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Executive Summary

While women and their issues were highly visible
during the October 2019 protests, and the feminist
movement can be credited with decades-long efforts
to push for feminist priorities across all levels of
political debate and decision-making, gender equality
and women'’s rights have long been deprioritized in
political spaces in Lebanon, particularly formal spaces
such as Parliament. As crises continue to aggravate in
the country, these issues have been pushed down to
the very bottom of the agenda.

In the months leading up to the 2022 parliamentary
elections, many were hopeful to see new faces
and dynamics in Lebanese politics, accompanied
by concrete actions to resolve the crises, address
long-standing corruption and inequalities, and
make an overall change in the patriarchal sectarian
system ruling the country. Despite the wins of some
candidates associated with “change”, many are
disappointed with the results, or skeptical about
their ability to bring about much needed change.
When it comes to women's representation, only
8 were newly elected as MPs, out of 128, with half
of those being associated with “change”, and the
other half representing traditional political parties.
Accordingly, political debate flowed around women'’s
representation in politics, as well as around the issues
and agendas they are able to bring forth.

This research piece contributes to this debate by
first examining characterizations and understanding
of intersectional feminist policymaking and offering
a contextualized paradigm for Lebanon. The paper
then explores women's systemic exclusion from public
and political spaces, presenting politics in Lebanon
as a particularly hostile space for women. It finally
provides a reflection on women’s representation
and participation in formal political spaces - namely,
Parliament - and around reconciling women'’s
representation as a distinct feminist goal, with the
fact that women in positions of power may not always
hold intersectional feminist agendas.

The research relies on a survey with a purposive
sample of feminist activists, as well as a series of in-
depth interviews with women who ran and/or won
parliamentary elections in 2018 and/or 2022. It also
builds on the authors’ own positionalities as feminists
themselves, a journalist and a researcher, with a first-
hand understanding of the Lebanese context and the
feminist movement within it, as well as of feminist

theories and debates more broadly.

Mirroring the literature, a contextualized paradigm
for intersectional feminist policymaking in Lebanon
focuses on both processes and the nature of policy
problems and solutions prioritized. On the former,
an intersectional feminist policymaking process is
one that is participatory and inclusive of women in
all their diversity, and that draws on women'’s lived
experiences and concerns. On the latter, intersectional
feminist policy problems and solutions are those that
are founded in the elimination of discrimination and
violence against diverse women and girlsin the country,
while also considering the implications of all policies
and legislations on different communities and social
groups, and particularly on women from these various
groups. In brief, intersectional feminist policymaking
centers women'’s realities and experiences, and
shifts power and resources towards those who are
positioned at a disadvantage.

A significant gap was identified between the feminist
movement’'s demands and priorities and many of
the women running for parliamentary elections, with
candidates across diverse political views and currents
failing to subscribe to and/or understand intersectional
feminism. In certain cases, this stems from a clear
lack of understanding of what intersectional feminist
priorities represent, and/or a de-prioritization of
such priorities in favor of other issues. This reflects
a failure to identify the patriarchal and sectarian
power structures that oppress women, as well as to
understand intersectional feminism as a systemic
solution to addressing overlapping systems of
oppression with implications across social groups. In
other cases, the attacks and backlash that women who
do prioritize such issues face may discourage those
who choose to distance themselves from this agenda.
A third and fundamental reasoning lies in both a lack
of engagement between women candidates and
MPs with women in their constituencies and with the
feminist movement, as well as in the fragmentation
of the feminist movement itself, and shortage of
alternative political spaces for women to organize and
shape an intersectional feminist agenda.

Women'’s systemic exclusion from political spaces has
been identified as a key challenge to advancing an
intersectional feminist agenda. Many of the barriers
that women face in politics that have been theorized
and documented remain pervasive to this day. The



analysis specifically highlights those that have defined
the experiences of the women interviewed for the research.
Systemic discrimination and violence practiced
against women in politics, whether in the form of
physical, emotional or verbal violence, continues to
be a primary concern for any woman who ventures
into this arena.

The mediahas also been ahostile space forwomenin
politics, where men are severely overrepresented.
Many of the candidates interviewed for this research
have been actively challenging traditional and
costly models of media engagement. Nevertheless,
restrictions and poor representation in the media
compromises needed Vvisibility and engagement
with constituencies, but also infringes on women
candidates’ right to respond to accusations and
misinformation and clarify political agendas.

When it comes to resources, it is clear that women
candidates heavily rely on young volunteers and
campaign managers to support their campaigning
efforts, and face considerable challenges in securing
financial resources, especially basic costs needed to
organize door to door visits, meetings and discussions
with constituencies. As was widely reported by
interviewees, independent women candidates and
those associated with opposition or “change” groups
do not have the same financial capital to rely on, as
opposed to male candidates, and in some cases,
women affiliated with traditional political parties.
Additionally, the preferential vote imposed by
the electoral law specifically impacts women's
ability to win seats in parliament, and has further
financial implications, as winning such a vote requires
investments in personal campaigns and scaling up
activities with constituencies, which most women
candidates cannot afford to do. Moreover, many
political parties, especially traditional parties who
often make claims in support of women'’s participation
in politics, actively deprioritize and restrict women's
access to political spaces, even when they are from
their own groups. Beyond political parties’, having a
social and family support network was identified
as a key resource for women to run for elections
and engage in politics, without which they may be
discouraged or blocked from this kind of work and
shamed for failing to perform their expected gender
role.

When women are able to overcome these barriers
and reach positions of power, the discrimination
they face continues to manifest itself within the
formal space, in similar and diverging forms. In fact,
reports of harassment, silencing and exclusion from
agenda-setting and decision-making spaces such as

parliamentary committees are widely reported among
women MPs. Such experiences are only multiplied
when women MPs adopt feminist language or
challenge the discriminatory, patriarchal and sectarian
discourse and practices that have long permeated the
Lebanese Parliament.

