presuppose military sessions, a necessary condition for the membership
of the party”. But that does not prevent women from committing to the party, following a

14 with the entry into force of the UN ceasefire. On this war, see: Franck Mermier and Elizabeth Picard,
Liban; une guerre de 53 jours, Paris, La Découverte Editions, 2007; Nubar Hovsepian (dir.), 7he War on Lebanon:
A reader; Northampton, Olive Branch Press, 2008.

8 On this subject, see Erminia Chiara Calabrese, Muliter au Hezbollah dans la banlieue sud de Beyrouth, Beirut
/ Paris, Ifpo / Karthala, 2016.

9 Naim Qassem, Mujiama* al-mugdwama, “irddat al-"iSlishhdd wasind‘at al-’intisdr, Beirut, Dar al-ma’arif
al-hikmiyya, 2008, p. 63-64.



militant training, participating in activities and sometimes occupying prominent positions,
but without being members.

The second part of the article will explore the subjective dimension of this commitment.
This is to see how this commitment is lived in everyday life, and the sense that these
women give to the party and to their commitment.

This contribution is based on an ethnography conducted with Hezbollah female militants
in the southern suburb of Beirut since 2006, as well as on observations made in this
suburb during the commemorations, celebrations and lately funerals of party members.

Opver the years, political and public action of Hezbollah has transformed some Dahiyeh
neighborhoods into an environment where the dominant worldview is that of the
party; it is a worldview that the latter eventually imposed as a “norm”.'"” And the good
implementation of Hezbollah in this territory is accompanied by the presence of different
local networks and associations of the party, which will not only provide material benefits
to the party’s activists (bykhaddim al-nas),"" but will also work, for some residents of the
suburb, as “mediating Structures”, therefore contributing to the consideration of the
party’s ideas, values and ideology.

In some diStricts of the southern suburb, one can also find shops that sell gadgets and
souvenirs of the party: necklaces, bracelets, pendants representing symbols of Hezbollah,
books and tapes, photos and portraits of Hassan Nasrallah showing him in different
positions (in military coStume, as a father with a child in his arms, waving to the crowd
during one of his rare public appearances).

In this suburb of the Lebanese capital, the space is saturated by the display of portraits
of the party’s martyrs, when it is not the §treets that bear the names of ResiStance
leaders or martyrs as “Sayyid Hadi Highway”, renamed in homage to Hadi Nasrallah.
There are also plaques at the entrance of buildings, indicating the place of residence
of a Hezbollah martyr, or monuments erected in homage to the martyrs that turn into
memorial places.

Some Stigmatisations want to make the Dahiyeh a territory “isolated from the capital,

dirty, chaotic, illegal, inhabited by poor Shiite IslamiSts associated with Hezbollah and
who are under Iranian influence.”!? In 2006, when Israeli air force bombed several times
the whole neighborhoods of this suburb with the goal of “eradicating Hezbollah”, it
only reinforced these representations.

However, Dahiyeh is actually “a place to perform various subjectivities more or less close
to the party of God, more or less prote§tor, more or less visible and provocative.”"” Its
socio-economical space is mixed'!, and it is inhabited by a Lebanese population, with a
Shiite majority and a ChriStian minority but also by Paletinians, Sudanese, Iraqis and
Syrians. Though Hezbollah is, in this suburb, a hegemonic political actor since 1989, it
undertakes a relationship of competition and complementarity with Amal movement'
led by Nabih Berri. Dahiyeh is also inhabited by activists of other political parties,
particularly the Syrian Social Nationalist Party and the Lebanese Communist Party,
even though their numbers have gradually declined.

Every week, between twenty and thirty women take place in a room located in one of the
municipalities of this suburb to attend, for two hours, the course that Hezbollah gives to
women who want to be active in the party. In a row on brown platic chairs, they liten to
Battul, a woman in her fifties who for five years has been inveSted by the party to undertake
the training of female activifts, at lea$t in this neighborhood. They liften carefully and
silently, while Battul alternates in her speech the Lebanese dialect and classical Arabic
with a soft, familiar voice. Among the audience, there are employed women, housewives,
and also several young Students, all eager to accomplish their mission in this party. The
audience is very diverse, socio-economically and generationally. Mot are between thirty
and forty years, and twenty years for the younger. The outfits are also varied. Some women

wear a long black coat that covers the entire body (“abaya),'®

others wear a long dark coat
with a floral or solid color veil, while others wear a long shirt and pants. The calm in this
room contra$ts with the children shouts, and the noise of cars and motorcycles that come

from outside. Here we have the impression of being cut off from the world.



These sessions called “cultural sessions” (dawrdt thagdfiyya) are supposed to present the
vision of the party about the society as well as its interpretation of Shii Islam. The
courses centre on Shiism, the wildyat al-fagih,'” hiStory, philosophy, politics, the history of
prophets, Imams and A4l al-Bayt’,'® the hiStory of Lebanon and the hiStory of PaleStine,
the current policy.

In this respect, Manal, a twenty-two years old militant, explains the main themes of
this training:

“During this training, in addition to very general topics on how to make prayer and ablution,
reading the Koran or the lives of imams, we also receve explanations for example on the importance
of wearing the veil as desired by the party and the «abaya, though, about the latter, the party
has soflened its position in recent years. It is not only the queSlion of wearing the veil but also of
its meaning and its importance that we underSland here. We learn how to educate our children
according to our religious commitment and how to support our husbands who are commutted to
armed combat because our support is essential.”"’

Leila, another activit, explains:

“During the training that we follow in the party, we learn, at furSl, the general principles of the
vision of Shiism to which adheres Hezbollah. This is a very simple level that explains to us how
to accomplish this mission adequately. Then there are other sessions that_focus more specifically
on the party’s vision about the role of the woman in it and in the society. The work of political,
cultural and ideological awakening is due especially to women who want to take up a high position
in the party. These courses which take place at higher levels in the party are important because

they also allow us to get permission lo give religion classes later”.”’

As we mentioned previously, the party membership is only for men.? Training women
does not imply military sessions — which is the necessary condition for being a party
member — and women cannot, at lea$t currently, participate in armed combat. For
several party officials, the reason is that “now, in current circum$tances, there is no need

to recruit women to take part in combat.” # But nevertheless, as we can read in one of
the manuals used in the militant training:

“If one day we need to confront the enemy to the extent that grown-up, working, and even sick men
and women musl bear arms to fight this enemy |...], all persons, men and women, musl participate.
There will be no need for the authorisation of the infallible Imam or of his special delegate. ™

And Naim Qassem, Deputy General Secretary of the party, confirms that point:

“Some (women) asked to have the opportunity to bear arms and participate in the fighting However,

the religious obligation of fight does not include them when the number of men is sufficient and
when their participation ts not necessary. The role of the woman is at the back of the front, in the
support and mobilisation; which is better suited to her physical ability, in view of the division of
roles between women and men. Her reward from God is by no means decreased since the reward
depends on the religious obligation and that the woman performs it from her position.”**

But women can nevertheless be active in the party, and can follow a training which,
unlike the one for men only, has no specific deadline. They can participate in activities
and sometimes occupy important positions.

It is noteworthy that at the beginning, Hezbollah had no Structures to regulate the work of
women. Therefore, they rather used to deal with organising events or commemorations
of the party or with giving religious courses. But today, things have changed. Women’s
Committees (al-Hay’at al-nisd’iyya) are the organisational Structure that oversees the
activities of female militants within the party. These committees work in villages and
cities and dedicate their work especially to the educational aspect. Although women are
not yet present on the battlefield nor in the majlis al-shura,” they §till hold positions, some



of which are important. In December 2004, Hezbollah, for the fir§t time ever, named
a woman, Rima Fakhry, among the 18 members of the Political Council. Similarly, the
party named Wafa Hutayt as a deputy at the Hezbollah’s Office of Central Information.

In addition to this training, the activities of women within the party are multifaceted:
they not only concern education, but also mobilising other women, working in the
parliamentary and municipal elections, organising celebrations, etc.

“What Hezbollah has brought is not religion, but a different way of living our religion /...J.
Before the arrival of Hezbollah, the atmosphere (al-jaww) was different from that of today. We
knew of course that we were Muslims, but our way of practicing Islam was quite different: we
JfaSled during Ramadan because we had to do and that was all. Before, as we all know, the Shittes
were especially committed to lefl-wing and nationaliSl parties [...]. I remember that before, the
majority of girls in my neighborhood did not wear the veil [...]. Here in Chiyyah, there were no
veils Slores, so we used to go to Hamra Street or to Barbir neighborhood to buy veils. I remember
that at fu§l, the veils were of one color; we did not find all colors to match the clothes like today. 1
also remember that we used to ask couturiers to sew clothes of practicing girls, that is to say, long
skirts and long-sleeved shirts because they were not as preity as they are today in the shops. [...]
Later; the family Murtada opened up the fir§l Slove that sells veils at Chiyyah. I remember that
those veils were imported from Iran and Iraq. [...] About religion and how to practice it, I also
want to say that in the pasl, families were not educating their children to religion: when you were
seeing a veiled girl on the Slreet, you were automatically thinking that she belonged to a_family of
a Sheikh and it was therefore almo$l an obligation for her to wear the veil. ”*°

With the arrival of Hezbollah and according to several women, Islam has taken a
“different expression” (al-"islam sar “anduh ta”bir mukhtalif). They explain that by the fact
that this vision of religion and its rituals touches not only the §trictly religious dimension,
but all aspects of the individual’s life. These women committed to Hezbollah speak of
“true religion” (al-din al-hagigi),*” which is opposed to the traditional practice of the
previous generation, the “ordinary religion” (din 4di). The latter can be under§tood as
a banal vision of Shiism, detached from the present times. Battul’s remarks about the
participants in the “piety movement,” as Saba Mahmood says, could be analysed as a

critique of the dominant form of religiosity that exiSted before the arrival of Hezbollah,

“where Islam is treated like a syStem of abStract values that [...] plays a secondary role

in the practical organising of everyday life.”*

In this regard, Lara Deeb points out that many people in the southern suburb adhere
to an “authentic Islam”, resulting from a transformation perceived by inhabitants “in
their religious practices and interpretations, a transformation that is a key aspect in
the conceptualisation of social change and of the dynamics of Shiite identity in the

contemporary world.”*

In their daily conversations, female activists of the party Stress this new vision of Islam —
specifically of Shiism — and religious practices that Hezbollah has introduced: an Islam
that 1s never ignored and that embraces all aspects of life. A way to practice Islam that
Thurfjell called with regard to Iranian Basy: “all-encompassing religion™ because it becomes
“a framework that encompasses every thought and every activity.”*” Naim Qassem,
Deputy Secretary General of Hezbollah, maintains that the party has a commitment
to Islam that acts “like an integrated project of life” (ka-mashri‘ mutakdmil fi-I-haydt), “a

religion that also guides behavior in everyday life and in public life.”*!

These new religious practices are also present in the southern suburb of Beirut, and are
vectors of change (taghyirdt) of the atmosphere, as the two activists, Yemen and Jamal,
say respectively:

“IT'was born in Dahiyeh and when Hezbollah arrived, the whole atmosphere has changed, because
the boys became very practicing and mosques imams began to urge young girls to wear the veil.
[-..] After having observed them for some time, 1 joined the party and I wore the veil because I was
Sfinally convinced of my geSlure. I'm working now in one of their associations and it is with them
that I learned the true religion, it is with them that I feel, as a woman, useful in my society.”™?

“When Hezbollah arrived, we experienced a great religious awakening which was of course influenced
by the Iraman revolution of Khomeini. Frankly, I have lived all that a little bit differently because
1 come from a family of Shetkhs. At nine and as a Sheikh’s daughter; I was already wearing the



veil, I was almo$i forced to wear it. I remember that I was embarrassed before my female friends
because they did not wear a veil. Also, I was not aware of this choice. I remember that I was a
Sludent in a school in Ain Rummaneh, run by ChriSlians, and I had to change school. [...] Today,
1 am proud to wear the veil and I'm not embarrassed anymore because I see that people underslood
the true meaning of religion and therefore the reason to wear the veil. Previously when people used
to see a veiled girl, they were saying that it was probably her family who forced her to do it; while
now, a veiled girl is respected. Now, it is the whole mood that has changed.”*

For Yemen and Jamal, the commitment within Hezbollah was accompanied by a reflexive
look on the reason of their backing of the party. If for Yemen, the religion courses of
her militant training made it possible, for Jamal, already a Sheikh’s daughter, the arrival
of Hezbollah represented an “ulterior awareness.” They take the example of wearing
the veil, which was revalued with the arrival of the party.** When Jamal speaks about
the veil, she points to this “diStance,” this “rupture” between an “authentic Islam” and
“traditional Islam.” She says: “Now, I feel comfortable with my veil and not embarrassed
like I was before.” She insits that henceforth, her choice to wear the veil is conscious,
in contra$t to when she wore it as “a Sheikh’s daughter;” without really understanding
the meaning because it was “almo$t an automatic geSture.” It is often said about party
activits that “they under$tand the religion” (byfhami bil-din).

Furthermore, this religion is diStinguished by its practice, in the sense that it is also
conceived as a set of signs, codes and norms that govern individual and collective daily
lives. Deeb refers to it as a “public piety” which articulates the religious, social and
political values.”

This new form of religiosity made clear, as already noted in Deeb’s survey in Dahiyeh,
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“why you do what you do”* and the practice also became a way to “personal development”

and to the “achievement of a pious self.”

Religion thus becomes a way of being and acting which inspires all activities of daily life.
Many women insit on the fact that during the cultural sessions of the party, they also learn
“how to behave, how to behave to highlight this religiosity in their personal and public life.”

The complexity between the articulation of this “authentic religion” and daily activities
emerges from this conversation between two women; one of them is an activift in
Hezbollah and the other is not. Zaynab, an activist within Hezbollah, explains to
Maryam what “living religion as Hezbollah wants” does mean to explain how Islam is
“an integrated religion” (din mutakdmil) that covers all aspects of daily life, and is also
now present in all her activities:

“Watch your daily actions. Since I Slarted working for an association of the party and committed
myself to Hezbollah, all my daily life changed. Religion is now present in all the acts of my
lfe [...]. Not long ago, and you saw 1, I was in the kitchen when a glass fell to the ground. 1
immediately thought that this glass had become najis (impure) and I cleaned it so that it becomes
Tahir (pure). 1t is only a small example |...]. Your behavior and your daily actions toward others
become better. When I do a good deed during the day os;_for example, when I help people in need
in the association where I work, I do what the religion teaches me to do. When you give money
to whom needs 1, you do what Imam Ali taught us, because he was very generous to all people.
When in the morning you get up and do your prayer; now you do it consciously. Or when you take
care of your parents at home, your children and your husband, all this also means that you are a
Slrong woman and that you contribute in some ways to the welfare of our community. Religion
also makes you altruiSlic. All this comes from the example of our imams.”*’

The issue is not only about teaching other female activists the right way to perform the
religious obligations but especially, as emphasised Saba Mahmood, about “teaching
them how to organise their daily behavior in accordance with the principles of Islamic

piety and virtuous behavior.”*

This piety encompasses all aspects of social life and all spheres of life: from the clothing
Style, from the way to speak, from children’s education to home management mode, the
role of women in the society, relationship to work and authorised entertainment etc.

“Imam Khomeini _forced the woman to get out of the house in order to accomplish her duties,
thus the man could not prohibit her anymore from going out. Sayyid Abbas Mussawt, the former
Secretary General of Hezbollah, had no objection to help his wife in the house if she had to go out
Jfor meetings within the party or to participate in social activities. [...] Following the example of



Abbas Mussawi, many activiSls that I know in Dahiyeh do not refuse to share household chores
with their wives and do not hinder their work in the party.”’

The vision of Shiism advocated by Hezbollah has also given a new place and a new role
to women in the society. Women are now inveting themselves in their communities,
they defend this vision by defending its principles.

On many occasions, these women emphasise the role that Imam Khomeini had assigned
to women during the Iranian revolution, because he “was directly inspired by examples
coming from the Qur’an and from the life of the great female saints of Islam, Fatima
al-Zahra’*® and her daughter Zaynab, without whom Islam would not have been
maintained in its authenticity.” For some female activits, Fatima “had moral qualities

that only the Prophet Mohammad and imams have experienced.”*!

One muét, therefore, defend his community as did Zaynab, siSter of Hussein, before
Yazid, “the usurper caliph” in Damascus.