Finally, while some differences in opinions exist
amongst the feminist movement around prioritizing
women's descriptive (or numerical) representation
versus their substantive representation - that is,
focusing on the type of agenda they carry instead -
they converge around the importance of women's
representation as a right and a feminist objective
in itself, which cannot be separated from the larger
intersectional feminist agenda, with overall favorable
attitudes towards an electoral women’s quota. The
latter is, however, considered insufficient to advance
intersectional feminist policymaking on its own, and
in turn to challenge the foundations of the pervasive
and oppressive patriarchal and sectarian system in
the country. Nevertheless, drawing from their own
lived experiences, women are the best positioned to
understand, prioritize and address policy problems in
a way that highlights their distinct experiences and
addresses their specific concerns. In fact, challenging
and breaking the patriarchal and sectarian system in
Lebanon, and bringing about social justice and change,
can only be achieved if women are represented and
able to meaningfully contribute to agenda-setting and
decision-making spaces, breaking systemic barriers,
challenging existing forms of leadership and bringing
in new discourse and priorities.

m




l. Introduction

Out of 118 women registered on electoral lists in
Lebanon’s 2022 parliamentary elections, only 8
were elected as people’s representatives. In other
words, the percentage of women's representation
in the current 128 seat Parliament stands at a mere
6.25%, a minor increase from 4.68% (6 Members
of Parliament) in 2018. Although the percentage of
women candidates increased from 11% in the 2018
polls to 15% in 2022 (Tabbara & Salame, 2022),
the electoral results were especially disappointing
following women’s involvement and leadership
within the October 2019 protests, leading marches,
mobilizing groups and setting the tone and agenda
in various political spaces. Women candidates made
up a rough 22% of opposition or independent lists,
who had been presenting themselves as serious and
progressive alternatives to the current ruling elite
of former warlords, feudalist chiefs and patriarchy’s
adherents (Megaphone, 2022).

Lebanon’s parliamentary political system has been
widely critiqued for its sectarian-based power
structures, favoring clientelism, corruption and a
division of power amongst the traditional political elite
that has established itself following the civil war. This
system has restricted opportunities for the emergence
and participation of alternative and independent
political groups. Existing models of political leadership
remain heavily built on sectarian and geographical
affiliations, the provision of essential services — such
as employment, healthcare, education or even cash
— in exchange for votes and political support, as well
as the concentration of power within the hands of a
small group of “father-figure” individuals, embodying
patriarchal models of leadership, social norms and
behaviors.

Restrictions and challenges to women’s political
participation at municipal and national legislative and
executive levels in the country has been attributed to
the clientelist and sectarian power-sharing structure.
These are also due to the deeply embedded
patriarchal system, which dictates women’s roles
and responsibilities, restricts their access to public
and political spaces, defines social perceptions of
their leadership abilities, and fortifies harmful social
norms and systemic violence against women through
discriminatory laws and social policies. Recent
electoral results, but also political practices and
discourse in the newly-formed parliament, indicate

little to no changes to already identified barriers that
have been restricting women'’s involvement in political
life and access to decision-making and agenda-setting
roles over the past decades. Despite continuous
efforts and some gains on the level of women'’s rights
and gender equality in the country, intersectional
feminist priorities and policymaking processes are
far from being adopted in Lebanon’s current political
institutions, legislation and discourse.

In light of increased poverty, growing inflation and
rapidly deteriorating access to basic needs and
essential services, women'’s rights and intersectional
feminist priorities have been relegated even further
down the bottom of the political agenda. Against
this backdrop, unpacking the gendered dynamics
of the recent parliamentary elections and current
political landscape and practices, as well as providing
insights from new experiences by women who ran for
elections in 2018 and 2022, remains critical to inform
future efforts to overcome existing, and new potential
barriers to women’s meaningful participation in
politics, as well as to the feminist political agenda
more broadly.

This research paper seeks to provide a feminist
analysis of women’'s systemic exclusion from
political spaces, with a particular focus on formal
spaces, and Parliament specifically; in light of this
analysis, this piece also explores impediments to the
advancement of an intersectional feminist agenda
in the Lebanese parliament. The analysis builds on
insights from feminist activists, and the experiences
and reflections of some women who ran for and/
or won the 2018 and/or 2022 elections. The paper
starts by examining understandings and definitions
of intersectional feminist priorities amongst feminist
activists as well as women candidates and MPs and
presents a contextualized paradigm for intersectional
feminist policymaking in Lebanon. It then presents the
Lebanese political system as a hostile space forwomen,
drawing from the experiences of women before,
during and after electoral processes and highlighting
the most prominent challenges. In the last section,
the analysis provides insights on reconciling women'’s
representation and participation as a feminist goal in
itself, with the needed efforts to advance a feminist
agenda and gender justice goals in parliament.



[l. Methodology

This research relies on a mixed-method approach,
with a particular emphasis on qualitative tools to
capture the nuanced experiences, reflections and
insights of the women who participated in the
research process. These include 7 semi-structured in-
depth interviews with women who ran for the 2022
parliamentary elections, including one who is now a
Member of Parliament (MP), and another who ran

in 2018 and chose not to run again. Interviews were
conducted between October 2022 and January 2023.
Interviewees were mainly independent candidates,
purposefully identified from across different areas in
Lebanon, as well as from different backgrounds. This
has brought to light a diverse set of experiences,
political agendas and priorities but also common
struggles and barriers.

Interviewee Electoral Professional Elections
District Background Year
S & Activist; university professor and
Halimé El Kaakour MOt}JAI’;t L;kéﬁn%n v researcher on local development, 2018, 2022
(MP) ey ou governance and gender equality
Attorney at Law and Legal
Iman Tabbara Beirut Il Consultant, civil and corporate 2022
law
. North Lebanon I Journalist, trainer, activist, 201
Nariman Chamaa (Tripoli, Miniyeh, Danniyeh) founder/director of a CSO 018
Nohad Yazbeck ) Expert in nursing management,
D . Beirut Il university professor, former head 2018, 2022
oumit of the Order of Nurses
Petra Samaha B(Zl;j:) | Phd candidate, Urban studies 2018, 2022
. South Il Public school Arabic teacher,
Sara Sweidan (Tyr, Zahrani) and environmental activist 2022
,e North Lebanon llI Lawyer, researcher, director of
Chaden Al Da'if (Zgharta, Batroun, Becharreh, Koura) a political dialogue initiative 2022

1 semi-structured key informant interview was also
conducted with Ms. Joelle Abou Farhat, Co-founder
of FiftyFifty. As a key organization promoting and
working for women'’s equal representation in political
institutions in Lebanon, the interview with Fiftyfifty
provided a deeper understanding of the history and
struggles of women'’s representation in the country,
as well as a comprehensive overview of the existing
programs supporting women's political participation.
Additionally, FiftyFifty, and Abou Farhat herself,
have closely worked and engaged with most of the
women who have run for parliamentary elections,
and therefore provided a unique and comprehensive
overview around the experiences and backgrounds of
these women.

Finally, a survey with a purposive sample of 25
feminist activists from across the country captured
respondents’ insights and priorities around women'’s
political participation and intersectional feminist
priorities in Lebanon. As per the charts below,
respondents’ areas of work varied between different
feminist and gender justice issues, with a great
majority working on women'’s political participation,
whether as feminist organizers, gender practitioners,
journalists or researchers.
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The paper also draws on a thorough review of existing
literature, including key reports, academic papers
and research pieces by organizations, academics and
activists published in recent years, focused around
three literature bodies:

e Experiences of women involved in politics in
Lebanon, as well as structural barriers to their political
participation;

e Gendered dynamics in political institutions and
spaces in the country, as well as distinct expectations
and perceptions of women representatives;

e Feminist theories and analyses of women’s political
participation, electoral quotas and policymaking.

Authors Positionalities

As two feminists, a researcher and a journalist
from Lebanon ourselves, we draw on our in-depth
knowledge, experiences within the feminist movement
in Lebanon and understanding of feminist theories,
but also of the Lebanese political context, to develop
and offer our analysis. We have built our analysis on
our own feminist values and hopes for a fairer, more
equal and just future. We do not claim to speak on
behalf of the interviewees and survey respondents
who participated in the research process, but heavily
build on their insights and reflections to write this

paper.
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[1l. Findings &

A. Intersectional Feminist Priorities
and Policymaking In Lebanon

In the aftermath of the 2022 parliamentary elections,
and with 8 women elected to Parliament for the first
time in Lebanon’s modern history, opinions flowed and
diverged around the newly elected parliament’s ability
to respond to the crises and develop much-needed
just and equitable social policies and legislation;
around anticipated stalemates and difficulties in
reaching consensus and making decisions in what
seemed to be an election which failed to produce a
majority block; around the potential for change, or
lack thereof, of having a dozen new, independent,
so-called “change” Members of Parliament amongst
the 128; and around what it means to have so few
women, yet more than ever, in the legislative body
of the country. On the latter, some groups were
happy to celebrate the progress, albeit extremely
limited, in women’s representation in the country.
Others were skeptical about their ability to create
meaningful change, given their small number, while
others yet were critical about the ability of these MPs
to push forth their feminist demands and priorities.
The key questions around this issue remain important
discussion points to this day: Why is it so difficult
for Lebanese women to get to positions of power;
what are the structural and systemic barriers they
continue to face; and how can we make progress in
this arena? How can an intersectional feminist and
social justice agenda be introduced, and pushed,
inside Parliament; the inner workings of which remain
opaque and founded in personal interests and corrupt
power structures?

Exploring these points of contention first requires us
to unpack different characterizations of intersectional
feminist priorities and policymaking processes, and
what they specifically would look like for the Lebanese
context.

Intersectional Feminist Theories and
Approaches to Policymaking

Feminist theorizations and critiques of policymaking
and policy studies have long problematized gendered
biases and androcentric underlying assumptions
in both the nature of policies and the processes of
developing them. Expanding on existing state of the

Discussion

art reviews, Lombardo, Meier and Verloo (2012) find
that two main strands of feminist literature emerge
in this regard, with the first explicitly concerned
with policymaking and agenda-setting processes
and dynamics, looking at which issues get put on
the agenda and by whom, as well as visibilizing and
challenging gendered assumptions and androcentric
biases in policymaking. This strand, as presented in
the work of Hawkesworth (1994), explores women'’s
representation and participation in policy-making
spaces as an important factor allowing for women's
and feminist issues to be put on the agenda. Crucially,
this strand also emphasizes the importance and
necessity of a cohesive and solid feminist movement
to push and influence feminist policies, in addition
to having elements of a favorable and conducive
environment in place. The second, more constructivist
analysis, brings attention to discursive constructions of
policy problems and policies themselves, particularly
when it comes to feminist issues. Bacchi's (2009)
“"What's the problem represented to be?” approach
for policy analysis focuses on areas and experiences
left unproblematized and unexplored, and how policy
issues can be constructed in a way that challenges
patriarchal power structures. Such an approach unveils
hidden assumptions and allows policy problems and
solutions to be defined with a more intersectional
feministlens. Other feminist policy analysis frameworks
have emerged in recent years, offering approaches
and tools to identify potential shortcomings and entry
points around improving the quality of policymaking
- and policies themselves — and making them more
equitable and gender just (McPhail, 2003; Kanenberg,
Leal, & Erch, 2019).

A review of the literature therefore suggests a
number of critical components which contribute to
intersectional feminist policymaking. First, feminist
literature gives equal value to the policies as it gives to
the policymaking processes; with a focus on women's
representation in decision-making and agenda-
setting spaces, engagement with feminist movements
and drawing from diverse women'’s lived experiences,
and building policies on evidence, praxis and lessons
learned.