After the death of Hussein and his companions at the battle of Karbala, Zaynab was
taken captive, with the other female prisoners, to the caliph at the court of Damascus.
“They carried the head of Hussein to the Caliph who began playing with it, with the
tip of a §tick. Zaynab then §tood up and said: <(How dare you touch that head, those
lips that the prophet kissed so often?’ ”** Then she gave a speech which, according to
the female activiSts who report it, proves the courage of this woman raised up in front
of the usurped power. Before the Caliph Yazid and the assembly, Zaynab defended her
family and the memory of the prophet as well as the honor of Hussein:*

“Use your Slratagems, broad your intrigues, expand all your efforts! I swear to God! You will not
erase our memory, you will not put to death our revelation. Your opinion will only be reduced to
nothing, your days are numbered and your group will only be dispersed, the day when the caller
only calls may God curse the oppressors.”"?

The attitude of Zaynab in Karbala and the words she pronounced before the Caliph
“prove the courage of this woman.” Zaynab is the image of the §trong woman that
remained Strong during diStress; she is a model in the Shiite Passion of Karbala,
because it 1s thanks to her courage that the message of Hussein could be transmitted
to subsequent generations. For these women, she also became a model because “she
suffered in Karbala. And that is why one feels that she is close because she knew how
to bear the loss of all her family with dignity.”

The female activists have a very active role in the party’s organisations and their
educational networks and are also increasingly visible. Only the military and political
spheres of decision §till suffer from their absence. Asked about their absence from the
battlefield, Maya explains:

“During the battle of Karbala, laynab joined her brother on the battlefield, but Hussein
immediately asked her to go back to the camp to take care of children and other women.”|... ] She
saved several times Hussein’s son, Ali Sayn al-Abidin,*® who was sick because al-Shimr tried
to kill lam more than once. She also took him out of the tent that had been set on fire. We musl
support this resiSlance by working in the party’s associations that treat wounded combatants and

thus follow the example of Zaynab. ™"’

Maya defines the battlefield as a field that belongs exclusively to men, “while the role of
the woman was that of spokesperson, that of preserving and transmitting the message
of Hussein.”* Hezbollah’s mobilisation speech plays a role at this level, highlighting the
figure of the woman who §tands again§t oppression. For Maya, juft like for the other
women interviewed for this §tudy, the commitment within the party and in its activities



is seen as a duty, in the §traight line of the Shiite tradition to which these women belong,
The examples of Sayyida Fatima and Sayyida Zaynab are regularly cited.

These women who for several years have shared with me their life §tories and their courses
have consiStently described the commitment within Hezbollah and the adherence to the
vision of Islam that the party offers as a way of life (uslib al- hayydt), a way of acting that
inspires all their acts, religiously and socially, and gives meaning to their lives. Many of
them give the idea of this encompassing commitment by the phrase “ma fi shi barrdt al
Hezb”* (no salvation out of the Hezb.) These women admit that thanks to Hezbollah and
by attending courses offered by the party, they have today acquired the skills necessary
to an awareness of their role in the family and in society.

49 Hezb is the diminutive of Hezbollah.
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From Syria
to Lebanon:
Migratory
and maulitant
trajectories
of three
PaleStinian
women

ABSTRACT

This article retraces the migratory and mil-
itant trajectory of three PaleStinian women
from Syria who fled to become refugees in
Lebanon due to the current conflict. Apart
from recon$tructing the migration Stages
and the settlement in Lebanon, this article
examines more specifically the heteroge-
neous effects of the forced displacement on
the forms of activism undertaken by these
women who, before leaving Syria, were
involved to varying extents in fields like
humanitarian relief and information. By
examining these women’s trajectories, this
article would also like to under$tand whether
“gender” conftitutes or not a conStraint to
the engagement of these refugee women.



Five years of violence have jut elapsed in Syria,' causing one of the most serious migration
crisis in contemporary hiStory.? Lebanon, one of the mot concerned neighbouring
countries, ho$ts now more than one million Syrian refugees® and 44,500 PaleStinian
refugees from Syria* who represent one of the most vulnerable’ components of the
migration resulting from the Syrian crisis, especially because of their fuzzy legal §tatus
and of the uncertainty resulting from their original §tatus as Stateless persons.®

However, despite the insecurity experienced in this new exile, the PaleStinian refugees from
Syria have undertaken new forms of political and social commitment, on which this article
would like to bring attention by retracing the migratory and militant trajectory of three
women: Dania, Ruba and Itab.” Besides reconStructing migration and settlement §tages
in Lebanon, this article queStions more specifically the heterogeneous effects of forced
displacement on the forms of activism undertaken by these women who, prior to leaving
Syria, were involved to varying degrees in fields like humanitarian relief and information.

1 On march 2011, pacific demonétrations began in Syria, calling fir§t for reform, then for the fall of

Bachar al-Assad’s regime. They were faced by an unprecedented repression. Gradually, the pacific mobilisation
of the firft months receded, seeing the spread of an armed conflict in which an increased number of local,
regional, and international actors faced each other. On the §tages and dynamics of the Syrian conflict, see:
Adam Baczko, Gilles Dorronsoro, Arthur Quesnay, Syrie: anatomie d’une guerre civile, Paris, CNRS Editions,
2016; Zyad Majed, Syrie: la révolution orpheline, Paris, Actes Sud, 2013; Frangois Burgat, Bruno Paoli (eds.)
Pas de printemps pour la Syrie. Acteurs et défis de la crise syrienne (2011- 2013), Paris, La Découverte Editions, 2013.

2 According to the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), the conflict has
resulted in the displacement of about 6,5 million persons inside Syria and of 4,5 million refugees in the
neighbouring countries (Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq).

3 See the §tatistics published by the UNHCR in March 2016: http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/
country.php?id=122

b This data comes from §tatiStics published in May 2015 by UNRWA (United Nations Work and Relief

Agency). It muét be specified that before the beginning of the conflict, the Pale§tinian community in Syria
included about half a million people due to the demographic expansion of the refugee community that
arrived since 1948, after the creation of the §tate of Israel, through several migratory waves. Pale§tinian
refugees were mainly based in camps situated near cities (Damascus, Aleppo, Daraa, Homs, Hama and
Latakia) and also integrated in the Syrian urban tissue.

5 Kamal Dorai, Jalal Al Husseini, “La vulnérabilité des réfugiés paleStiniens a la lumiére de la crise
syrienne,” Gonfluences Méditerranée, vol. 4, no. 87, 2013, pp. 95-107

6 Despite the fact that Pale§tinians of Syria are known to be among those who have benefited from
the beét welcome conditions compared to the situation in other Arab countries, they did not obtain the
Syrian nationality. Their legal §tatus is ruled by law no. 260, adopted in 1956 which §tates that “Pale§tinians
living in Syria are considered as indigenous Syrians in all fields covered by the law and concerning work,
commerce and military service, while keeping their original nationality™.

7 With the authorisation of the interviewed, we kept the real firft names and withdrew the family names.

By examining women’s trajectories, this article would like to under$tand whether “gender”
conétitutes or not a conStraint to the engagements of these refugee women.

This article is based on interviews, conducted remotely through Skype in March 2016,
with three interlocutors who were contacted through the help of PaleStinians met in
the Yarmouk camp,” during a field work visit carried out between 2008 and 2011 in the
frame of a political sociology thesis on Pale§tinian militancy in Syria,’ and also with the
help of Lebanese activists involved in refugee assiStance.'” While “remote inveStigation”
1s now a tool that is increasingly operated due to the escalation of the conflict in Syria
and the inability of social scientifts to access the inveStigation field," this method is, in
moft cases, legitimised by prior knowledge of that same field. In the case of this article,
however, remote inveStigation presents a number of limitations. It was carried out among
women from a country of departure, Syria — which contours are familiar to the author
— but they are now located in a new hoSting country, Lebanon, in which they have not
been observed. Their account is reported to the author without it being in the social
environment context in which it is produced. It then cannot be verified, cross-checked,
nor contextualised.'? It is for this reason that we tend to present the trajectories in this
article as teStimonials, and do not claim that they shed light on the circum$tances of all
Pale§tinians from Syria that fled to Lebanon.

8 I especially want to thank Khalil Khalil and Atham al-Sahli for their help which was essential to the
accomplishment of theses interviews.

9 See: Valentina Napolitano, S'engager a Yarmouk. Sociologie de la militance paleStinienne en Syrie, thesis in
political sociology, EHESS de Paris, 2015.

10 I especially want to thank Nawal Mdallaly and Wafiq al-Hawari.

11 About the ethnographical inveStigations lead in the context of Syrian conflict, see: Thierry Boissiere,
“L’anthropologie face au conflit syrien: replacer la société au cocur de I'analyse,” Revue des mondes musulmans
et de la Méditerranée, no. 138, 2015, pp. 117-130.

12 However, we have tried to cross-check information collected via these three interviews with those
collected by Lebanese research centres which have worked on PaleStinian refugees from Syria in Lebanon.
See specifically, the report written by Hisham Dabsi and Wafiq al-Hawari, “Results of a survey concerning
needs of PaleStinian refugees coming from Syria,” Beirut, Tatwir Centre for Strategic Studies and Devel-
opment, 2015. Furthermore, and thanks to Wafiq al-Hawari, researcher and activist in the humanitarian
field, we have diStributed five queStionnaires to PaleStinian women living in Lebanon, essentially in Sidon

region, that have allowed us to contextualise the information received via the interviews.
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Moft PaleStinians who joined Lebanon due to the conflict come from the Yarmouk
camp."® This is however not the only Pale§tinian camp to have been affected by the
repression of the Syrian regime against the protets. The refugee camps in the cities of
Daraa, Latakia, and Homs have suffered since the fir§t months from bombardments by
the Syrian army, because of their proximity to the Syrian neighbourhoods where the
firft demonStrations took place, causing the massive displacement of its inhabitants.*
However, Yarmouk is the large$t Pale§tinian agglomeration in Syria with a population
of about 150,000 refugees officially regiStered by the UNRWA (United Nations Work
and Relief Agency) in December 2012." Located at the south of Damascus, near the
road that leads to Lebanon, Yarmouk is particularly affected, as of September 2012, by
the clashes between the lawful Syrian army and the groups of the armed opposition.
This camp also hofts a mainly middle class population who has the financial resources
needed for the expenses of the trip and of settlement in Lebanon.

Two of the interviewed interlocutors lived in the Yarmouk camp. Dania, aged 23, was a
Student in Graphic Design at the University of Damascus. Following the §tart of the anti-
regime uprising in Syria, the Yarmouk camp — which §tayed at a diStance from violence
at leaSt during the fir§t year — hoSted thousands of Syrian displaced persons fleeing close
neighbourhoods, al-Hajar al-Aswad'® and Tadamon,'” as well as the cities mo§t affected
by the repression of the Syrian regime, Homs and Deraa'® in particular. In response
to the humanitarian crisis confronting the Yarmouk camp, Dania became involved in
solidarity actions in favour of displaced Syrians. Knowing a member of the “Charity
Organisation for the PaleStinian people” (al-Hay’a al-Khayria lil Sha’ab al-FilaShni)," she

decided to mobilise within this organisation and participated in psychological support
activities for displaced children, and in diStribution of food baskets. As a Pale§tinian,
Dania considered her commitment a “duty” towards Syrians, with whom she “grew up
and lived.”® These motivations correspond to those presented by many other Pale§tinians
who have decided to integrate the Syrian prote$t because they lived together with Syrians
and shared the same political and social aspirations.?> Many women from Yarmouk camp
have mobilised in the organisation of relief actions targeting displaced Syrians. This is
probably due to the relative immunity that they enjoyed, allowing them to move more
easily to collect aid and cross Syrian police checkpoints and roadblocks.

Ruba, 28 years old and holding a bachelor’s degree in Arabic Literature, was also involved
in humanitarian work in Yarmouk. Prior to the Syrian uprising, she was a dynamic
and fulfilled woman, but she had to leave her job due to the increasing violence, with
the road between Yarmouk and Damascus centre becoming too dangerous. It is in this
context of forced unemployment and facing a mounting crisis that Ruba took part in
the organisation of relief provided to displaced Syrians received in the schools of the
United Nations Work and Relief Agency (UNRWA.) Her activities included collecting
clothes and blankets, assisting in the provision of psychological aid, and searching for
missing persons.

The case of Itab, 32 years old, is different from the precedents. She didn’t live in Yarmouk,
but Damascus centre, and for her, the Syrian uprising is not associated with the beginning
of an engagement. She was a journali§t at the Iranian channel “al-’Alam” and at the
Syrian §tate news channel. Itab found herself in a complicated situation when the fir§t
proteéts began in Syria. Supporting the principles of the Syrian protest, she says that she
was overwhelmed by the fear of the brutal repression practiced by the Syrian regime,
especially the violence again§t women. She also thought that it would be an error for
Pale§tinians to meddle in the affairs of their ho$ting country. This is the reason why she
decided to keep a neutral position.

With further protets and hardening of the repression by the Syrian regime, the working
atmosphere of Itab became unbearable. TV channels in which she was employed relayed
the official narrative of the regime and the information was often built entirely in an
effort to §trengthen this narrative. Moreover, despite the fact that she kept her diStance



from the anti-regime prote$ts, her failure to express explicitly her “loyalty” to the Syrian
regime got her into trouble, because she was de _facto associated with contentment with
the opposition. Itab increasingly became the target of psychological pressure from her
colleagues who suspected her to be close to the opposition. These pressures intensified
further when Hamas, the Pale§tinian movement, declared to be in favour of the Syrian
uprising.”? Immediately, all Pale$tinians were accused by the Syrian regime of “treason”
and “ingratitude”. However, it is only following the arret of her colleague Muhannad,
who is also Pale§tinian and involved in anti-regime demonsStrations, that Itab decided
to leave her job in March 2012, as she considered the situation too dangerous for her.

For these women who endured the rising violence, the choice to leave Syria became
unavoidable. Their departure took place between 2012 and 2013, a period when migration
to Lebanon reached its height for the PaleStinian community from Syria.” Several
developments on the Syrian level help explain this temporality. First, the intensification
of bombardment from the lawful army on the Yarmouk camp, which came under the
control of the opposition, with the use of air force — for the firft time in December 2012
— caused a mass exodus of inhabitants outside the camp. This episode is even referred
to by Pale§tinians from Syria as a “second Nakba.”* It is at this point that Dania and
Ruba left the camp, with their respective families, to find shelter with relatives in the
city of Damascus. Then, Yarmouk camp turned into a battlefield and was gradually
subjected to a blockade affecting the free movement of people and goods, specifically
food. While camp residents who had moved, like Ruba, to Damascus continued initially
to carry out round trips to the camp, this was no longer possible in July 2013, when the
camp’s siege became complete.?

Therefore, the choice to travel to Lebanon was included in a context of increasing
violence in Syria, which particularly affected Pale§tinians. Lebanon was privileged
mainly owing to the presence of relatives on whom refugees can rely at arrival, and to
the geographical proximity that allows round trips to Syria and considering a definitive
return once the crisis is resolved.

However, the paths to arrive to Lebanon were different. In December 2012, after
spending a few days in the neighbourhood of Roukn al-Deen in Damascus, Dania took
a bus to Lebanon. After a ten hours wait at the Syrian-Lebanese border, she managed
to enter the Lebanese territory. She firt settled with her family in the Shatila camp in
Beirut, due to the PaleStinian presence and, especially, cheaper rents. However, living
conditions in the Pale§tinian camps in Lebanon are much more degraded than those
known in Syria. Dania and her family decided then to join relatives in the city of Sidon
where many Pale§tinians from Syria have settled.

For Ruba, the trip to Lebanon was more complicated. In March 2013, she went to
the border with her siSter. Syrian police submitted her to que§tioning and forbade her
from crossing the border. Back in Damascus, she tried the trip again a few weeks later,
illegally this time. She paid a smuggler who brought her to Beirut’s centre. She then
joined her family which had already settled in the camp of Ain el-Hilweh, at Sidon. As
for Itab, threatened with imprisonment in Syria, she left the territory in March 2012,
accompanied by her family. She settled in the region of Wadi al-Zaina, near Sidon, with
her uncles, while her family returned to Damascus.

Depending on the period of arrival in Lebanon and the route that was taken (legal
or illegal,) the type of residency permit granted by the Lebanese authorities and the
treatment adopted towards Pale§tinians from Syria are different. But, in general, they
are §till subject to arbitrary decisions. Indeed, the presence of Pale§tinians from Syria
in Lebanon is not regulated by a well defined policy. They do not benefit from the same
processes regulating the residency of other refugees and are, consequently, kept in legal

uncertainty.?®

Dania and Itab have been able to obtain, at the time of their arrival, a
tourit residency permit for a period of one month; but they could not renew it afterwards,
and are currently residing irregularly on Lebanese territory. They are thus forced to

move with caution and fear of being sent back to Syria — this has already been the case



for other PaleStinians. This is why Itab says that she is even afraid of going to the office
of the Lebanese General Security to renew her residency permit.