Second, intersectional feminist policy focuses on
both gender/women'’s issues, but also on adopting
this lens while addressing issues that are less
explicitly considered “feminist”. Third, and one



might argue most importantly, intersectional feminist
policymaking is directly considered to be challenging
underlying gendered assumptions and biases, and
disrupting patriarchal power structures, in the way it
prioritizes and constructs policy problems and social
issues, and in the policy solutions themselves. This
theoretical foundation provides a solid basis on which
a contextualized understanding of intersectional
feminist policymaking can be defined, one that is
most useful and relevant for the Lebanese context.

A Contextualized Paradigm of
Intersectional Feminist Policymaking

Examining perspectives and definitions from the
feminist movement as well as from women involved
in policymaking spaces — mainly candidates and
MPs - is essential to better understand what a
contextualized and clear paradigm of intersectional
feminist policymaking and political agendas would
look like; reflecting the pressing needs, priorities and
demands of diverse women in the country. Indeed, this
contextualized paradigm is yet to be comprehensively
and clearly defined, partially due to the nonexistence
of feminist policymakers until recently, but also to
the nature of policymaking in the country and limited
discussion and debate around that issue within the
feminist movement.

Reflecting on this notion, and similarly to existing
literature, feminist activist survey respondents
highlighted different elements, touching on the
policymaking and decision-making process itself, as
well as on policy priorities and the centrality of shifting
power structures. According to some respondents,
an intersectional feminist policymaking process
would be one that ensures that women in Lebanon,
in all their diversity, can participate in and influence
decision-making. This would involve active efforts to
adopt inclusive and participatory processes, whereby
women from diverse communities, socio-economic
backgrounds, age groups, abilities and geographical
areas, with distinct needs, are able to voice their
priorities and concerns on what issues are put on
the agenda and on how they are addressed; making
sure they are able to shape decisions and policies in
ways that serve them and their communities best.
Agenda-setting in itself is a critical element of an
intersectional feminist policymaking process, through
which women, their groups and movements should
be able to influence which issues are prioritized and
whose needs and realities are taken into consideration.

This also entails inclusive, intersectional and gender-
focused approaches are adopted to address socio-
political and economic issues around which policy is
being developed. While respondents did not explicitly
reflect on how this participation and inclusion would
be guaranteed, practice and literature would suggest
that the best approaches lie primarily in women's
mobilization and organizing as well as in direct
and indirect linkages with MPs and their parties.
This could be done through party membership and
engagement with women party members, activism,
advocacy or direct action, consultations with women'’s
organizations and movements or through other types
of direct or indirect linkages with MPs - including
women MPs.

Women's active and meaningful participation across
all levels of decision-making and political spaces
was also highlighted as a key aspect of intersectional
feminist policymaking. This is critical as political
participation at different levels would allow women
to build political constituencies and profiles and to
access political apprenticeship’ opportunities. Joelle
Abou Farhat, co-founder of Fiftyfifty — an organization
whose mission is to support women'’s representation
across all levels — highlights the importance of having
1) an enabling environment, 2) political knowledge
and skills and 3) support from one’s political party or
group. While she considers pushing a feminist agenda
in parliament primordial, she states that “today, we
need every single woman who is willing to run for
parliament”, explaining that working on women’s
issues would follow suit, as “she cannot be a woman
and not care about these issues.”

Moreover, some survey respondents focused primarily
on policy priorities and problems, identifying
key feminist issues as essential for policymakers to
address, to eliminate discrimination and violence
against diverse women and girls in the country and
therefore to push an intersectional feminist agenda.
These issues include the adoption of a civil personal
status law, guaranteeing Lebanese women’s right
to pass on their citizenship to their children and
husband, amending the current domestic violence law
to offer more solid and comprehensive protections,
establishing a minimum age for marriage, and
reforming legislation around sexuality, amongst
others. One respondent highlighted the need to focus
on the distinct experiences of particularly marginalized
women, including migrant workers, refugees and
women with disabilities.

'Cornwall and Goetz (2013) define political apprenticeship as “the routes via which representatives enter an engage in political activity, and which influence how they define
and acquire the arts and activities of politics, and negotiate the boundaries of the political”. They posit political apprenticeship as a key — yet poorly examined - determinant
of women'’s political effectiveness, and in turn, their ability to access and influence political spaces.



Some of the women who ran for the recent elections
interviewed for this research also listed a number of
issues they consider to be feminist, such as inheritance
rights, education, labor rights and social security.
Unsurprisingly given Lebanon’s discriminatory and
sectarian legal system, personal status laws and
nationality laws were highlighted as some of the most
important priorities to address. Some interviewees
also highlighted issues they considered to be crucial
feminist policy priorities by drawing on their own
lived experiences, even though the terminology
itself was unfamiliar to a few of them. Sara Sweidan,
who ran in the second Southern district (Tyr-Zahrani),
explains:

“My understanding of women’s issues comes
from the perspective of a Lebanese woman
who cannot pass on her nationality to her
children herself... This is the first thing | said
when we announced our candidacy; that | am
running because | am a woman, and discussed
my nationality rights, labor laws and custody
rights; it's as if they want to take Lebanese
women back to the Harem era. This was part
of my discourse amongst the electoral list,
and | have also always demonstrated against
Shari’a courts.”

& Sara Sweidan

Candidate in the South Il District

Nariman Chamaa, an activist and journalist who ran
in the second Northern district (Tripoli, Miniyeh,
Danniyeh), highlighted issues related to alimony for
divorced women, quoting her own experience “As
a divorced woman, | know what issues women may
face during and after divorce. | wanted to work on
developing an alimony fund for divorced women
to have access to this type of support, rather than
having to wait for a court decision on alimony and for
that decision to be enforced... If women are not able
to secure their income and livelihoods, they might
end up returning to sources of violence.”

Nohad Yazbeck Doumit, who ran in both 2018 and
2022 in Beirut and was the former Head of the Order
of Nurses, defined intersectional feminist issues as
focusing on the diverse needs of different vulnerable
groups, while giving particular attention to women.
She draws from her experience as a nurse, saying
“My understanding of [feminism] is based on my
experience as a nurse in a profession dominated by
women. When it comes to policymaking, | ask “is this

just and fair for all?” but then | also examine whether
there is any discrimination between women and

”

men.

More broadly, the adoption of an intersectional
feminist and gender lens to all pressing issues,
including the response and management of the crises,
was highlighted as crucial to push such an agenda
forward in parliament. This would entail considering
not only issues explicitly associated with women, but
also the implications of all policies and legislation
on women in all their diversity, and on different
communities or social groups. This would also involve
addressing all pressing issues from that intersectional
feminist perspective, challenging the very foundations
of the sectarian patriarchal system which governs the
country. One survey respondent put it this way:
“l believe that the interconnected gaps and crises
are the structures on the basis of which women are
discriminated against legally, socially and on the basis
of class.”

Candidate Nariman Chamaa expressed commitment
to this consideration, saying “Everything | work
on, | do it from a feminist perspective, | can't ever
remove this lens.” Another survey respondent
further echoed this sentiment, highlighting the
importance of adopting such a lens across all aspects
of policymaking: “Lebanon is a country that suffers
from ongoing crises. It’s important that policies stress
on the fact that different crises do not have the same
impact on everyone. In my opinion, in a country that
is falling apart, intersectional feminist policies should
involve pretty much everything: racism, corruption,
climate change and pollution, domestic violence,
cyberbullying, food safety, mental and physical
health, fair access to resources, right to information.
| don’t think today, in Lebanon, there is any aspect of
change that shouldn’t be included in these policies.”

MP Halimé El Kaakour, an academic, lawyer, activist
and trainer who ran for elections in the Mount Lebanon
4 District and won a seat in Parliament, identified as a
feminist herself, and emphasized her commitment to
intersectional feminism across all aspects of her work,
and especially currently in Parliament. She explained
that while she believes addressing all social justice and
feminist issues should be prioritized, it is extremely
difficult to advance such issues in Parliament, as they
are often blocked or dismissed. She states: “I cannot
hold one issue only. It doesn’t work that way. | want
to lead all the battles, but whatever | can realistically
start working on | will, even if | want to work on
everything. [...] They block a lot of the issues and



link them to their own interests in a way that makes
it so difficult to make progress.” El Kaakour further
reflected on her efforts to ensure policymaking is
gender mainstreamed, which can be considered
an element of intersectional feminist policymaking,
by providing examples of her discussions inside
parliamentary committees:

“In the Education Committee, the minister
was showing us numbers [of school and
university enrollment]. | asked about numbers
of women vs. men [enrolled in university], and
the same for boys vs. girls [in schools]. If there
is no gender aspect in the numbers, they are
useless. [...JAsimilarincidenthappenedin the
Human Rights Committee, while discussing
the conditions and needs of prisoners. | raised
the issue of women prisoners having distinct
needs that need to be discussed. They told
me that this issue should be addressed in
the Women’s Committee. | said no, it's here.
Aren'tyou discussing male prisoners? If we are
talking about prisoners, we need to be also
talking about women prisoners. [...] Women's
issues should be part of every committeel!
[...] About intersectionality — it can only be
intersectional; those who separate women'’s
issues from other issues are doing it on
purpose, to diminish and dismiss them. But
when you adopt this intersectional lens on
all files, you see that it's all interlinked and
you know we cannot address it separately.
[...] | try to mainstream gender across all
Parliamentary Committees | attend. | want
to change the discourse and ensure gender
mainstreaming...”

& MP Halimé El Kaakour

When it comes to intersectionality in itself, one survey
respondent was notably critical of the way the notion
has been used as an argument to address various
forms of oppression and discrimination, duly arguing
that intersectional feminism is about centering
women'’s realities and experiences, with a focus
on how different systems of oppression affect
different groups of women:

“Intersectionality is essential for our feminist
work. However, this shouldn’t mean sidelining
women, but rather, to consider the ways in
which different systems of oppression impact
different women; Lebanese women versus
refugee women versus migrant women
workers; women from [areas outside the
capital city] versus women from the capital...
This means looking at different levels and
types of oppression. But focusing on women'’s
oppression.”

& Survey respondent

Another respondent also highlighted the need
for further discussion around what intersectional
feminism means in Lebanon, stating that some
of the issues that are closer to Western contexts or
discourse were easier to address and contextualize
than others. The lived experiences and struggles of
women with disabilities were specifically cited as an
example here, “I believe that intersectionality has
not yet been properly understood or contextualized
in Lebanon. [...] We can also note that intersectional
feminism [in Lebanon] is concerned with the issue
of migrant workers, almost copying intersectional
understandings in Europe and the West, whereas it
fails to consider women with disabilities, for example.
| tend to believe this shortcoming is directly linked
with the fact that [women with disabilities in Lebanon]
are waging a different battle than that of people with
disabilities in the West. As a result, intersectional
feminism [in Lebanon] fails to address this in the
radical and structural way that it has considered
migrant women'’s issues |[...].”

Finally, as iterated in the literature, a key tenet
of intersectional feminist policymaking is around
challenging and disrupting patriarchal power
structures. As one survey respondent summarized
it, intersectional feminist policymaking refers
to “any policies or processes that shift power
and resources towards those who have less of
both,” ones that are able to disrupt patriarchal
and sectarian power structures which continue
to systemically put women in Lebanon, across
various social groups, at a disadvantage. In the
words of MP Halimé El Kaakour:




“Some see feminism as something basic or
banal. But if you truly apply feminism, it would
break this entire political system. If we are able
to have 50% women in Parliament, and they
are made to have 50% women in Parliament,
coupled with a feminist agenda, you will break
the system. [...] It breaks all these figures, all
these leaders in their villages. Imagine having
a new woman in their place. You break a lot.
You can break their discourse. You show them
that women can run against them. | want
free independent feminist women inside
Parliament, this is how we make a difference.”