“When I arrived, I got a residency permit for a month. Then, I Slayed a long time without a
permat until December 2015, when an amneSly was declared and three months residency permits
were granted to PaleShinians. At that time, I went to the General Security, but with my uncles, as
L was afrard! I said that I was Slaying at their home without saying anything about my work as a
Journali§l in Lebanon... I was very scared that they would send me back to Syria. Between 2014
and 2015, many PaleStinians from Syria were expelled]...].”*’

As for Ruba, who entered Lebanon illegally, she only managed to get a residency permit
in December 2015, when a three months permit was granted, but which has not been
subsequently renewed because of her illegal entry into the country. The irregular legal
Status thus makes these women vulnerable and afraid of being repatriated to Syria as

Ttab Stated:

“Two weeks ago, I was going back from Beirut to Sidon. During a police check, they took my
documents and saw that my residency permut was expired. Then the policeman said, “We need to
take you with us!” I §larted crying and the men who were in the van tried to dissuade him... That
was enough to put me in a Slate of depression... I do not want to face this anymore, this conSlant
Jear of being brought back to Syria/...**

With the continuation of the Syrian crisis, Lebanese authorities have gradually
implemented reftrictions to limit the entry of PaleStinians from Syria. Therefore, as of
summer 2014, the borders were blocked to them. The renewal of residency permits,
when possible, was granted for two hundred dollars per person, a sum that a large family
cannot afford. Roadblocks and police checks increased, particularly at the entrances of
Pale§tinian refugee camps. Ruba even says that in 2014, a group of nine girls and fifteen
boys were imprisoned in the camp of Ain el-Hilweh because they didn’t have regular
papers, which provoked demonStrations demanding their release.

The humanitarian assiStance and services for Paletinians from Syria who arrived in
Lebanon are not guaranteed by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR), as for Syrian refugees, but by UNRWA, the United Nations Agency created
in 1949 specifically to assist PaleStinian refugees in the neighbouring countries of
hiStorical PaleStine and in the occupied territories. This organisation, which is facing a
long-eStablished budget deficit, manages to provide services in the field of education,

but has proven widely incapable of meeting health needs. Furthermore, although the
organisation dispensed financial aid and food baskets to PaleStinians from Syria, that
aid ended in February 2016, causing protests.

Despite the precariousness arising from the lack of a defined legal §tatus and adequate
support by international authorities — which could have resulted in a withdrawal of the
community of Syria’s PaleStinian refugees into its own, particularly its female component
—forms of activism and mobilisation have emerged.

Within the crisis arising from the presence of more than one and a half million Syrian
refugees in Lebanon, and increased politicisation resulting from the ongoing conflict, many
associations and humanitarian organisations have been created by Syrians, PaleStinians
from Syria, and Lebanese people. These organisations are, in some cases, the place of
adaptation for militants who had already mobilised in favour of the Syrian uprising
and who wish to pursue their social and political engagement even in exile. Among the
women interviewed, Dania and Ruba undertook social activities once settled in Lebanon.

Dania fir§t became a volunteer in the Najda-Now?’ organisation in Shatila camp, then
in Jusoor,” where she works as a teacher. It is through networks of acquaintances that
Dania had e§tablished in Yarmouk, as part of the mobilisation in solidarity with displaced
Syrians, that she could integrate these organisations founded by Syrian activists. Due to
the lack of a residency permit, Dania’s work was undeclared, but she managed to have
a symbolic salary as a volunteer.

As for Ruba, her arrival in Lebanon was fir§t associated with a period of depression,
resulting from the §tress experienced before managing to leave Syria. However, with her
parents’ encouragement, Ruba managed to find a position in a Lebanese private school
where she gave courses to Syrian Students who were to take their Junior Certificate and
Baccalaureate exams in Syria. In this frame, she began to familiarise with the psychological
problems faced by young refugees as a result of the conflict’s repercussions. This work
encouraged her to be more involved in organising activities to help young people. One
particular episode pushed Ruba to be intereSted in the defense of refugees and human



rights in general. In 2014, one of her §tudents went to Syria to take his Junior Certificate
exam and was §tuck at the Syrian-Lebanese border for over a week. In order to solve this
problem, Ruba began to contact various organisations for the defense of human rights.

“I did not know exactly what the problem of that boy was, but it was the period during which the
Lebanese authorities had blocked the borders to PaleStinians from Syria. It was at that point that
1 tried to contact people around me, activisls. I got in contact with the Commuttee of PaleShinians
Jfrom Syria in Lebanon (Lajne FilaStiniypun Surya fi Lubnan), in the camp of Ain el-Hilwe...
Together, we contacted AmneSly International, calls began circulating on the net, we alerted the
Embassy of PaleSline... 1t is during this time that I came to meet activiSls from the PaleStinian
Organisation for human Rights (al-Mounazzame al-FilaSliniyye li Huquq al-Insan) in the camp
of Mar Elias. This organisation was organising a training for refugees to increase their awareness
about their rights in Lebanon and I was recruted to participate in it.”

After having received a training on refugees’ rights in Lebanon, Ruba began to go more
and more often to Syrian refugee camps, and continued to follow training courses in the
field of documentation of human rights’ violations. During the summer of 2014, she
participated in organising a collective action for the release of a group of PaleStinians
detained by Lebanese authorities because of their illegal Status. Meanwhile, she collected
information about the cases of exploitation in the workplace, as well as cases of sexual
harassment, suffered by people around her. Wishing to dedicate herself to the help of
adolescents more specifically, Ruba also decided to create, with her younger sister, a
group of dabkeh that she called “The ‘Refugee’ band for Folklore and Modern Popular
Arts” (Firgat laj’ i [-turath wa al-funun al-sha’abia al-haditha) which involves young Syrian,
PaleStinian, and Lebanese persons. She continued this activity despite the difficulties
encountered in the camp of Ain el-Hilweh as a woman working with a group composed
mainly of men, and despite the attempts of many many at dissuading her.

Ruba was then recruited by a Lebanese organisation, “The Human and Environment
Development Association” (Jam’iet al-tanmie lil insan wa al-b’a)** who took notice of her
activism and capabilities. At the same time, she continued her volunteering activities,
particularly within initiatives dedicated to the defense of the rights of Pale§tinians from
Syria. Hence, Lebanon represents for Ruba the beginning of an intense social activity
in a context of increased mobilisation resulting from the Syrian crisis. This dynamism
also allowed Ruba to face the precarious situation, experienced daily following the
displacement and increasingly so, after the departure of a part of her family abroad.

Conversely, the Lebanese exile is synonymous to a period of isolation and inaction for
Itab. This young journali§t managed to find an employment at the Paletinian television
channel “al-Quds.” However, she feels downgraded, since the position she holds is less
important than the one she has, and she gains a lower salary compared to her colleagues.
While in Syria, she was not politically engaged but had a very active life socially and
intellectually, in Lebanon, she feels isolated and does not have sufficient financial means
to cover the cofts of transport in order to attend events and activities taking place in
the Lebanese capital. Moreover, the departure abroad of much of her friends who
were active in the Syrian uprising discouraged Itab from advocating any political or
social initiative. Her activism is limited exclusively to the dissemination of information
in order to highlight some issues or persons in difficulty in the media. This inaction is
nevertheless a source of fru$tration for Itab, and so are her professional situation and
irregular legal §tatus.

Therefore, the effects of forced displacement and of the Syrian conflict on these PaleStinian
women were heterogeneous, including in some cases an over-inveStment in social action,
and in other cases, a withdrawal into the private sphere. The level of social integration
and of self-fulfillment also results in a different perception of the hoét society, although
we note that several collective representations are shared by the three women.

The interaction of PaleStinian refugees with Lebanese society must be under§tood both
in the context of socio-economic and political crisis resulting from the Syrian conflict
in Lebanon, but also through a set of collective representations relevant to the hiStory
of this country where the Pale§tinian presence remains a sensitive issue, owing to the
discrimination faced by PaleStinians™ as well as the legacy of the Lebanese civil war.

For Dania, Ruba, and Itab, the relationship with the Lebanese society is, at fir§t, described
in negative terms. They talk about discriminatory words pronounced by Lebanese
persons again$t them, cases of sexual harassment, or the unpredictable behaviour of
police officers at paper checks.



“The firsl contact with the Lebanese society was hard. When I was geiting into a taxt, I was
hearing the driver say, “What about those Syrians who have Slolen the country from us?” It was
hard... I could not have discussed with the drives; it would have been useless... Unfortunately,
some intellectuals also shared the same vision. They were saying, “But what do you want from
the revolution?” And I used to say to them: “But what do you know? Who told you that when
my house was bombed, I was participating in the revolution...” At fir§l, I had a very negative
perception of Lebanese society!””*

For Itab, the difficulties encountered by all Syrian refugees in their interaction with
the hobt society are exacerbated for PaleStinians because of their nationality, source of
antipathy in Lebanon.

“In general, Lebanese people do not like PaleSlinians; so what to say about those who are PaleSlinian
and Syrian at the same time?”™

However, these general considerations will be differentiated later. Through their work,
Ruba and Itab met Lebanese persons from a more educated social §trata and from
the intellectual sphere, who expressed their support and with whom they have friendly
relationships.

“My views on the Lebanese society have changed when I entered the Association for Development.
1'met nice people who treated me like a human being, who supported me a lot psychologically and
supported my projects!”

The interaction of these refugee women with the Lebanese society is governed by
dynamics and representations that are common with other societies facing a major
migration phenomenon, which is a source of political and economic intability in the hot
country. However, in Lebanon, PaleStinians from Syria also face a specific component
of society, the local Pale§tinian community, and paradoxically, it is with this community
that divisions are the §trongest.

Indeed, Dania, Ruba, and Itab perceive remarkable differences between the Pale§tinian
society in Syria and in Lebanon. All three of them notice the lack of solidarity with
refugees coming from Syria who, inStead of being treated with special attention as
“co-nationals” are more exploited than Syrian refugees.

“When I was in the Shatila camp, the PaleSlinians in the camp rented us apartments for very
high prices... They immediately tried to exploit the situation! There was no solidarity with us as
PaleSlinians, and inSlead, they treated us worse than they treated Syrians!”*°

Itab, too, encountered many difficulties in connecting with Lebanon’s PaleStinians. In
her view, the long hiStory of violence and marginalisation that Pale§tinians have faced
is the cause of their troubles and social problems. She also denounces the attempts to
exploit her, especially by the Pale§tinian channel for which she works, and which assigns
her a lower salary than colleagues who are Pale§tinians from Lebanon.

“[ think that the hiSlory of Lebanon’s PaleSlinians fashioned a mass psychology, a condition of
collective disease. I fail in having relationships with them (...) While we had always been in
solidarity with PaleStinians in Lebanon, we were faced with an opposite reaction! They exploited
the situation, they increased the apartments’ rents i the camps, although they knew that we
were refugees, that we were PaleSlinians like them. They should have helped us! When I Slarted
working for the al-Quds TV, I felt that it bothered PaleStinians in Lebanon, as if I had Slolen
thewr work (...). %"

Finally, another factor accentuating divisions between Syria’s and Lebanon’s PaleStinians
is the position taken by some PaleStinians from Syria in favour of the Syrian protet
movement; a position deemed unjuétified due to the good living conditions granted by
Syrian authorities to PaleStinian refugees.®

“I have often heard: “You, PaleSkinians from Syria, you had all your rights... You had no reason
to rebel!” It is as if we had to thank the regime for our rights... I think we should rather thank
the Syrian people and not the regime... If I got my rights, it is through a law approved long before
this regime came to power... But the PaleStinians in Lebanon do not know that! There is a lot of
ignorance and superficiality..””

The behaviour of Paletinian factions did not improve the relationship between Syria’s
and Lebanon’s PaleStinians. The three women are critical to the political factions,
especially those belonging to the PaleStine Liberation Organisation (PLO), and accuse
them, in the Syrian context, of having sided with the Syrian regime. In Lebanon, these
organisations are accused of participating fully in discriminating again$t PaleStinians



from Syria and of being unable to pressure Lebanese authorities so that their §tatus in
the country would be legally formulated.

While Dania, Ruba, and Itab are finally socially or professionally integrated in Lebanon,
this ho$t country represents for them a temporary Stage. The three women are considering
moving to a third country. For Dania, the reasons for an onward travel are to be found
in the living conditions and inStability experienced in Lebanon.

“I do not see my_future in Lebanon! How could I, if the locals themselves do not see one? With
my_family, we wish to go, we find life here very complicated, there is no work, life and health care
coSls are very expensive... The situation is difficult... But at the same time and as PaleShinians
Jfrom Syria, we do not have much hope of getting visas to go abroad!”"’

Ruba, meanwhile, is waiting for the firSt opportunity to join her family who has already
taken the road of illegal immigration to Europe.

As soon as I can, I will leave Lebanon! 1t is an unfair country! My father is now i Greece, my
mother and some of my brothers are already in the Netherlands. Here, I Slayed with my siler and
my little brother. Maybe God decided that I remain in Lebanon because people here need me more
than my family does, who knows...”"!

For Itab, whose family is §till in Syria, her hope to go back to her country is now thwarted
and a trip abroad is the only possible solution. She wishes to escape the insecurity and
injustice that she faces in Lebanon.

“I Skill hope that the Syrian crisis would end and that I could go back home, but the only real
solution today ts immigration to a country that gives me a residency permut! I don’t want to be
humiliated anymore! I want to go to a country that respects me!”*

Despite its geographical and cultural proximity with Syria, Lebanon does not provide
the conditions necessary for a long term settlement of PaleStinian refugees from Syria,
given the lack of adequate legal treatment. Compounding this is the fact that a possible
resolution of the Syrian conflict §till seems diStant, and that Pale§tinians from Syria are
basically State-less persons, which further encourages them to immigrate to the West,
in the aim of obtaining legitimate documents.

In this article, we examined the migration route and forms of commitment advocated
by three Pale§tinian refugee women in Lebanon. We showed that forced displacement
exerts various effects depending on the specific trajectory of each woman and her
previous engagement. In the case of Dania and Ruba, we noticed that, in Lebanon,
there is continuity of the forms of mobilisation that began in Syria, particularly in the
context of the anti-regime uprising that §tarted in March 201 1. In the Lebanese context
of intense politicisation fueled by the echoes of the Syrian prote$t movement, the pursuit
of a commitment in exile represents for Dania and Ruba a means for social integration,
which allows them to reStore a network of relationships, broken by displacement. This
commitment also helps them overcome the situation of psychological fragility in which
they are immersed following the conflict and their displacement. In the case of Itab
who, on the contrary, was not settled in the camp of Yarmouk and kept herself away
from the anti-regime mobilisations in Syria, the exile in Lebanon is rather a source of
uprooting, insecurity, and isolation. The decline of the forms of past sociability, caused
by the exile, 1s associated with a lack of social and political engagement.

Regarding the weight of gender on activism in exile, this article shows that it is not
a constraint for our respondents. It is mentioned only intermittently and never as a
hindrance to their activism. This is mainly explained by the sociological profile of these
women who all share a very high level of education that allows them, even in exile,
to achieve significant personal and professional accomplishments. Despite the varying
perceptions of their own situation in Lebanon, Dania, Ruba, and Itab were able to
take part in highly qualified professional and engaged fields: education, human rights,
and information. However, one can imagine in many respects that for women from
lower social classes, the conStraints of exile and gender are cumulative and a source of
exclusion and social marginalisation.

Women presented in this article are not representative of the situation experienced
by the entire population of Pale§tinian refugees from Syria, but are rather its elite.
However, they share with the whole community a part of its experience, representations,
and expectations in the context of conflict and forced displacement. Their migration
trajectories show that Lebanon is favoured by Pale§tinians from Syria because of the
geographical proximity and the presence on-site of family networks. Still, PaleStinians
here are confronted to a situation of in§tability, emphasised by the arbitrary treatment
to which the Lebanese authorities submit them due to their refugee §tatus. Interaction
with the ho§t population is a source of divisions, and exacerbates a sense of insecurity,
leading many PaleStinians to go to third countries.
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ABSTRACT

This article examines the process of union-
ising migrant domeStic workers in Lebanon.
This process was undertaken by a number
of international and local NGOs and the
Federation of Workers and Employees
Unions in Lebanon (FENASOL). The article
highlights the potential of, as well as the
obtacles confronting the workers in building
their union. These obétacles pertain to the
many fields of power they have to negotiate
or challenge on the level of the §tate, NGOs
and the Federation’s leadership. Through
fieldwork, participatory observation and
in-depth interviews conducted with union
activits, the article focuses on the gendered
and racial dynamics and relations between
the workers forming the union and the
Federation’s leadership, as well as their
relation to the Lebanese §tate. Their case
compels us to consider the challenges that
the feminisation and internationalisation of
labour pose for the exiSting trade unions’
Structures and the ways we envision labour
and social movements in general.