& MP Halimé El Kaakour

In brief, based on a review of the literature, as well as
an analysis of survey responses and interviews, a
contextualized paradigm for intersectional feminist
policy making can be summarized around a number
of key elements, divided between the process of
policymaking, and the nature of policy priorities and
solutions presented. Under the former, intersectional
feminist policymaking would require a participatory and
inclusive process of agenda-setting, drawing on women's
diverse lived experiences, as well as mobilization and
engagement with the feminist movement. Women's
representation and meaningful participation in the
policymaking process itself is also key to advancing
this agenda. When it comes to the policy priorities and
solutions, it is critical to address key issues affecting
women'’s lives, but also to integrate an intersectional
feminist lens to all other policy issues, including crisis
management and response. Finally, a central element
of intersectional feminist policy lies in the disruption of
sectarian patriarchal power structures and in shifting
resources and power to women across social groups,
particularly the most marginalized.

Intersectional Feminist Policymaking in
Practice: Gaps and Challenges

While some interviewees provided insights around
intersectional feminist policymaking or priorities, the
notion did not resonate at all with many others, indicating
a significant gap between the feminist movement's
views and demands and many of the women running
for parliamentary elections. In fact, candidates who
failed to subscribe to and/or understand intersectional
feminism ranged from those holding liberal views to
those considered most progressive. As noted above,
some candidates were completely unfamiliar with the
terminology itself. One candidate in particular explained

prioritizingwomen'sissuesin her political campaign, while
disclosing a preference to keeping her distance from
associating with feminism due to a limited understanding
of it: “I don’t consider myself a feminist; not because
| am against it, but rather because | don’t understand
it well, and | also haven't faced these challenges [...] |
didn’t suffer from this discrimination myself.”

A tendency to engage in a simplified exercise of listing
the main issues afflicting women in the country was
also noticed amongst some of the interviewees, which
in one way may denote an awareness of key women'’s
issues, but in another, might indicate a limited analysis
or understanding of intersectional feminist priorities.

On the other hand, a few of the candidates dismissed
intersectional feminist policymaking altogether, favoring
other approaches and prioritizing other issues and/or
building on their own experiences, which they assert did
not involve discrimination. The latter is often founded
in liberal post-feminist thinking, focusing on individual
experiences which are reportedly void of patriarchal
discrimination: “I am against playing the role of the
victim, saying | lost because | am a woman. | lost
because | didn’t prepare enough. | don’t have this
emotional issue of ‘they’re out to get me because |
am a woman.’ [...] | am not that sensitive to sexist
comments. Of course, | faced them, there is no
escaping them, but | brush them off.”

Some nuanced recognition that such experiences are
founded in privileges and cannot be generalized was
nonetheless affirmed, despite continuous focus on
individual characteristics in lieu of a more systemic
analysis: “I consider myself to have been lucky in how
was raised. [...] | cannot generalize my experience
because | was lucky and had privilege. Not all women
have this. Some are shy and face some culture barriers
that should be removed.”

When it comes to prioritizing other struggles over
women'’s issues, the main case offered by two of the
candidates interviewed was around the current dire
economic situation coming first. This dangerous
discourse tendstobe commoninthe country, especially
in light of the ever-worsening economic and political
crises. |talsodenotesagapinfeministconsciousnessand
understanding of patriarchal power structures distinctly
impacting women'’s experiences. One interviewee
reflected on the ongoing crisis, problematically putting
the blame for discrimination on women themselves,
while deprioritizingwomen'’sissuesinfavor of economic
issues, stating:



“There are so many issues in this country
that whichever way you look, you will find a
problem manifesting the absence of the
state. The main issue in the country is the
economy. | cannot discuss equal partnership
while there’s hunger. Once | have a stable
economy, then | can discuss other issues, such
as women’s empowerment. It is women who
seize their rights, first and foremost. We need
to work on two levels; supporting women who
want to advance, but | can only help them if
the socio-economic situation improves. |If
we were in a normal country and in normal
times, legislators would have a role to play
in imposing quotas in the private sector for
example. Even companies currently tokenize
women’s role, voiding this issue of its real
value.”
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The second candidate framed her position differently,
arguing that a class and workers’ struggle would
automatically benefit women too, without needing to
consider them as a particular social group in need of
attention. Similarly to the firstinterviewee, she sometimes
tends to put the blame on women themselves, and
posits that women's issues — which are directly linked
to their lived experiences — are not relatable to her
constituencies, while wrongfully negating intersectional
feminist politics as a form of identity politics:

“The system is sexist but it is built on economic
and social relationships and dynamics that
marginalize not only women, but a lot of
groups of people... women are part of them
and experience it in their way but are not alone
in experiencing it. Which is why when | talk
about a cause, | prefer not to divide it based
on categories but rather to link to something
that is less identity-based and more material,
representing our everyday issues. [...] This is
how we can build a stronger cause; it would no
longer be identity-based. Ultimately, when we
say there’s no justice for women in the country,
when it comes to motherhood and the labor
law forexample|...], these aren’t only women’s
issues, they are related to the economic
system. Employers already don't register their
employees in the National Social Security
Fund (NSSF) to save money, so how can we
expect to work on this goal, when we are still
very far behind on these other issues. When
we focus on the situation of workers, including
women workers, we would be inadvertently
contributing to improving women’s situation
at work. [...] That’s why | focus on the system,
that some women reproduce themselves.
[...] I am not in favor of bringing in “identity”
issues to the conversation [in my political
agenda or discourse]. Especially when you
see the people in front of you who are from
different genders and age groups. The
situation is really bad for them, for the whole
community. [...] For these people, these are
not their issues, and especially not now. [...]
There are different issues that are relevant or
relatable to them.”
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While the class struggle surely intersects with the
feminist one — even more so when an intersectional
lens is added - patriarchal social norms, practices
and power structures impact women in a drastically
distinct manner, and must be unveiled, challenged and
disrupted to rebalance power dynamics and build an
equal and just system. Failing to identify the distinct
structures that oppress women on the basis of their
gender can be considered a significant flaw in the
socio-political and economic analysis of the situation
in the country, and re-asserts supposedly gender-
neutral or gender-blind policymaking practices. This
would inadvertently lead to a reproduction of the very
systems of oppression that need to be dismantled,



and a policymaking founded in seemingly ungendered
but heavily androcentric assumptions and biases. An
intersectional feminist approach would instead provide
a systemic solution to uncovering and addressing
overlapping systems of oppression with implications
across social groups, with a particular focus on women
in all their diversity, and with patriarchy being the most
pervasive and widespread oppression towards more
than half of the population in Lebanon and globally.

Accordingly, a limited understanding of intersectional
feminism as a concept or an analytical framework in
itself, coupled with the worsening economic crisis,
appears to be a first reason behind the gap in both
prioritized issues and approaches to policymaking, as
well as in efforts to push a more intersectional feminist
agenda in Parliament or political campaigns more
broadly.

On another level, MP Halimé El Kaakour’s analysis
around the gap in intersectional feminist policymaking
and political discourse highlights a second important
rationale behind such limitations. In fact, El Kaakour
directly links the lack of engagement around
intersectional feminism to the systemic barriers and
attacks women in politics might face more broadly,
and even more so when challenging patriarchal
discriminations. She posits that raising feminist
issues and adopting such a discourse comes with
a heavy price, both inside and outside parliament.
Hypermasculine performative expectations, aggressive,
dismissive and disrespectful political practices, corrupt
and interest-based approaches and overall hostility
towards women’s participation, characterize most
political spaces in the country, and even more so
Parliament itself, as is further detailed in section B
below. lllustrating this reality, El Kaakour explains:

“You are directly silenced or dismissed, and
face violence, [when you discuss or raise
these issues]. [...] When | raised the issue
of the patriarchal system inside parliament,
the reactions were mocking, “what do you
want, to focus on women?”. Even outside of
Parliament, | was saying this political system
cannot be separated from its patriarchal
aspects. How can you say this is something
irrelevant? Raising feminist issues doesn't
bring popularity, on the contrary, you are
dismissed. Why would | raise issues that
marginalize me in the media and in popular
opinion, and inside Parliament? | think this is a
rationale of the MPs inside. It has a big price.
| tried it myselfl Whenever | would do this, |
would be told “people are hungry and you are
talking about women.” But intersectionality is
key —poverty is a woman. 70% of the poor are
women.”

& MP Halimé El Kaakour

A third and fundamental two-fold reasoning that
can be attributed to limitations around advancing
intersectional feminist policymaking priorities and
practices in Parliament relates to a significant gap
in consistent and sustainable engagement between
women candidates and MPs and the feminist
movement itself; but also stems from an overall
fragmentation within the feminist movement in the
country and a shortage in alternative political spaces
where women can organize around such issues and
shape the agenda. Indeed, as detailed in the literature
as well as in characterizations by survey respondents,
it is only when women are able to organize, debate
and shape the feminist agenda, that such priorities
can be identified and pushed within political agenda-
setting and decision-making spaces, whether formal
or informal. Also, it is only with consistent, genuine
and long-term engagement with such a movement
and its debates that this agenda can be properly
understood and introduced in legislative bodies.
Such spaces of political organizing would themselves
“facilitate opportunities for political apprenticeship
alongside that of creating the conditions for the
effective articulation of positions that challenge
the status quo” (Cornwall & Goetz, 2005), while
potentially producing strong women politicians with
solid intersectional feminist agendas.



Finally, while Lebanon continues to lag behind in
terms of gender equality and women’s rights, a
situation that is further exacerbated by economic
and political crises, adopting intersectional feminist
demands and agendas at all levels of policymaking
is key to dismantling deeply entrenched systems of
oppression and flawed, corrupt power structures that
have governed politics in the country for decades.
Adopting an intersectional feminist agenda would
mean addressing the root causes of systems of
oppression and inequalities that cut across gender,
class, citizenship, ability and age, as well as myriad
factors which impact different social groups’ access
to resources, services and opportunities, and their
ability to fully enjoy their rights. This would mean
developing policies and legislations that not only
protect from, but also challenge the very basis
of all forms of discrimination, with a focus on the
distinct lived experiences and oppression faced
by women across the social fabric. It would require
adopting an intersectional and gendered lens to any
social, political or economic issue being discussed,
and particularly responses to crises, and building
policy and legislation with potential to achieve
social transformation. Adopting an intersectional
feminist agenda also requires putting focus on the
policymaking process itself, ensuring women are
represented and able to meaningfully participate
in agenda-setting and decision-making processes.
It means being consultative and participatory with
all relevant constituencies, and especially with an
organized and cohesive feminist movement; which
can only be achieved if Members of Parliament and
their parties are well connected and in continuous
discussion with communities at the grassroots and
active civil society groups and social movements,
particularly women'’s organizations and movements.
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B. Politics As an Exclusionary and
Hostile Space Towards Women

By now, it is widely known that Lebanese women are
deliberately excluded from official decision-making
and legislative positions as a result of decades-long
discriminatory laws and state-sponsored exclusionary
practices, hampering progress towards their
meaningful participation in governing the country. The
archaic personal status laws currently administered by
15 religious courts are but one example. These laws
unanimously perceive and treat women as minors in
many areas of life, and as dependents of either the
father, the husband or even the husband’s family,
depriving them of autonomy over themselves and
their right to self-determination. In other words, the
sectarian family laws make it extremely difficult for
women to make their own decisions and push them,
in many cases, to submit to unfavorable conditions
for fear of losing the little rights that they have.
Unfortunately, this does not come without direct
consequences on women'’s ability to participate fully
and effectively in the public sphere and negotiate
with others, including the authorities, from a position
of power.