“Every meeting we had with the different communities, I wanted to make sure that we Slress the
idea of solidarity. Now we don't say Philippines, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia and Bangladesh. We say
we are the unioniSls. We are the women workers. We don't mention communities. We emphasise
women working together. That's how we have reached [...] a union. I always remove my union's
identaty card and I raise it with my hand and ask: who has this? In response, the members would
wave their cards. 1 say: you have this card now, if someone looks at you in different ways here,
you say: hey! I am one of you! This is always what I emphasise. We are all domeShic workers.”’

On May 2015 ,4, hundreds of migrant dome§tic workers and their supporters in
Lebanon took to the §treets for the occasion of International Workers” Day, demanding
that the Lebanese government formally recognise their union. In fact, soon after the
announcement of the union’s launch, the Minister of Labour, Sajaan Azzi, denounced
the union as “illegal,” arguing that it would only “generate problems” inétead of solve
them. The MiniSter suggeSted that protection for dome§tic workers would be beét
guaranteed through new laws, not through union organising.? In other words, rights
should be unequivocally granted by the government, not claimed or bargained for by
groups or unions. He added: “protection takes place through procedures, not through
the introduction of domeStic workers into political and class games.”® The MiniSter’s
la§t Statement clearly expressed the fear generated by the thought of workers, migrants
in particular, organising in a country where migrants contitute almost half of the
labour force.

Since 1990, Lebanon has increasingly become a ho§t country of both Arab and non-
Arab migration. PaleStinian refugees and migrants from Syria and Iraq came to Lebanon
long before 1990 and settled in the country.* Although Syrian workers §tarted working
in Lebanon in the 1950s, since the end of the war in 1990, Syrian workers have come
to form the large$t part of the menial labour force in the country.” In general, migrant
workers account for 760,000 of Lebanon’s total workforce of 1.2 million, including

around 250,000 migrant dome$tic workers predominantly in the informal sector.® These
migrants are usually hired in specific economic niches such as con$truction and sanitation
where they lack regulation of employment conditions, particularly in the con$truction,
agriculture, cleaning, and service sectors. InStitutional discrimination upheld by laws and
procedures, such as the kafala or sponsorship syStem governing migrant workers, leave
those workers vulnerable to all sorts of capital exploitation, including less than minimum
wage pay, longer working hours, denial of social and health security, etc. In fact, the
labour code specifically excludes domestic workers, Lebanese and non-Lebanese, from
the protection afforded to other workers. It also bars union membership for dome§tic
workers, as well as agricultural workers and public employees that are also excluded
from the labour law. Under Article 92, migrant workers are denied the right to elect or
be elected as representatives of a union. Consequently, large sections of workers have
been denied their right to freedom of association and collective bargaining.” Moreover,
migrant workers, and migrant dome§tic workers specifically, are subject to reStrictive
immigration rules based on the kafala syStem that retricts their mobility and makes it
difficult for them to leave abusive working conditions.

As aresult of the gradual increase of migrant dome$tic workers during the 1990s® and the
subsequent rise of reported cases of worker abuse in the 2000s, civil society organisations
began to take initiative to highlight and address violations of workers’ rights. Both local
and international women’s rights and human rights organisations began to supplement
charity organisations that had been working since the 1980s on opening “safe spaces”
for migrants, including domeS$tic workers, offering charity, communal ceremonies,
prayers, and legal and social assistance’. Hence, a noticeable trend emerging over the



la§t decade is that the needs and interests of migrant dome$tic workers in Lebanon have
overwhelmingly been the concern of NGOs rather than trade unions.

This paper examines the process of unionising domeStic workers, highlighting the
possibilities it makes way for, as well as the ob§tacles confronting it. More specifically, it
highlights the ways in which workers, through organising, subvert the §tate’s regulatory
power that continuously labels them as the “other” and denies them the right to have
a political voice. As such, I argue that migrant women’s labour action is challenging
the exclusionary practices of citizenship through which access to rights is mediated.
However, while doing so, they have to navigate the many dimensions of the minefield
of power, whether in relation to the §tate, the UN, the Federation of Workers and
Employees Unions in Lebanon (FENASOL) or NGOs. Tor the purpose of this article
we will limit the analysis to the power dynamics that Structure the relationship of the
workers with the State and the federation. The latter continues to perpetuate national
ethnocentric discourse on labour and remains to a large extent male dominated and
bureaucratic. In fact, FENASOL offers complex and different positions of power and
influence. Additionally, and more importantly, analysing the plurality of positions of
power calls for an analysis of the discourses that this attempt at unionisation seeks to
put in place. My aim is to explore the relations of power and relative privilege marked
by racial and gender dynamics that this unionisation has mobilised.

Thus, through the example of the union for domeStic workers, this paper reflects firstly,
on the challenges that the growing feminisation and internationalisation of labour pose
for the exiSting trade unions Structures; secondly, the need for alternative theoretical and
organisational tools to be available for labour unions; and thirdly, the implications that
the changing face of labour has on how we envision our labour and social movements
in general.

The paper draws on fieldwork that took place between December 2014 and February 2015
as part of my thesis in Ma$ter of Arts in Gender and Women’s Studies at the American
University in Cairo. The fieldwork consiSted of seven in-depth interviews, additional
informal meetings, small group discussions with migrant dome$tic workers’ union and
non-union members, and eight interviews with Lebanese trade unioniéts, women’s rights
activifts, International Labour Organisation §taff, and participatory observations which
took place at FENASOL’s headquarter and other workers’ gatherings. The interviewees’
names have been changed in order to protect their anonymity. The majority of the
women interviewed conStitute the mo$t active members of the union. These women

have lived in Lebanon between seven and thirty years. They are freelancers:' while
they are §till governed by the kafala, they have eStablished relationships of trust with
their kafeel/sponsor, which allows them to have greater mobility. As such, mo$t of these
women have a hi§tory in community organising before the union.

In talking about domeStic workers, within the context of this research, we are referring
to women, predominantly migrants. Migrant dome$tic workers experience three-fold
exploitation as migrants, women and workers. The lack of social recognition for domeStic
workers is due to the fact that dome$tic work is considered an extension of a woman’s
natural role. This lack of recognition is coupled with an intensified degradation of the
occupation through its association with race and nationality.'" Gutierrez-Rodriguez
argues that “while this labour is conétitutive for the production of value, this value is
largely not recognised in society because its cultural predication connotes it as ‘non-
productive’ and its labour force is devalued through its prescription as feminised and
racialized labour.”? This under$tanding of feminised and racialised aspects of dome$tic
labour is not always recognised by labour unions, which have hiStorically mobilised with
the formal class model (the induétrial/formal male worker), and upheld nationali$t and
exclusionary practices toward migrants. Hence, unions did not historically perceive
domeStic workers as workers worthy of organising. On the contrary, they were invisible,
or, at best, considered marginal temporary workers in a devalued labour process, and
therefore, their field of labour was disregarded.

The year 2015 marked a shift in the organisation of migrant workers in Lebanon,
witnessing the formation of the first trade union for dome$tic workers in the Arab
world. The union was e§tablished as the result of the cooperation among the National
Federation of Workers and Employees’ Trade Unions in Lebanon (FENASOL), the
International Labour Organisation (ILO), Kafa (enough) Violence & Exploitation (a
women’s-rights organisation), Insan (a human-rights organisation) and the Migrant
Community Centre (MCC, a centre run by the Anti-Racism Movement in Beirut.)
However, the relations between some of these groups were characterised by tensions.
Many interlocutors expressed that some NGOs view themselves as the “godfathers” of



migrant domes$tic workers since many years of cooperation had given the NGOs more
expertise in dealing with these workers. Meanwhile, labour unions were newcomers to
this field and lacked expertise in dealing with migrant women. FENASOL'’s leadership,
on its part, considers the “natural” place of domes$tic workers to be in labour unions
and that NGOs lack expertise in collectively organising workers since their mandate
concentrates primarily on individualised service provision. Thus, these tensions are the
result of competition over representation of domeStic workers, driven in some cases by
donor funding which renders migrant domestic workers a valuable asset to be fought
over. It also highlights the ways in which the different actors portray them as workers,
as women, and as migrants. For in§tance, in the context of a union, women migrant
workers are mainly viewed as workers, whereas for women’s rights organisations, they
are moftly considered migrant women. Despite tensions, the union was born out of the
cooperation between the Federations, the NGOs and the ILO.

The launch of the Union took place on January 2015 ,25, during which over 300 migrant
women from Ethiopia, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Ethiopia, the Philippines, Lebanon,
Madagascar, South Africa, Bangladesh, and Senegal participated in the congress. A
common feeling was that, from that day on, they would be “making hiStory,” a sentence
I heard many workers repeat with a noticeable sense of pride. Indeed, this day was a
hiStoric day for the workers as they declared the eStablishment of the firft union for
domestic workers in Lebanon and in the Arab region. The pride the workers exuded
and their sense of “making hiStory” emanated largely from their perception that what
they were doing challenged norms, authority, the law, and their representation as victims.
Their pride was rooted in the power they felt in collectively claiming their rights in a
job which tends to isolate workers and individualise their problems. The importance of
their actions rests, however, on the fact that the union came at a time when there was a
general mistrut of labour unions and their ability to lead change in Lebanon. Even so,
the actions of domestic workers gave back hope to the hopeless, proving that organising
the unorganised is not only a possibility but also a necessity.

The initiative to organise dome$tic workers under the umbrella of FENASOL was
supported by the ILO. A report published by the ILO in 2012 §tates:

“NGOs are expected to engage workers’ unions in the planning and implementation of relevant
programs and activities if only to emphasise the ‘worker’ in domeSlic workers. When unions
become thoroughly informed about the working and living conditions of domeSlic workers, their

commatment to domeSlic workers’ issues during tripartite dialogues on migrant workers becomes
more significant.”’

In fact, the ILO global agenda on dome$tic workers, following the adoption of the ILO
Convention 189 on dome$tic work in 2011, emphasised the need for local trade union
federations to act as partners to organise dome$tic workers and ultimately push towards
tripartite negotiation among the §tate, workers, and employers/placement agencies. At
that time, the ILO was §till searching for a suitable labour federation ally in Lebanon to
implement the project. FENASOL, as the only federation willing to cooperate, was the
only candidate. As one ILO official said: “Other labour federations such as the General
Confederation of Lebanese Workers (CGTL) §till consider the domeStic workers as

servants unworthy of labour rights.”!*

In 2012, FENASOL, which is tied to the Lebanese Communiét Party (LCP), made the
decision to withdraw its membership from the CGTL, the sole official representative of
workers on the §tate level. The CGTL suffers from an ineffective bureaucracy, as well
as extremely poor membership as sectarian elites control it and thus, use it as a tool
in their clienteli$t patronage network." Following this move, FENASOL needed and
wanted to assert itself as an alternative model to the CGTL and compete for the Status
of true representative of workers in Lebanon. Organising migrant domestic workers
was an expression of FENASOL’s commitment in that regard.

The withdrawal came as a reaction to the CGTLleadership’s alliance with the employers’
committees on crucial issues such as the minimum wage bill. That alliance had conceded
to a minimum wage below what the former Minifter of Labour Charbel Nahas had
proposed and refused to allow Nahas’ proposed universal health coverage plan under his
“social wage” project.'® FENASOL’s decision to withdraw also came within a national
context of intensified labour mobilisation within the informal, formal, public, and private
sectors. Workers from Spinneys, a supermarket chain, were fighting a unionisation
battle, while contract workers of the Lebanese Electric Company, the Hariri hospitals,
the Lebanese University, and Casino du Liban were on §trike for fixed employment.



In addition, teachers in private and public schools, along with public employees, were
long campaigning for wage increases, with §trikes and prote$ts reaching tens of thousands
of participants. The common denominator among these labour §truggles, aside from
the common experience of precarity, was their lack of formal union organisation.
This inexperience made workers’ mobilisations weak, and hindered workers’ abilities
to fully obtain their demands. Hence, CGTL’s inefliciency and letdown of workers,
as well as the intensification of labour protets, reopened the public discussion on the
need for a democratic, independent and representative labour movement in Lebanon.
But this discussion was not only local; it also took place at the regional level within the
revolutionary context of 2011 in the Arab world.

Workers formed independent trade union federations as alternatives to the §tate-led
federations in Egypt and Yemen, and unions played a leading role in the popular uprisings
again$t dictatorships in Tunisia and Bahrain. In response to these local and regional
developments, the CGTL issued a §tatement on December 2012 ,20 accusing “anyone
who wants to etablish an independent trade union or seeking to atomise, dismember
and divide the trade unions and abandon the workers in order to serve the Zionist
project calling for conétructive chaos.”!” Clearly, the message was addressed to the ILO
that had been supporting the formation of independent trade union federations, and
backing already exiSting unions in countries where freedom of association and workers’
movements were under massive attacks by employers and the §tate. In Lebanon, following
the withdrawal from the CGTL, FENASOL leadership expressed the need and its will
to work on the e§tablishment of an independent and democratic union movement to
replace the exiSting confederation, particularly as this would allow it to gain new allies
such as the ILO and other international trade union organisations. Such partners would
grant it greater visibility in the international scene, where migrant domeStic workers’
rights are part of a larger international agenda. Thus, within the context of local,
regional, and global events, and the intersection of opposing and colluding agendas of
national and international actors, the trade union for dome§tic workers was e§tablished.

For years, migrant workers, including dome$tic workers, had organised around community
lines and aimed to promote the community by §trengthening and supporting its members and
mobilising cultural, religious and national ethos. More specifically, this community organising
aimed at retaining and cultivating migrant communities’ cultures and acted as a support
network for dome$tic workers, especially those who suffered from poor working conditions.

Many interlocutors’ told Stories of runaway dome$tic workers who seeked support and
assiStance as they escaped difficult working conditions. Some of the members would
ho§t them temporarily at their homes, help them find another job and approach a new
kafeel. In cases where runaway domestic workers are detained by General Security, fellow
community members would collect money from one another in order to buy the detained
an airplane ticket back home. For example, Marguerite, a union member from Cameroon,
fir§t came to Lebanon in 1999. At the time, a small community of Cameroonians was
holding its Sunday monthly meetings in a small church in Dekwench. After meeting a
Cameroonian dome$tic worker who told her about the community meetings, she Started
attending the meetings and assiSting the community, later on becoming the community
leader. Commenting on her §tory, she said:

“We mainly spoke about our problems at work. We complained and shared what was happening
with us during the month. It was a way for us to evade and temporarily escape our work. When
the Sunday meeting came, I was very happy. On Saturday night I prepared the shoes and the
clothes that I was going to wear the next day. I would put them next to me on the bed. I waited
Jor the alarm clock to ring so I [could] wake up and go meet my friends. I wailed [for] this day,

every month. It was very important for me.”"*

As Marguerite’s narrative demonétrates, these community meetings provided migrant
women with the opportunity to gather and discuss important events in their lives, thereby
creating significant communication networks. The Lebanese §tate rarely perceived
these migrant agglomerations as threatening; the government seldom tried to break up
communities, as the latter did not present themselves as openly conte$tational and did
not challenge discriminatory policies affecting migrant workers. This does not mean
that community gatherings were apolitical spaces, however. On the contrary, they were
politicised in the sense that they sought to forge solidarity among community members.
Solidarity is a political act, which does not necessarily aim to challenge the State, but
rather to forge new modes of sociality and social interactions within a certain community.
Nevertheless, these community spaces were the first inStances of politicisation for many
migrant domeStic workers such as Marguerite, who became a community leader and
later on a union activist. They created new avenues of access and mobilisation, and
provided the grounds for new political subjects to emerge.

But when the workers’ organisation became openly political, taking the form of a trade
union for dome$tic workers, the government — through the MiniStry of Labour — was
quick to declare this form of organisation illegal and illegitimate. On the eve of the trade



union launching on January 2015 ,25, Minister of Labour Sajaan Kazzi threatened ILO
officials supporting the trade union for dome§tic workers, declaring their actions as an
infringement on Lebanon’s sovereignty and in violation of its laws. He also threatened to
send the police to prevent the trade union congress from convening. However, FENASOL’s
leadership insiSted on holding the conference despite these threats, profiting from the
presence and the support of the International Labour Organisation, the International
Trade Union Confederation, the International Federation of Dome$tic Workers, and
the Arab Labour Organisation, in addition to local support from different human
rights NGOs. The presence of these organisations’ delegates constituted a safeguard for
migrant dome$tic workers and ultimately curbed the MiniSter’s intentions to forcefully
break up the congress, which otherwise may have caused an international “stir.” To fight
the union, the Minifter of Labour armed himself with the labour code, which limits
the eStablishment of the union to Lebanese citizens and explicitly excludes domeStic
workers from its protection. However, in order to be consiStent with the law, the union
for dome§tic workers, eStablished as a committee under “the General Union of Cleaning
Workers and Social Care,” included Lebanese citizens and submitted a formal request
to the Miniétry of Labour for authorisation. While there were no representatives of the
Miniétry of Labour present at the workers” congress, a representative of the Lebanese
General Security did attend the conference. The presence of the latter, with the absence
of the former, was a message addressed to the trade unionists that the only party that
primarily deals with migrant workers is General Security. Any initiative that concerns
migrants should take place, if at all, under the direct auspices of the General Security,
or the §tate’s “hand that Strikes,” to borrow Agier’s term."” The §tate’s management of
migrant workers’ through General Security in$tead of the MiniStry of Labour conStitutes
the boundary between the national worker and the migrant worker. Migrant workers’
ineligibility for social and political rights, as well as their exclusion from laws that govern
national workers, render them temporary migrants in a permanent §tate of exception.
Within this context, FENASOL’s organising efforts with migrant dome$tic workers should
be seen as a defiance of these exclusionary policies and raciét discourses on migration,
and as a §truggle againét racial and gender based discrimination in the labour market.
Despite these efforts, the federation is also adopting a rather ambivalent discourse and
politics towards these migrants which bear being explored further.

Despite the growing numbers of migrant workers, trade unions in Lebanon continue
to propagate a discourse that is centered around national workers. This phenomenon

is not unique to Lebanese labour unions, however. Its roots go back to the dominant
ideology held by postcolonial countries that favoured a national market that guaranteed
self-fulfillment, a $trong national indu$try and a national labour force. This is why even
the trade union bylaws continue to operate along the same lines, linking membership
rights to nationality. To date, the trade unions’ discourse does not tackle the development
of transnational workers’ mobility, and the open-market policies that have brought a
large number of foreign workers to the country. The latter are constantly evoked as a
reason for the deterioration of the national workers’ economic conditions. For example,
with the growing number of Syrian refugees and workers, both right- and left-wing trade
unions repeatedly called on the Lebanese government and the Minitry of Labour to
intervene in order to put an end to the “competition” between Lebanese and foreign
workers and to protect Lebanese workers. This anti-migration discourse represents a
Strategy for governing labour and also shapes the nationali$t approach of the labour unions
whereby the migrant working class is accused of lowering the citizens’ living §tandards.

Despite the fact that FENASOL took the initiative to organise migrant dome$tic workers
and undertook a revision of its bylaws and internal §tructures to make it inclusive of
migrant workers, allowing them the same rights as Lebanese workers, FENASOL’s
politics and discourse on migrants remained ambivalent. The revisions that the
federation undertook, discussed, voted for and approved in its general assembly in 2015,
gave the migrants the right to join FENASOL’s unions, vote and run for elections on
the level of the federation representative boards. These internal reforms, however, are
concomitant with FENASOL’s public discourse that considers the migrant worker as
an illegitimate competitor of the Lebanese worker. FENASOL’s public §tatements take
a Stand again§t illegal migration rather than denouncing exploitation by employers. For
inStance, between 2014 and 2015, dozens of Statements were issued by the federation’s
affiliated unions, many of which called on the Ministry of Labour to intervene and put
an end to the illegitimate competition between migrants and Lebanese. In addition,
the unions called for an end to the flow of illegal migration to the country which, in
the case of Arab migrants, was moft easily undertaken through Syria before 2011. For
in§tance, on December 2014 ,22, the executive board of the Union of Bakery Workers
in Beirut and Mount Lebanon (which is affiliated with FENASOL) issued a Statement
that reads as follows:

“The board found that the social and economic situation in the country is hurting workers in
bakeries, who suffer from the competition of foreign workers and the displaced [Syrian] workers



that Slarted to conSlitute a burden on all workers. Therefore, we call upon the MiniSlry of Labour
and all concerned to put an end to the abuses and protect the Lebanese workforce. ™’

The queStion, however, remains: why would FENASOL organise migrants in dome§tic
work, if it §till perceives migrant workers as a threat or competition to the national
labour force? Migrants in domestic work do not really con§titute a “competitor” to local
domestic workers. The migrants in this sector outnumber the Lebanese who do not view
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domeS$tic work as an attractive job for many reasons, one being “social shame”?' and

another being that it’s poorly valued and remunerated.

Moreover, the issue of migrant domes$tic workers in specific has become part of a global
humanitarian agenda. This agenda is problematic as it singles out the migrant workers’
experiences as unique or exceptional among working-class experiences and within the
context of neoliberalism.? Often, funds are channeled to local partners for projects
designed exclusively for migrant dome$tic workers. The conditions of migrant domeStic
workers are being removed from the larger discussion regarding the §tructural factors
driving labour migration across borders. This disconnect renders the issue of exploitation
of migrant domeStic workers a subject of humanitarian intervention that seeks to save
workers and to redress their unjust working conditions without addressing simultaneously
the syStem that created and allows for these inju$tices. The insertion of labour unions
into this logic is partly the consequence of the gradual yet conStant depoliticisation of

the labour movement to the benefit of NGO-driven rationales, whereby inflammatory
politics are replaced by “rationalities of adminiStration.”* Despite the initiative to organise
migrants in dome$tic work, FENASOL and its affiliated trade unions have not had a
Strategic discussion on how to organise migrant workers. The in$tance of organising
migrant domes$tic workers appears to be isolated in the absence of a conscious §trategy
for recruiting and organising migrants and informal workers.

Contrary to popular belief, the union for domestic workers is not only intended for
migrants, as it does not specify the nationality of its members. The union is open to
nationals as well as to migrant women and men in dome$tic work. However, since
the beginning of the unionisation process, the organisers seemed to focus solely on
migrants with African and Asian origins. Lebanese, Syrian and Pale§tinian domestic
workers continue to be far from the reach of the union and are not considered a “target
group” for recruitment and outreach, which explains why the migrants are the larget
constituency of the union. There is no doubt that organising migrant domestic workers
is an easier endeavor, since, as discussed above, they have already eStablished community
networks and there are particular locations and areas where they live, work, congregate
and meet on their days off (churches, markets, community centres, NGO activities.) Such
community networks for local domeStic workers are not present, hence, approaching
them would not be as easy as in the case of migrant women. The growing association
of paid dome$tic work with women of Asian and African origins pushed Lebanese
women to prefer to work as waitresses or cleaners in offices rather than working in
houses, according to Ca$tro Abdallah, the president of the Federation. Notably, this
also denotes a rigid racial division of gendered labour. Despite the fact that migrant
women outnumber Lebanese, Syrians, and Pale§tinians, those continue to work in this
sector. However, the social shame attached to working in other people’s homes, which
is shared among local dome§tic workers, §tands in opposition to the feeling of pride
that the migrant unioniSts attach to their work. The pride and the consecutive demands
for recognition of domestic labour as work, upheld by the migrant domeStic workers,
act as a political motif for their recruitment, organisation, and mobilisation, while the
feeling of shame experienced by women of primarily Arab origin does not conStitute an
incentive for political action. However, in the absence of a union §trategy to approach
local domeStic workers, it is not possible to transform this economic moral shame into
pride that can drive grassroots organising towards challenging political norms. Such a
Strategy would alter social responses to, as well as definitions of, Stigmatised attributes



associated with paid dome§tic work. In fact, many social movements build on, and use
emotional capital to mobilise and propel participants into collective action, which, in turn,
generates pride and solidarity. Additionally, the lack of connections made by the union
between migrant and local dome$tic workers has repercussions on the way the handful
of Lebanese unionits portray themselves and migrants in their discourse. In fact, three
Lebanese women — one working as a house cook, the second as an office cleaner, and the
third in accounting at a private company — were encouraged by FENASOL’s leadership
to join the union for dome$tic workers and ultimately made their way to its executive
board, which is made up of 12 women in total. Since the union needed to have Lebanese
membership in order to get the license from the Mini$try of Labour, the Lebanese,
who submitted their papers to the ministry in order to get the license, became the legal
“safeguards” of the union’s members before the §tate. For example, the union’s general
assembly elected Nisrine, a 36 year old Lebanese accounting worker, as its president,
although she had no previous engagement in union activities. She joined FENASOL
in 2014 through its national campaign on the right to housing. Nisrine described her
feelings regarding the Struggles of migrant domestic workers in Lebanon as such:

“I encourage the idea of a union_for domeSlic workers so they Slop being enslaved. I feel pity for
them. Now they have a union so they know that [the migrant women] are like us. They have
the same rights similar to us who work in private companies. At my family house, we employ a
domeSlic worker from Bangladesh. I feel enthusia$lic to always share with her what I do and what
we do in the union_for them. She likes it and she even told her family in Bangladesh about it. 1
want the union to achieve the demands raised by domeSlic workers, in order to gain something for
them, so that when they come to work they [won’t] be afraid of thewr employers and the placement
agencies. We want to convey to them the idea that we, as Lebanese, Sland by their side and we
will obtain [their rights] for them, but they have to be good to us as well. I previously worked in
a maids’ recruitment agency and I was bothered by the way the owner used to deal with them.”**

Nisrine’s discourse, spoken with a tone of pity, reflects the way she positions herself in
relation to migrant domeStic workers. She relates to the experience of dome§tic workers
from her relatively more privileged position as a worker who is formally employed in a
private company on a contract, which guarantees minimum wage and social and health
security — basic rights that the migrants do not enjoy. She is also speaking from her social
position as a Lebanese national and an employer of a migrant dome$tic worker, which
has an impact on the claims she makes: in speaking on behalf of the migrants, a line of
demarcation is drawn between “us” and “them”. The problem of this differentiation,
besides it reproducing the hegemonic discourse on migration, is that it con§tructs
the migrant worker as sub$tantially different from the Lebanese. The issue of shared

labour experiences between Lebanese domeStic workers and migrants is replaced by the
discourse on how Lebanese dome$tic workers are here to save the others. However, one
needs to take a §tep back and dig deeper into the language of pity. For inStance, Aradau®
argues that what she terms “politics of pity” can in some cases create commonalities
and challenge the exifting social order which has caused suffering. In this framework,
pity functions as “an anti-governmental technology, concerned with emancipation from
particular syStems of power.” However, Aradau cautions that pity and other emotions
are socially conétructed and shaped by social intitutions and power relations. This is
evident in the way Nisrine conditions sympathy towards migrants in return for “them
being good to us,” i.e. that they do what they are asked to do.

Furthermore, here, there is a limit to Nisrine’s solidarity. Solidarity pertains to an
under$tanding that one’s intere$ts and those of the other members of the same political
community are aligned insofar as one inhabits shared political spaces with them and it
involving a feeling of identification with others. However, being an employer of a dome$tic
worker herself, Nisrine’s political solidarity cannot transgress the language of pity. In
this context, her feeling of pity does not act as a base for “emancipation from syStems of
power.”* Rather, it is rooted in the power relations that Structure her encounter with the
Bangladeshi dome$tic worker she employs. Hence, the position she occupies as a union
leader for dome$tic workers is very much conflated with her position as an employer of
a domeStic worker. Even so, focusing on her discourse does not imply that the discursive
practices pertain to individual choices, but rather that they are socially con$tructed. In
fact, “politics of pity” is the result of a paternaliStic approach and position towards
migrant dome$tic workers held by many of the promoters of the project. It is rooted in
the framework of victimisation that various NGOs have advocated for and practiced
for years. It is also part of the local and global human rights regime on migration. The
victimising discourse contributes to the conStruction of the migrant dome$tic workers as
solely the objects of power of the §tate, the neoliberal market, and migratory regimes.
Reflecting on this issue, Pande has argued that the victim discourse produces a category
of labour that disciplines workers:

“The demand for the extension of human rights to MDWs [migrant domeSlic workers] on
the basts of their overarching vulnerability delimits the political potential of workers to resisl
explottation and abuses, form alliances, and fight for their own rights. Such third party demands,



made on humanitarian grounds, conceal and diminish powerful Slruggles organised by the

workers themselves”.”’
Finally, having Lebanese women preside over a union for workers who are predominantly
migrants shows the dual act of power. On one level, the §tate, through its laws and
regulations, does not allow migrant activists to exercise their activism to its full potential
and form unions of their own. The §tate’s authority is always there to impose itself
from the outside. The workers have to relegate their position in the union to a formal
Lebanese leadership that does not necessarily share their knowledge, political hiStory in
organising, or working conditions as dome$tic workers. At the same time, this §trategy is
the only option available to with§tand the government’s rejection of the migrant workers’
union, and ultimately protect its migrant members from any potential arbitrary actions
carried out by the §tate.

FENASOLs assiStance in the organisation of dome$tic workers involves the navigation
of two ditinct sets of issues. The fir§t converges with “Standard” trade union concerns —
such as collective bargaining to ensure the dome$tic workers’ rights for a day off, formal
recognition of domestic work under the labour law, minimum wage, and ending the
kafala syStem — which all fall under what Frazer® terms as claims for “redistribution.”
In other words, these are concerns that emanate from the socio-economic inju$tices that
migrant domestic workers face. These claims were raised by the workers during their
congress and were also commonly underlined by my interlocutors. The right to mobility
and decent working conditions were the concerns raised by the workers, irrespective of
their nationalities. The second set of issues that FENASOL leadership finds difficulty
in handling are the gender-specific contraints and problems that women workers have
to contend with in their daily lives, such as sexual violence. The federation’s leadership
continues to perceive these issues as outside of its realm of intervention and within the
women’s rights groups’ domain of expertise. With the sudden increase in the membership
of women dome$tic workers, FENSASOL’s leadership §truggles with cases of sexual
abuse that surface, as lack of knowledge and absence of internal mechanisms to deal
with such issues remain a challenge. Under the current Structure of the Federation,
there are no gender sensitive bodies through which women can seek support. Ca$tro

Abdallah, president of FENASOL, detailed how he personally dealt with the case of
a domeStic worker who was raped by her employer and asked Abdallah for help. He
said the following:

“Two hours ago a Bangladeshi worker came to me. She came four months before. Her employer
raped her. She had the courage to tell me about the issue. She came back today. I told her: you
should file a legal case again§l him. But she’s scared to face him.”

He went on to tell me about another case:

A few months back, a domeSlic worker that speaks French came to me. Rabie, an ILO Slaff
[member], happened to be here, so he translated [...] what she was saying. She was collapsing. 1
talked to her and I tried to [encourage] her to speak: “what was he [the employer] doing to you?
Did he grab your hand?” She wasn’t resiSling him much it seems. She was weaker at nights when
he approaches her. She became uncomfortable when he Slarted to force her to use her mouth. I
told her, ‘I don’t care, we should file a legal complaint’ and that the Federation will pay for it. 1
asked her if there [was] any evidence that she was raped. She replied that the la§l time he raped
her was a week ago. She told me that she couldn’t forget it. She cannot sleep and Slop blaming
herself She used to accept to have sex with him, but when sex became oral, I think she didn’t want
it anymore. And there are many similar cases, but the women refuse o file legal complaint/s].”**

Abdallah’s words reveal a number of problems. First, the worker who comes to complain
about sexual violence has no one to address but a man. Meanwhile, the newly eStablished
executive board of the union for dome$tic workers does not yet have the capacity to
deal with individual cases. Second, a woman must prove that she was raped and her
resiStance is the object of scrutiny. Third, the context in which she is offered a place to
speak about her experience does not respect her most definite need for anonymity and
privacy: “Rabie happened to be there to translate.” We do not know if the woman was
okay with having another male §tranger translating such a personal experience. Fourth, the
woman is left with only one option: to file a legal complaint. Fourth, Abdallah expressed
his surprise that the women refused to file a legal complaint; in so doing, he not only
ignored women’s under$tanding of their sexual vulnerability, but also minimised the
particular dangers confronting women who take legal action again$t their sexual abusers.
This denotes an ignorance of the profound impact of inStitutionalised racism, sexism,
and classism in the juftice syStem regarding women in general and women migrant
workers in particular. Additionally, it disregards the dominant position that the alleged
rapist, as a Lebanese male employer, has over his dome§tic worker.



A §tudy conducted by the ILO and the Caritas Lebanon Migrant Centre in 2014 found
that migrant dome$tic workers’ access to juStice is very difficult.”” The §tudy shows how
racism, class discrimination, and male dominance operate in a legal and culturally
accepted syStem which excludes migrant and women workers from access to their basic
rights. However, the issue highlighted here is not limited to FENASOL. Labour unions
are continually dominated by men while women remain underrepresented in the activities
and leadership of all labour unions in Lebanon. For inStance, among 100 representatives
of the 50 federations of trade unions in the executive council of the CGTL, there is not
one single woman representative. A series of internal challenges associated with unions
themselves have hindered the participation, organisation, and representation of women
workers. A male-dominated culture within main$tream unions makes it easy to overlook
women-specific issues. Hence, labour unions need to combine politics of rediStribution
with anti-raci$t / sexi§t politics — which are intertwined and cannot be separated — as
they are main components of migrant dome$tic workers’ lives. For the workers, the
concern is as much about social jultice and redistribution as it is about gender juStice
and dignity. In that sense, FENASOL cannot choose to deal with one aspect of their
work and neglect the other, as they both conétitute the labour experience of women
workers. Otherwise, women workers will be rendered victims twice: fir§t, by those who
exploit their labour, and second, by those who claim to defend them.

Furthermore, it is equally intere§ting to see how the discourse of different union actors
reproduces unequal power relations. On the day of the trade union congress, following
the formal proceedings, a small ceremony took place in which female activists handed
symbolic gifts to the active supporters of the union for dome$tic workers. When the
turn came to Abdallah to be handed the gift, tens of union members §tarted to cheer
him by calling him “papa” followed by a long round of applause. Following this scene, I
became more attuned to the language that the union leadership and the workers use in
addressing each other. For example, in many inStances, Abdallah would call the women,
“al banat,” which in Arabic means “girls” and sometimes could refer to “daughters.”
My Cameroonian interlocutor member of the union justified this by saying:

“We always address Abdallah as Papa, because it shows respect; and respect for us is rigor [...]
1 cannot allow myself to be at the same level as him. He s the president of the federation. In

my head I think: he is the founder. But I am also not inferior to him. We are all comrades. I am
not. .. how to explain? I respect. .. I have respect for hum.”*!

It is common in Lebanon to hear employers talk about their domeStic workers as
“daughters.” The worker, on her part, is usually expected to address her employers by
“papa” and “mama.” This myth of close kin is part of the effort to secure the worker’s
dependence and devotion to the family that employs her. In other words, this discursive
intimacy usually entails granting the employer more control over the worker as guardian
and protector. Inherent to this relationship with the employers is that the dome$tic worker
is not perceived as an independent woman. The “daughter” in this sense is subject to
a paternaliStic authority and consequently expected to disregard her own needs as an
adult woman. In the context of the union, however, the words “banat” and “papa” point
to the conflicting position the dome$tic workers occupy as unionists and as workers in
the domesStic sector. It also includes two conteSting elements: being unionifts, which
entails a Status of parity and camaraderie with fellow unionits; and being a woman
employed in the domeStic sector, which pushes the supposedly “fellow unionists” to
promote a discourse of protection and guardianship. This is to show that the nature of
the work, its location, and gender, are all contingent on the ways in which the workers
are discursively produced within the labour union context. Moreover, it demonétrates
that, as an inftitution, the federation is not immune to the discourse of guardianship
that claims protection of the dome$tic worker in the family sphere. On the contrary,
by reproducing the same discourse, a hierarchal relation is forged between the women
workers and the federation’s leadership, such as the image of Papa Abdallah and his banat.

In this paper, I provided an analysis of the politics within, as well as the power shaping
the relations between the different union actors I encountered during my fieldwork.
I highlighted how, by forming a union, women dome$tic workers are challenging the
State regulatory power which continuously treats them as replaceable workers and
exceptions to Lebanese labour laws, and denies them the right to organise and thus,
to have a political voice. On another level, workers have to navigate the minefield
of power within the context of their union and the FENASOL’s §tructure itself. For
inStance, I highlighted the challenges in solidarity-building where gender, class, and
nationality limit the fragile alliances within the core of the union; and that despite the
best of intentions of FENASOL leadership, the patriarchal ideology and paternalistic
discourse limits the potential that can emerge from the union. While FENASOL has
taken groundbreaking teps towards the inclusion of migrant women organising in its



mandate and goals, the success of this inclusion requires significant transformations
of democratic practice and discourse within the organisation to shift power dynamics,
that account for gender, migration, labour, and mobility within the dome$tic worker
union conétituency in Lebanon. Given these conditions, I approached the initiative to
organise migrant dome$tic workers in a union, under the auspices of FENASOL, the
ILO, and the NGOs, with skepticism, viewing these bodies as an organising Structure
that is highly mitigated by power relations between the different actors over gender and
nationality lines. This leads us to pose the que§tion of whether the unions have given
up on agitational politics and have been coopted by global governance. At the same
time, many of the migrant dome§tic workers have often reacted to the discourse that
victimises them, leading to the eStablishment of their union. Perhaps it is because of this
that the union gives hope to migrant dome$tic workers, since, at the very least, it offers
possibilities of reStructuring labour dynamics. If nothing else, the energy, enthusiasm,
and hope consistently expressed by migrant domeStic workers are to be taken seriously.
It is a reminder that workers in even the moét isolating field of work can attempt to
reconfigure power relations and inequality underpinning their working conditions. With
migrant workers representing half of the working class in Lebanon, the queStions for those
concerned with social change are: how to benefit from the migrants’ significant presence?
How to work alongside them to build their organised political power? How can §trong
alliances be built across nationality lines to enhance political change? And what effects
might this have on our perceptions of political and social Structures regarding labour?

Irrespective of whether the union members succeed in attaining the rights they are
Struggling for, what is also important is that they are engaging in an attempt, learning
through it, and teaching us at the same time to challenge the §tructural inequities and
the inStitutions of sexism and racism that are part and parcel of our capitalist present.
Their Struggle, in my view, is not only about achieving small gains; it is about opening up
space for those who have not been allowed to have a say in determining the conditions
of their exiStence. By virtue of this §truggle, they are transformed, and are transforming
society along with them. As Anna puts it, “having this union was one of those hiStorical
moments when everyone present knew that an important barrier had been crossed [and]
that there would be no turning back.”**

32 Interview by the author with Marguerite, Beirut, February 2015.
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On maxed
identities,
racism, &
activism in
Lebanon; a
discussion with
Nisreen Kaj

In a recent article published in the New Yorker, which was quite popular online, mixed
marriages between citizens of two different countries are described as playing a part in
developing compassion and under§tanding between people in the world: “The awareness
and negotiation of small differences add up to a larger under$tanding about the complexities
of the world.”" Amid§t growing globalisation, mixed marriages are indeed increasingly
common and appreciated for their transnational multiculturalism. In Lebanon, however,
due to the exodus of its citizens and its attributed “cosmopolitanism,” such intermixing
is not a new phenomenon. Intead of being met with greaterempathy, however, the
children of some of these marriages are met with racism and marginalisation.

Nisreen Kaj is the child of a Lebanese national and a Nigerian national. When she
turned 19 years old, she moved to Lebanon to pursue her higher education in her
father’s country, and learn more about Lebanon’s culture as she had been living in
Nigeria up until then.

“In Nigeria, I was in a Lebanese school but all my_friends were _foreign because in the school,
there was at times a lot of tension between Lebanese and foreign kids, for a lot of reasons, so
1 ju$l ended up in the foreign crowd. I didn’t really bond with the Lebanese kids, but I always
identified as Lebanese. So coming here, I §lill had the idea I was Lebanese, there wasn’t a doubt
in my mind about that, jusl that the kids at my school was a maiter of personalities not clicking
and some incidents of racism, I didn’t think it was a greater sySlematic problem. When I came
here, I realised what I experienced in Lagos was a bigger problem here.””

Upon moving to Lebanon, Kaj was faced with a lot of discrimination and with the idea
that she did not “look Lebanese.” It Started on the individual level with comments from
people and §tudents at university. During those first few years, having to deal with these
experiences alone, she even thought of leaving the country but her father encouraged
her to §tay and finish her §tudies. The racism she faced wasn’t all from individuals, she
also had incidents with members of the police who, assuming she was foreign, con$tantly
Stopped her and checked her ID papers — forcing the habit of always carrying her Ikhra
‘epd with her — with some apologising to her after learning she was Lebanese. Nisreen
experienced inétitutional racism, firft-hand:

“You see 1t in different ways, take university for example: a professor once made_fun of the way



Africans speak in class [by making incomprehensible sounds] as the whole class laughed. I was
the only black Sludent there. When I pointed out that what he did wasn’t very nice, he kicked me
out of class. Or during my fir§l semeSler; when I was walking to class [...] and on the way some
guys Slarted calling me names “ya habashiyye,” “sharmouta,” asking how much I coSl, etc. This
was quite upsetting as you can imagine [...] so I wrote to my professor telling him I wouldn’t
make it to class, and because of that he told the security guards at the unwersity to take care of me
if anything happened. I had fights with Sludents because of racism, it turns you into a different
person. The issue with an inSlitution like a university, where a professor had to take the initiative,
this shows that there is no sySlem in place that you can refer to. It’s sySlemic, an inSlitutional
problem, because indiwvidual people can be nice or not nice, that’s not the issue; the issue is that
you have sySlems that don’t help address racism.”

For Nisreen, racism is by definition a syStemic, intersectional® issue; it is a result of a
legal framework and of socio-cultural conStructs. Itis a complex process of racialisation
that touches on being a black woman in Lebanon, which often means being assumed to
engage in a profession that is gendered, perceived as unclean and lower-class work. She
has faced criticism, even from close friends, about her physical features like her forehead
shape, the darkness of her skin and her hair. Thus, these comments went beyond race
and compounded the aspects she was criticised for.

Around 2008, Nisreen attended a talk by the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
on Migrant Dome$tic Workers (MDW) and the kafala syStem — under which migrant
domestic workers opearte — which proved to be eye-opening about the bigger picture of
racism she had been experiencing, and explained how this racism was deeply inscribed
in Lebanese society. It allowed her to put things into perspective when it came to her
under$tanding of racism: an array of intersecting oppressions which include gender,
race, class, and socio-economic §tatus.

Shortly after that, Nisreen §tarted volunteering with a group supporting the rights of
domeS§tic workers. This involvement introduced her to cultural initiatives about race, and
activism about MDW. It led her to collaborate with many initiatives and organisations

over the years, like TaSte Culture, Anti Racism Movement (with whom she is §till involved
as part of the advisory board), Insan association, Human Righ§t Watch, etc.

Throughout this volunteerism, Nisreen met a lot of people who played an influential
role in her trajectory, some of whom are §till present in her life and provide support
and advice. It allowed her to envision and eventually §tart planning one of her main
activist projects, the “Mixed Feelings” project which explored racism in Lebanon through
the experiences of Lebanese of African or Asian heritage.* The idea for the “Mixed
Feelings” project came about after having a discussion with an African American friend
who was giving an ethics workshop at the American University of Beirut at the time and
was trying to explain to Students how racism was exemplified in the kafala (sponsorship)
syStem, and that it wasn’t merely an issue of class.

“She was trying to explain to them that racism is not this thing of the racism of the 1700s, it
has all these [intersecting] issues. [Students tried to juSlify how the kafala sySlem is for the own
good of the workers and protects them, or said that the discrimination faced by migrant workers
was classism and not racism.| She then told them ‘ok, I have a friend who’s black but she’s also
Lebanese and she faces the same kind of racism, how do you explain that?’ And half of the class
said that if her friend was Lebanese then she should not be facing that kind of discrimination,
and the second half of the class said there’s no way you could be black and Lebanese. The second
part was very intereSling for me [...] AUB Sludents who seem very, let’s say ‘exposed’, didn’t
underSland that people mix, that you can be black and Arab, or black and Lebanese. So I told her:
let’s do a photography project on Lebanese who are black.”

The project was put on hold after Nisreen’s friend left the country some time later, only to
be initiated again when Nisreen met photographer Marta Bogdanska. Their collaboration
materialised as the firSt phase of “Mixed Feelings” which consiSted of an exhibition of
over 30 photos of Lebanese of mixed origins, with their names, the villages they’re from,
and quotes from interviews with them. The exhibition showed at various venues around
the country with talks organised in parallel. The project challenged visual perceptions
in order to show racism in the Lebanese context and from a Lebanese perspective. As
Nisreen was personally involved in the project, she worked on it while applying to her
MA in Racism Studies at the University of Leeds and carried on with her efforts abroad.
Her research project was in fact based on the portraits and interview she already had,
which permitted her to develop the project into a more academically-Sturdy analysis.
Consequently, the project became very dialogue-based, with talks organised with speakers
from the field every time the exhibit was showing in a new venue. The overall objective
was to raise awareness and create a discussion on the notions of mixed race in Lebanon.



“If Lebanese Sludents don’t think black Lebanese exiSl, that’s very valid. I can berate them, get
into fights but the truth is, maybe they don’t know, let’s say this is true. OK;, so why not show
them? The interactions I've had with Slrangers saying raciSl things to me on the Shreet were never
dialogue. You’re walking down the Slreet, someone calls you a proSlitute, you get angry, and fight
back. There’s never any real conversation between the both of you, and underSlandably so, as you
should not be put in a position to school someone discriminating you [...J] Well, I thought people
like to talk, I want to have a conversation, and what better way to Slart that than through photos,
which rely on that shock factor; so people are engaged visually and through a conversation.”

The project was collaborative and involved the participants who had their portraits
taken and exhibited: they participated in some activities relevant to planning, and gave
interviews to media outlets about the project. Nisreen gave participants ownership of
the project and accordingly, many became inveéted in it, volunteering on the ground,
and attending talks to address queStions and talk to attendees.

In its firt phase, “Mixed Feelings” toured 6 locations from the south (Sour) — as earlier
waves of migration to West Africa originated from south Lebanon —to the north (Tripoli)
of Lebanon, in collaboration with universities as well as municipalities.

!
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Sant Coews;, Beit Chabab (March 1974), courlesy of Nada El Sheikh, for the Mixed Feelings project.

“Tripoli was my favourite part of the project. We went to the al-Manar university in Abu Samra.
[...] The head of department apparently made attendance mandatory for undergrad Sludents,
50 the room was completely full and we had an actual debate. Like it was arguing, disagreeing,
and it was perfect because people were not afraid to verbalise how they felt. Like there were even
African-Lebanese people that said ‘when we go to Africa, we face discrimination too’ and I would
ask them what and then explain that this was Skl within a sySlem that advantages them and
when they face discrimination, it was discrimination yes, but it deferred from racism as it’s based
usually on thinking you have money or access to things they don’t. Whereas in Lebanon, there’s
a process of racialization based on inferiorisation, where people are seen as sub-human, where a
sponsorship sySlem is in place likened to modern slavery, and so on.” I was trying to explain to them
the nuances, [and the hiSlory of Lebanese as part of the colonial presence, of the adminiSlration,
in parts of Africa.] The kids there were also not malicious or angry, they wanted to keep talking
and explaining their point of view even afler the talk. They were friendly and remembered me
when I came back a week later to dismantle the exhibit.”

In its second phase, the exhibition evolved to include family pictures. The team met 17
families and heard §tories from the perspectives of the re§t of the families, specifically
the (foreign) mothers, which highlighted its own set of human experiences of racism in
Lebanon. Likewise, the second phase aimed to underscore the various dynamics at play
when a family is mixed. For Nisreen, family is a core unit of intitutions in Lebanon, from
religion to politics, which made it the obvious next §tep for the project, as it demonStrates
how sameness and otherness are negotiated within the family unit, and how this affects
different family members.

“These families shared amazing experiences, really insightful Slories, everyone was super easy-going
and laughing about their experiences. Of course that’s because these are people whose marriages
survwed racism, I’m sure there are people who didn’t have happy endings to their marriages, but
the people we found were §lill married, Skl happy and positive, and the women especially were
really full of spirit. You Slart feeling Slupid about your experiences, like ‘whoa these women are
so Strong, I have a passport to show and shut people up, they don’t.” When they fir§l enter that
new family, it’s them againSl that family. Everyone likes the kids even if they’re mixed, brown,
whatever; because they’re their son’s kids, but these mothers have to deal with a lot from the famuly
side, and some of the Slories we heard were really shocking”

Through personal archives of family photos —a very familiar and relatable medium — this
second part of the “Mixed Feeling” project brought the importance of solidarity within
a family, and the role men play in making their families accept the women they choose
as partners, to the forefront. Nisreen pointed out here that these §tories were enjoyable
to discover on the human level, and not just in the scope of research.



Deeming racism a very sensitive topic to discuss, Nisreen under§tands how moét civil
soclety actors address the issue of racism through other lenses and under different
“umbrella” themes, such as migrant dome$tic workers and the kafala syStem, part of a
larger focus on labour. However, she finds it essential to focus on legal issues, tailored
towards action, advocating and lobbying for actual law reforms, as racism is an issue
on the syStemic level. Additionally, she considers there is a need for sensitivity training
on an inétitutional level, in schools, workplaces, and for members of the LAF and ISF,
in addition to the monitoring and proper implementation of such trainings. Most
importantly, she points out the need to include and involve migrants and black people

in these actions.

A lot of times when we do activism, we don’t involve the concerned parties. This is not jusl
specific to Lebanon. There is a tendency to talk about oSlracised and marginalised groups without
tnvolving them. They’re rarely on advisory boards, expressing what they want, leading marches. 1
underSland why that happens, their situation is often illegal, but it is also not unrealiSlic to have
that kind of approach. So I think NGOs are more and more aware of this and are involving
migrant domeSlic workers in their actions.”

Nisreen brings up the needs for suStainable and independent modes of operations, as well
as the need for more collaboration. Indeed, echoing the findings from Lebanon Support’s
report on gender interventions,” she also mentions duplication of work, possessiveness
over funds, and the shifting of programmes according to funding as creating hindrances
and setbacks for work addressing discrimination.

“It’s an unfortunate reality we have to deal with. It’s about survwal, they need funds to survive and
so, programmes change and shifl. But so my queSltion would be how can third sector organisations
be suSlainable so they don’t jusl rely on funding or volunteer work, which isw’t always reliable?”

While she personally finds marches to sometimes be alienating and intimidating as a
woman of colour, activism is, for Nisreen, ongoing: like the women and people from
the “Mixed Feelings” project who always try to educate those around them. Still, she

is reluctant to identify as an activist since she is not always working in the field and
proactive, and doesn’t want to undermine the daily activism of other less visible people.
She also points out that some self-identified activists are privileged, and even detached

from the issues they advocate for.

“[ feel like a lot of activiSls are not always nuanced on these issues, underSlandably because it
doesn’t afffect them directly. 've had disagreements on how to tackle these issues with people who
would do an activity on racism, and if I criticise it a bit, as a person who’s black and who Sludied
the subject, my comment would be readily dismissed because I don’t know Lebanon very well.” I
have to remind people that I am Lebanese and have lived here 16 years, and that I can tell them
what offends me given that I actually live this.”

Above all else, Nisreen values creating dialogue as the way forward — whether with
individuals, or on a programming level where she sees it essential to involve the private
sector, education sector, or municipalities, rather than re§tricting activities and interventions
to the non-profit and third sector. In that vein, she would like to carry on working on
cultural exchanges in the future, specifically highlighting the cultural interactions between
Lebanon and the continent of Africa, notably West Africa.



“Like an

ant that digs
into the rock.”
Wadad Halwan:
& the Shruggle
of the families
of the missing
& the forcefully
disappeared

“This not about my personal Slory. This is a Slory that affected many people, and I am jusl one
example of it. Of course we all had some kind of background, a life before. For example, I was
always rebellious and active in fighting for my rights, at home, in school, in university, it was as if
life was somehow preparing me for what happened afterwards. And in 1982 1 got dragged into
this cause that was bigger than me and bigger than anything I have ever lived. From that moment

on, 1t occupied me completely. But it was an imposed cause, not anything that I or anyone else
have chosen to fight for.”

Wadad Halwani’s §truggle for this imposed cause §tarted in autumn 1982 in the midst
of the Lebanese civil war. Her husband Adnan, a member of the Organisation of
Communi§t Action, was kidnapped from his own house in Ras al-Naba’a in Beirut.
After approximately a month of asking around among different people and points of
contact, Wadad Halwani had §till not found anything about her husband’s fate. In§tead,
she learned that many others shared a similar §tory:

“Everyone I went to see told me ‘there are people like you, the same Slory, you are not alone in
this.” So I decided to publish an announcement on the radio that I am looking for other people,
who also have someone who got kidnapped and is missing. I thought of three to_four other people
to accompany me when I am visiting authority figures. It leaves more impact when I am not alone.
So, in the announcement I set a meeting point and a day when I could finish work early. I chose
time and place for the meeting so that it would suit me. It was a Wednesday, I remember, 1 finished
work and went to the meeting point, the Abdel Nasser mosque in Corniche al-Mazra’a. I went
there to meet the three or four women who share the same Slory as I do. I went there and inSlead
of three or four women I had a crowd in_front of me.”

The §truggle of the families of the missing and the forcefully disappeared had Started
on the day of Wadad’s called meeting in Corniche al-Mazra’a in Beirut'. Wadad
remembered how the group Started their days of activism in the following years despite
the ongoing civil war. They organised demonStrations, sit-ins, and grew together as a
group fighting for a common cause. From the beginning, their struggle was met by a lot
of challenges from the inside and the outside. On the one hand, it was not easy to carry
on with activism in the mid§t of a civil war, fighting for accountability within a cause
that was directly linked to and aggravated by that war. On the other hand, political and
often confessional differences — resembling the civil war divisions — also determined the
work of the group of people that Wadad had gathered in 1982:

“The fir§l years, we felt very much alone, there was also the war Sl going on in the fir§l years,
50 we Slarted doing demonSirations, sit-ins, and marches. While bombs were falling and militias



were fighting. And militias also threatened us, the Slate also did but it was the weakeSl actor at
that time. Still, I have no idea why, but it seems this matter was so important to us that we did
not care about fear and danger etc. I have no idea where we got all this Slrength from. And there
were so many differences among us, we all had a complete different background, each one of us
had her own opinion, thinking this opinion is right, her region is the right one, her confession, her
political attitude etc. And this caused problems of course. It took time to overcome this. And it took
some effort until we were unified, one can say, until we had one demand, were one movement, etc.”

The group of the families of the missing and forcefully disappeared had unified its
Struggle by demanding the inveStigation of the forceful disappearance of their relatives.
The §truggle for this common objective accompanied them during the days of the civil
war and continued in its aftermath in the 1990s. The period of the 1990s, the so-called
“civil peace” that was agreed on in Ta’ef in 1990 is often characterised as a heyday of
civil and political activism in different realms. Still, the Struggle of Wadad and her like-
minded peers remained an isolated one:

“There is no doubt that we are victims in, both, times of war and peace. In war; because it was
war and people were Slill being kidnapped, but in peacetime, we remained victims because we never
had peace. [...] When the Ta’ef agreement was concluded and the period of civil peace Slarted, we
at furl became a bit quiet, we thought, now it is peace so we will know the truth. Then, directly,
they announced the amneSly, and people Slarted not wanting to see us, we were threatening the civil
peace. People told us, forget about it put everything behand yourself; the Slate changed, you can Slart
looking ahead. [...] So during peace, we faced different challenges, we were ignored, threatened.
1t 15 not that people didn’t care about us, they didn’t want us, didn’t want to see us, didn’t want
anything that reminded them of the war. We made a campaign; the media would not cover us, or
it wrote about it as if we are acting at the other end of the world. But slowly, we returned, got
up, and continued our Slruggle.”

In 1998, the families of the missing and forcefully disappeared made a first attempt to
overcome their marginalisation: at a press conference in December they expressed their
isolation and called on people to Stand with them: “We said whoever sympathises with
us should come and support us, so we created something like the friends of the cause,
we §tarted to gather people around us.” This led to the first large scale campaign in
November 1999 under the slogan “min hagina na’ref” (“it is our right to know™):

“So we made a campaign and we moved in regions, we planned activities, and a media campaign,

poSlers, Slickers, etc. and this campaign brought new supporters, journaliSls, artiSls and academics,
we Slarted to have a lot of supporters and friends, we became bigger and bigger. And one of the
results was the formation and regiSlration of the firSl official commattee of the families of the
mussing and forcefully disappeared, in January 2000.”

In the following years, Wadad and the newly regiStered committee became more and
more present on the public §tage of activism. They made different campaigns over the

years demanding the inveStigation into the files of the missing and forcefully disappeared.
Within the course of their action, they gathered more and more support from society
and, additionally, accomplished certain successes in their Struggle. For Wadad, it is a
decade long §truggle in its small §teps and accomplishments which, despite its defeats
and obétacles, keeps rising to new challenges that matter in her personal struggle and
the Struggle of the committee:?

“In 2003 we did a second campaign, to proclaim April 13th a national day of remembrance.
Sure, April 13th never became a national day of remembrance but many people,
intellectuals, politicians, parties, NGOs, for all of them, they remembered April 13th
and the slogan we had ‘to remember so that it does not repeat itself” (tenzaker la ma
ten’ad’). It became the slogan of the committee of the families of the disappeared. I
think that the efforts of the families, their patience, their energy, is like the ant that digs
in the rock, every couple of years, you only make one Step ahead, because there are
so many obstacles and rules, politically, confessionally, in the war, during peace, from
the media, from society and politics. I think that because of the way the families §tuck
to their cause, the patience, the efforts, with which they fought, at some point people
sympathised with them. So even if we did not bring back the missing, we §till accomplished
something, and we also moved another generation. There is a generation that did not
know what happened, we got them to mobilise, we told them about our cause. I think
the next generation is more aware about the cause, and this is the result of our work, of
our effort. We made a difference and we §till do. I think the biggest difference we made
was in 2014, the hiStorical decision that was taken by the ConStitutional Coouncil, this
was a big achievement, when the judiciary §tood againét the political power, giving us
the right to know.”

Wadad sees her Struggle and that of the committee embedded in a national political
Struggle. It is an imposed §truggle that §till puts her and the committee at the centre of
many movements, queStions, and challenges that Lebanon has faced and is §till facing.?
In this vein, she refuses to be looked at as a mere victim whose fate can be mourned
and who has to be comforted. Intead, she rather reverses her §tatus as a victim to call
for political action and responsibility:



“There is no doubt that we are victims. It is not acceptable that you wait during three quarters
of your life for someone to come back and he does not come. I don’t want to talk about how the
kidnapping affects everything in life, not jusl for the mother if it is her son, or the wife if it is her
husband, there are children and the reSl of the family, and there are cataStrophes that I was living,

not only in my family but in the families of the missing So yes, we are victims but whoever feels
we are victims should put in all the effort so that we give up our victim Slatus. Our victim Slatus is
due to injuSlice that we suffered so we have to get out of this. We were not born as families of the
missing, nor are our children born as children of the missing, but §lill many like to look at us like
this, pity us and turn away. The media plays a big role, they come to an event, they film, it is as if
the camera enters the eye of the women to take out her tears, so that those emotions that are inside
come out, the media wants tears, shouting, crying, they don’t want reasonable political action. The
media keep portraying us as victims, politics does, society as well... I always tell people, yes, the
Slory makes you sad, it makes you cry. If one has suffered so much injuSlice, it makes you sad, you
are right, but in the end, this sadness, the crying etc. does not solve anything Whoever feels with
us, has to act. We don’t want to be victims. We the families of the disappeared, what we want to
do, all our effort is to find the missing, and we want to know where they are. But we also work for
soctety. We work to build a country. The queShions we ask are at the centre of this underiaking

The reversal of the victim §tatus® is reinforced by the fact that the majority of the
committee’s members are women; women who suffered inju$tice and who face a lot of
challenges in seeking juStice. In this sense, Wadad sees their battle as a double reversal
of a socially and politically imposed victimisation, a §truggle that she compares to that
of many women in Lebanese society suffering from different kinds of injuStice.

The §truggle of Wadad Halwani is a con$tant one, that, in 2016, is §till not over. This is
not only due to the fate of the missing and forcefully disappeared not being solved yet,
but also because the questions surrounding it remain unanswered. The movement of
Wadad and the other committee members touches on the very basic queStion of how a
country deals with its conflictual pat, with war crimes, and with the process of memory,
remembrance and mourning. In short, it also deals with the queStion of how a §tate, a
country, and a society deal with its citizens, especially if these citizens are denied from
basic rights, such as the right to know the truth about a crime affecting them. In this
undertaking, the committee faced a lot of ob§tacles, hindrances, and rejections.

Clurrently, Wadad and the committee work on the eStablishment of an archive of the
hiStory of their work and activism, showing their decade-long $truggle during different
periods of Lebanese hiStory. Likewise, they §till lobby for the State’s responsibility to

organise DNA collection and identification among the relatives of the missing and
forcefully disappeared. When asked if she ever thought about abandoning her activism,
Wadad conceded that she had considered this many times but did not, because she
§till thought her work was as important as ever. Similar to the ant that digs in the rock,
Wadad entered many side corridors in the rock, touching on many other issues relevant
to her own, while she never lot track of the once set objective to find out about the fate
of the missing and forcefully disappeared in Lebanon.



Le processus
tdentitaire
d’une femme
paleSlinienne:
de la douleur

a l’action

Ma méthodologie pour recueillir les données s’e§t basée sur le récit! biographique. En
effet, “le récit et nécessaire pour sortir de la confusion des sentiments et pour repérer
ce qui, dans le souvenir, e§t de 'ordre de la réalité. Il permet de méme a l'individu de
recontruire son hiStoire, de tenter de retrouver 1a ou il et habité par I’hiStoire des autres
et 1a ou il s’et conStruit comme sujet”.? Par son récit, Nour décrit ainsi “les différents
aspects de son ‘méta-sentiment’ ... qui englobe un ensemble complexe d’affects,
d’émotions, de fantasmes, de réactions, d’expériences qui s’amalgament ” et de violences
humiliantes.® Ces violences en queStion altérent I'identité de Nour et son rapport a sa
communauté, d’une part, et favorisent la con$truction d’une subjectivité douloureuse,
d’autre part. La douleur apparait de ce fait comme un élément constitutif du lien social.

Quant a mon analyse, elle consiStera a identifier les éléments de I'identité mobilisés face
ala douleur pour en identifier les différents aspects sous une forme émergente, réflexive
et narrative. Cette analyse du processus identitaire représente, a la fois, la subjectivité
de Nour ou se manifeSte son affirmation comme sujet, mais aussi, sa propre gestion
identitaire des violences; GeStion qui révele d’ailleurs P’exiStence d’une multitude de
sources de violence. Ces deux aspects de 'identité de Nour sont importants pour leurs
contributions dans la conStitution de son identité et seront identifiés par catégories et
épisodes tout au long de article a différents niveaux de sa vie sociale.

Il et a préciser a cet égard que j’entends par identité le sentiment “d’étre ” par lequel un
“individu éprouve qu’il et un ‘moi’ différent des ‘autres’.* Cette définition permet de
mieux comprendre comment ’altérité et 'identité représentent les deux versants —’'un
subjectif et I'autre social — d’une définition de I'identité dans le processus d’interaction
nécessaire a toute construction identitaire. Par ailleurs, le Statut théorique de 'identité
reléeve d’une double appartenance.” Il et & la fois un fait de conscience subjective,
donc individuelle, mais e§t également issu d’un rapport a I’autre et d’une interaction
sociale. Dans sa part subjective, I'identité offre le choix a I'individu de se définir selon



ses aspirations. Elle laisse également une large place a la catégorisation sociale et aux
effets qu’elle peut avoir sur I'individu.

“Tout autour de toi il y a de la violence: ” ¢’e§t par cette phrase que Nour résume le contexte
dans lequel elle vit. Selon elle, tout le monde subit et fait subir un type de violence aux
autres. Des son plus jeune age, Nour se débrouille pour survivre et aider sa famille.
Elle quitte I’école pour travailler. Elle est alors submergée par un chagrin provoqué par
plusieurs facteurs. La frutration engendrée pendant ces épisodes de vie et ’exploitation
vont par la suite exploser en colere humiliante, la faisant vivre dans un cercle entourée
de violence, ou elle se transforme en victime et bourreau en méme temps.

Nour, agée de 28 ans, eft réfugiée paleStinienne,® mariée et maman de trois filles. Elle
arréte ses études universitaires en deuxieéme année lorsqu’elle se marie. Puis elle suit
des formations dans le milieu social et travaille dans une grande organisation non
gouvernementale (ONG) dans le camp. Au moment de I’entretien, elle e§t responsable
d’un projet de santé communautaire aupres des jeunes.

Nour et née dans une famille de sept membres. Le pére et absent car il passe son temps
chez sa deuxieme épouse. Il s’e§t uniquement marié avec sa mére pour faire plaisir a sa
famille. Cependant, des le premier mois du mariage, il la délaisse pour partir épouser la
femme qu’il aime, mais qui lui a été refusée par ses parents. La mere de Nour se retrouve
donc seule directement apres son mariage. Le pére absent rend visite de temps en temps
a la famille, mais continue a les terroriser tous, méme en son absence.

Nour vit une enfance difficile, entre un pére absent et violent et une mere de faible
b
personnalité, qui ne fait que subir les coups de son mari.

La mere de Nour eft une femme rejetée par ses parents et par son mari, et qui ne veut
pas divorcer par peur du rejet social. Cette violence humiliante vécue par la mere fait

souffrir Nour qui ne tarde pas a comprendre le mal qu’elle éprouve .

Pour relater ce sentiment et la soumission de sa mere, Nour raconte cette anecdote :

“Ma mere craignait tellement mon pére qu’elle n’a pas voulu m’emmener a Uhipital le jour oil
Je me suis brillée, par peur qu’il ne vienne et ne nous trouve pas a la maison. Ma blessure s°eSl

infectée le lendemain. >

Avec son pere, Nour entretient une relation de violence et de fruStration. Tout se passe
en cachette a la maison. Ainsi, lors de ’adolescence, Nour avoue sa relation d’amour et
celle de sa saeur a son pere en espérant partager leur vécu avec lui. Immédiatement, le
pere amene ses deux filles chez leur belle-mere. Il les enferme en leur interdisant de voir
qui que ce soit, bloque les volets avec un baton et part agresser les deux jeunes garcons.

La belle-mere profite de la situation pour monter les filles 'une contre I’autre, mais en
vain. Leur présence crée par conséquent, une tension entre le pere et son épouse, suite
a laquelle la belle-meére quitte la maison et retourne chez ses parents. Quelques jours
plus tard, elle revient et jette toutes les affaires des filles par la fenétre. Le pére comprend
ainsi le message et renvoie tout de suite ses filles chez leur mere.

De plus, Nour dit avoir été privée de beaucoup de choses. Elle s’e§t trouvée obligée
d’emprunter des habits a ses amies pour sortir et devait sauter par la fenétre pour
rendre visite a une amie dans le camp. Malgré cette atmosphere de violence, Nour était
douée a I’école. Elle a pu réussir sa dernieére année au collége et passer au lycée. Pour
la féliciter, ses enseignants lui disent qu’ils viendront lui rendre visite a la maison, mais
pour éviter ’humiliation que lui réserverait son pere devant eux, Nour choisit de s’enfuir
de la maison. Puis pour féter sa réussite au baccalauréat, Nour organise en cachette une
petite féte chez son amie car elle a peur de demander la permission a son pere.

En racontant son hiStoire Nour e§t bouleversée et en pleurs:

“Ca me dérange de raconter tout ¢a parce que ¢a éveille beaucoup de choses en mot et je waime
pas pleurer.”

Finalement, Nour a le sentiment d’avoir grandi dans Iinjuftice. Ce n’e§t que plus tard

qu’elle s’en rend compte en comparant sa vie a celle des autres.

Vulnérable pendant son adolescence, Nour fait une fugue et deux tentatives de suicide.
En effet, sa vulnérabilité’ vient de la vision de parents infériorisés par des figures



d’autorité. Cela la conduit ensuite a intérioriser des figures contradictoires qui favorisent
la fragilisation de ’appareil psychique. Ges conflits sont réactualisés chaque fois que le
sujet se trouve dans une situation d’humiliation®.

Sa fugue avec sa sceur se produit durant I’été alors qu’elle et en derniére année de
college. C’et la premiére fois que toutes les deux sortent du camp. Elles partent en ville
et prennent le bus pour Beyrouth. Arrivées dans un des camps de la capitale, elles sont
accueillies dans une famille a qui elles racontent que leurs parents sont morts. Cependant,
apres une enquéte, la famille appelle finalement le pére qui vient avec la belle-meére pour
récupérer ses filles. Terrifiée par ’arrivée du pere, la sceur de Nour fait semblant d’aller
aux toilettes et boit de 'eau de Javel. Elle e§t immédiatement transportée a I’hopital
pour un lavage d’eStomac. En apprenant leur fugue, leur meére quitte la maison familiale,
fuit le pere et se réfugie chez ses parents pour I’éviter. Ne pouvant plus faire face au pere
par peur qu’il ne la tienne responsable de la mauvaise éducation de ses filles et de leur
fugue, elle demande le divorce.

Une fois divorcée, elle s’inStalle chez ses parents avec ses trois autres enfants alors que
les filles retent chez leur pére. Du refte, ’accident de la sceur de Nour a été la raison
directe du divorce entre leur pere et leur mere. La séparation de ses parents complique
encore plus la vie de Nour chez sa belle-mere, en dépit du fait que le pere décide de
changer son comportement envers ses filles. En effet, il demande a ses filles de lui écrire
tout ce qui les dérange chez lui. Nour exécute son souhait et lui écrit tout ce qu’elle a
sur le coeur. Mais en lisant son mot, le pere s’énerve finalement et frappe sa sceur.

A Pintérieur de cette sphére de violence dans laquelle Nour vit, elle s'invente une fiction
qui lui donne de lespoir. Elle attend que ses parents biologiques viennent la chercher,
dans la conviction qu’elle e§t contrainte de vivre avec des parents qui ne sont en fait pas
les siens, et que ces derniers 'auraient trouvée dans la rue.

A Padolescence, Nour tombe amoureuse de son voisin. Cependant, cinq ans aprés le
début de cette hiStoire, il la délaisse et s’engage dans une relation avec une autre fille. Cette
hiStoire fut pour elle le deuxi¢me choc venant d’'un homme, aprés son pére. Traumatisée
par son peére, Nour établit dorénavant un lien méfiant et rude avec son environnement.
Sa souffrance n’e$t plus mesurable et son espoir s’effondre:

“Ca m’a_fait beaucoup de mal, y’ai tellement pleuré, une amie m’a dit: “arréte de pleurer.” Je
lui @i dit: “Je ne peux pas, ce ne sont pas mes yeux qui pleurent, mais ¢’e§l mon ceur qui pleure.’
Jai senti que toute ma vie était perdue. Je criais de désesporr

Pendant ce temps, Nour entre a 'université et sa socur se marie avec son fiancé. Elle
se retrouve donc seule responsable de sa mere et ses fréres, et seule a surmonter son
chagrin d’amour et a gérer sa colére et sa tritesse. Beaucoup d’hommes viennent la
demander en mariage, mais toujours dégoutée, clle refuse toute demande et porte une
bague pour faire croire a son entourage qu’elle et fiancée et qu’on la laisse tranquille.

Pendant un an, Nour supporte son choc émotionnel seule, laisse tomber ses études a
P'université et travaille dans la vente en faisant du porte-a-porte pour aider sa mere
travaillant dans un supermarché. C’e$t au travail, qu’elle rencontre alors Ali, avec qui
elle se marie sans trop y réfléchir:

“Quand 7°ai rencontré Ali un an apres, je n’ai pensé a rien, 7°ai jusle voulu me marier.
D ol

Pour Nour, ce mariage représente une porte de sortie, une fuite vers 'inconnu. Pour la
mere,” le flancé va également sortir sa fille de la misére financiere et affective::

“Mes enfants n’élaient pas aimés, les liens avec les autres étatent limités. Cela influence Uenfant
lorsqu’il sent qu’il w'eSl pas aimé. Méme leur pére était diSlant quand 1l vivait avec nous, il ne les
voyait pas. Nos problémes a la maison ne Uintéressaient tout simplement pas.

Apres le mariage, Nour découvre une autre réalité: elle n’aime pas son mari et trouve
qu’ils appartiennent a deux cultures différentes. Bien qu’il soit arabe et musulman comme
elle, mais Jordanien, il ne partage pas sa vision du monde. En outre, ses comportements
n’arrangent pas la différence. Nour le décrit comme violent, lunatique. Elle a voulu a
maintes reprises divorcer, mais n’a jamais trouvé le courage pour passer a ’acte. Elle se
sent alors opprimée, condamnée a mener cette vie misérable:

“Te sens que je suis opprimée, que je suis condamnée a avoir cette vie. fe ne dis pas qu’on en
e§1 towjours au méme point. Ca a changé. Je suis partie en Egyple et a mon retous; je voulais le
dworce. Aprés il a changé, mais je ne me sens toujours pas bien et je dois continuer ma vie, je ne
peux pas farre marche arriére. ”



Présente lors de entretien, la mere défend sa fille a ce moment et demande a ne pas la
juger, mais a comprendre son action et les raisons qui I’ont motivée a en arriver la. Elle
m’explique le contexte, en voulant m’aider a mieux appréhender Uhistoire. Elle me dit:

“On élait dans un autre camp a coté de chez mes parents. Elle travaillait alors comme vendeuse.
Comme elle 51 Uainée, elle devait m’aider alors que mot aussi je travaillais. C’eSl pourquoi, elle
Jaisait du porte a porte. Elle partait (ot le matin et rentrait tard le sow; les pieds enflés. Elle faisait
tout cela pour qu’on puisse manger. Le propriétaire m’avait chassée de Uappartement parce que
Je warrivais pas a payer le loyer. Et mon grand- pére avait refusé de nous louer son appartement
sous prétexte que st on ne payait pas il serait géné de nous demander le loyer. Pendant cette période,
personne n’eSl venu demander sa main. 11 a fallu qu’elle accepte le premier venu pour en finir avec
cetle vie. Personne ne nous a aidés.

Plus tard, on observe que les faits que Nour a vécus avec son pere se reproduisent dans
sa vie avec son mari. Petite fille, elle avait une peur immense de son pére, spécialement
quand celui-ci rentrait a la maison, et avec le mariage, elle commence a vivre le méme
probléme avec son mari. Des qu’il ouvre la porte, elle s’inquiéte. Pis encore, elle se sent
étouftée de tous les cotés en permanence, parfois méme par I’amour de ses filles.

Nour ne se voit pas comme une femme, elle se voit comme une meére qui fait tout pour
protéger ses filles. Elle se sent seule et elle affronte seule sa peur et la violence de son mari:

“Il 'y a personne pour me soutenir quand je suis en conflit avec mon mani. [...J y’at peur qu’il
m’enferme et qu’il me frappe devant les enfants. 1l me frappe souvent, puis quand il sort, les filles
viennent me consoler. ”

Son seul souci eSt d’épargner a ses filles toute cette violence. Ses filles sont de plus en
plus perturbées par les actes de leur pere et n’hésitent pas a raconter a I'extérieur ce
qu’il fait subir a leur mére. Nour demande a son mari, lorsqu’il veut la frapper, de ne
pas le faire devant les enfants. Avec le temps, son mari se résigne a ne pas la violenter
en présence des enfants. Elle sait alors que lorsqu’il I'appelle et qu’il e§t énervé, c’est
pour la frapper, 'humilier et vider sa colére. Il la frappe avec tout ce qui lui tombe sous
la main: une ceinture, un baton, etc. Quand il a terminé, il lui adresse la parole comme
si de rien n’était, sans méme s’excuser. Quant a elle, elle en ressort pleine de bleus et
avec un sentiment de haine envers lui. Elle refuse de voir tout de suite ses filles et se sent
moins que rien. Avec le temps, Nour apprend a ne pas penser a lui. Ils dorment dans
deux chambres séparées deés son premier enfant, car elle ne supporte pas de dormir
avec lui. Quand il veut coucher avec elle, il 'appelle, elle satisfait son désir puis revient
dans la chambre de ses filles.

Avec ses enfants, Nour eét consciente qu’elle ne fait que reproduire le schéma familial,
elle et exigeante envers sa fille ainée, lui donne beaucoup de responsabilités, tout comme
sa mere faisait avec elle. Elle compte sur sa fille pour Iaider et partager les taches a la
maison.

Nour vit dans un cercle vicieux de violence, qui n’arréte pas de se reproduire. Sa mere
e§t victime de ses parents, son pére e§t victime de ses parents, elle, ses fréres et sceurs
sont tous victimes de leurs parents. Pendant longtemps, Nour et ses fréres ont été des
exutoires a cette violence vécue par les parents. Nour conclut plus tard que si leur pere
n’aime pas leur mere, il lui e§t impossible d’aimer ses enfants et c’e§t la raison pour
laquelle 1l était souvent absent.

Quand Nour frappe sa fille, elle n’e$t pas contente, mais elle le ressent comme un besoin.
Ainsi lorsqu’elle a fini, elle e§t doublement énervée.

Nour ressemble a beaucoup de meres de son entourage, qui éprouvent le besoin de vider
leur colere en se défoulant par la facon la plus facile, a savoir sur les enfants. Ceux-ci
deviennent ’exutoire de la violence subie par leurs parents. Néanmoins elle difféere
des autres meres par sa prise de conscience de 1’état de violence qu’elle fait vivre a ses
enfants, sa souffrance vécue et du §tress qu’elle a envie d’évacuer et de communiquer
par ce moyen.

La vie de Nour e§t une succession d’in$tabilité et d’insécurité: insécurité financiére,
insécurité affective et insécurité au travail. En plus de 'insécurité dans son couple, Nour
ressent une grande triftesse par rapport a la situation de ses fréres qui sont coupés de la
vie sociale: ils sont sans diplome et sans travail.

Elle éprouve du remords envers elle-méme, et regrette d’avoir quitté ses é¢tudes. En
effet, elle aurait pu avoir une meilleure situation et se sent coupable car elle pense s’étre
détruite. La personnalité de Nour s’eSt développée dans la souffrance, elle n’a pas regu
les soins nécessaires pour un épanouissement dans son enfance. Ce vécu détermine son
aptitude a interagir avec son environnement social. Au fur et a mesure qu’elle avance
a travers des Stades prédéterminés, la compréhension qu’elle a d’elle-méme et de sa vie
lui donne le sentiment d’étre opprimée. Ses attentes vis-a-vis de la société se modifient
avec le temps. A travers ses expériences, elle a acquis des sentiments de méfiance face
a son environnement. En effet, toutes ses relations ont été marquées par la violence et
elles ont fini par une trahison ou un échec.



La violence de Nour se traduit par ’agressivité. Cette violence eSt une réponse non
controlée, mais apprise, et réactive a une situation d’humiliation par le biais de laquelle
elle externalise sa souffrance et ses sentiments négatifs éprouvés dans sa situation
infériorisante au travail. Nour réussit a déplacer cette souffrance et ses sentiments vers
Pextérieur d’elle-méme, dans le face a face avec ses enfants.

“C’Sl a cause du cumul, des choses qu’on ne s’ pas dites, qu’on w’a pas exprimées. Des fois
Je rentre fatiguée du boulot, si quelqu’un @ la maison m’adresse la parole, je sens que j’ar envie
de le tuer. Mais, ce n’eSl pas a lui que je parle. En fait, je projette sur lui image de la personne
qui m’a_fait mal au boulot. Mais si on_fait la part des choses dans nos relations ¢a ira mieux
Néanmoins, on ne peut pas le_faire tout le temps et cela crée de la violence. Comme je w'ar pas
de pouvorr sur X, je viens trouver ma petite fille comme exutoire @ ma violence parce qu’elle e§l
plus faible que mor. >

Nour rejette ’humiliation et I'infériorisation qu’elle subit. Elle se trouve dans un rapport
de force et un rapport d’inégalités. Cela provoque chez elle un sentiment de haine envers
le dominant, qui dans le cas présent et son mari ou son chef. Sa violence verbale et
physique se libére au sein d’une interaction de face a face sur les plus faibles qu’elle peut
dominer, en 'occurrence ses enfants.

Ce comportement devient un mode d’action dans lequel Nour et entrée et n’arrive
plus & en sortir:

“Te suis trop victime de violence et je suis violente, mais je ne peux pas ne pas me comporter
comme ¢a. Ge sont des habitudes que j’at prises pour évacuer mon énergie. L'habitude fait que
tu ne comprends plus qu’a travers la violence. Par exemple, mot je suis actuellement habituée
a ga avec mon mari: quand il s’énerve, 1l peut s’exprimer calmement, mais s’il ne s’énerve pas
violemment avec des insultes et des cris je ne crots pas qu’il eSl réellement énervé. >

Nour subit la violence physique et psychologique de ses parents et de son mari. Deux
principaux facteurs 'aident a résiSter et a prote$ter contre la violence de son mari. Le
premier e§t qu’elle e§t revenue vivre avec son mari et ses enfants dans le camp. Elle s’e§t
sentie alors plus forte dans un milieu familier qu’en Jordanie. Le second facteur et son
travail et son autonomie financiere. Depuis qu’elle eSt la premiére ressource financiére
de la famille et qu’elle touche un salaire, elle ne se laisse plus faire par son mari.

Nour a appris a relativiser sa souffrance a I’aide d’un travail §table, mais elle ne pardonne
pas a trois hommes qui sont la cause de ses souffrances: son pere, son ex petit-ami et
son mari.

L’hiStoire de Nour montre que cela a été tres difficile pendant la période ot la perméabilité
a une place prépondérante et ce, a tous les niveaux: professionnel, familial et sentimental.
La fagon dont son entourage ’a pergue, s’ebt ressentie dans le placement d’une certaine
méfiance a la place de la confiance normalement attendue dans un milieu familial et
proche. Son ressenti s’e§t également caractérisé par de la honte, du doute, une confusion
des roles et un manque d’autonomie, mais aussi un isolement (et pas un repli vers
intimité) et un désespoir. De plus elle a éprouvé une certaine Stagnation a la place d’un
développement personnel et un manque d’intégrité.

Cette hiStoire nous montre comment Nour s’e§t con§truite en tant que sujet dans une
trajectoire brutale. Malgré la souffrance, elle a con$truit un moi fort méme en se pliant a
certaines exigences, en acceptant des contraintes et en affrontant des rapports de domination.
Au moment de Ientretien, Nour vit un moment identitaire qui se caractérise par une
prise de diStance (réflexive ou sensible) avec I’action en cours en vue de reformuler le sens
donné a sa conduite. Cette douloureuse subjectivité qui et un mélange d’autonomie,
de réflexivité et de volonté, et due dans P'immédiat A la situation familiale de Nour, et
dans le médiat, au contexte global de la situation des réfugiés palestiniens qui les rend
plus vulnérables a tous les niveaux comme nous venons d’en lire un exemple.
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