Moreover, the Lebanese electoral law, approved in
2017 based on a new proportional system, further
entrenches the exclusion of women by failing to
integrate a gender quota system securing both
women's participation as candidates and their access
to high-level decision-making seats. Not very long
ago, attempts to discuss this issue were even actively
rejected, when in October 2021, MP Inaya Ezzeddine
tried to introduce amendments to the parliamentary
agenda that would guarantee the integration of a
women's quota into the law.

Additionally, by creatingmajorelectoral constituencies,
Law No 44/2017 reinforces the inequality between
citizens’ votes in terms of their actual value. It also
establishes the principle of preferential voting which
women candidates interviewed for this research
found to have encouraged competition within their
own electoral lists. In practice, preferential voting can
lead voters to automatically choose male candidates
who are traditionally perceived as trustworthy due to
familiarity, norms and habit, but also because of the
ability of experienced and privileged male politicians
to spend big amounts of money and provide services
to members of their constituencies. This in turn
deepens voters’ reliance on those and reproduces
a whole clientelism cycle, especially in times of
compounded crises. It is therefore accurate to state
that “the preferential vote consolidates the control

of politically and financially influential figures over
political life, and it gives them political advantage
over competitors” (Chebaro, El Baba & Fatfat, 2022).

“They [the Forces of Change] attracted a
lower percentage of voters, and this in turn
affected the percentage of women voted for.
Of course, there is also the story of preferential
voting which created an ugly atmosphere
even within the same list.”
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Recent reports, including those addressing the
experiences of women candidates and others
who had previously held leadership positions, all
confirm that the political space in Lebanon remains
hostile towards women, be it within political parties,
Parliament, or the Cabinet of Ministers. For example,
following the 2018 parliamentary elections, 78% of
75 women candidates interviewed for a UN women
study, reported experiencing some form of violence
(El Kaakour, 2020). In 2022, in-depth interviews with 7
women politicians show that even women leaders who
belong to traditional parties or who enjoy political
experience and family support networks are subject
to bullying, discrimination and exclusion from chairing
important party meetings. In addition, many of them
confirm having received sexist comments and feeling
used or tokenized. “I never felt | was discriminated
against for being a woman until | got into politics,”
says Salam Yammout, former President of the
National Bloc. Member of Parliament Nada Boustany
Khoury of the Free Patriotic Movement reveals that:
“Half the time | needed to raise my voice to be heard.
And when | raised my voice, they would say | was
hormonal.” (O'Keeffe & Ekmekji, 2022).

Chaden Al Da’if
Candidate in the North Ill District

Experiences documented in this report certainly
add to the findings of previous quantitative and
qualitative studies and will be described in more
detail in this section. However, it is important to
first note that a good number of testimonies were
not entirely negative, with several of the women
candidates interviewed for this report saying they
have witnessed positive change in societal attitudes
towards women'’s political participation, particularly
following the October 17 uprising in 2019, which was
followed by the emergence of new political groups
with significant representation of women and youth
among their ranks, a stronger visibility of women'’s
presence in the public sphere and an emphasis on the
importance of the roles they play.



“lln 2022], 64 women were on electoral lists
that secured the electoral quotient needed
to win seats, which means that these women
could have won if the electoral law were
different [..]. This also means that people
want to elect women, especially those who
are not bound by their party’s choices and
are ready to elect women [...]. After the 2019
uprising, we noticed a greater confidence in
women and the female activists who were
behind the creation of many new political
groups and parties [...]. Between 2018 and
2022, there were significant changes. The
mentality changed, and women made a big
political leap thanks to October 17. [...] The
number of female candidates increased by
about 40% between 2018 (113 candidates)
and 2022 (157 candidates). In 2009, there were
only 12 female candidates.”

S

Barriers Faced By Women Candidates in
the 2022 Parliamentary Elections

Joelle Abou Farhat
Co-founder of FiftyFifty

Despite years of meticulous documentation and
campaigning, most barriers facing women candidates
and politicians have not yet been eliminated, as
confirmed by the MP and six candidates interviewed
for this report, all hailing from different Lebanese
governorates and either independent or belonging
to political groups established a little before or after
the October 17 uprising, to challenge the dominant
parties who have controlled political life since the
Lebanese civil war.

What follows is a summary of the most important
political and economic obstacles still blocking
women's access to formal decision-making positions,
mentioned here not merely to echo what has been
analyzed and published time and again, but in the
service of documenting what some women candidates
experienced in 2022, proving that many fundamental
barriers remain the same, despite collective and
individual efforts to expose and challenge them.

The experiences documented in this report show
that, in addition to the discrimination and violence
generally faced by women in Lebanon and the unfair
2017 Electoral Law, accessing the media and having
sufficient financial and human resources still constitute

major barriers for women candidates, especially the
independents among them. A third barrier, no less
dangerous, should also be noted, and lies in the lack
of initiative and honest intent by traditional parties to
translate their frequent rhetoric about the importance
of women'’s political participation into tangible actions,
such as approving quotas at a national level, as well
as within their own ranks. According to FiftyFifty, only
the Progressive Socialist Party approved the gender
quota system in its internal processes and branches.

When it comes to accessing the media, it is
about time the discourse tackled the excess of
male representation as opposed to the weak
representation of women.

Joelle Abou Farhat, Co-founder of FiftyFifty, believes
that the habit of paying large amounts of money to
book airtime is now over and has become outdated for
most new women candidates who have worked with
her. Abou Farhat's opinion concurs with the interviewed
candidates who have all expressed their refusal to
contribute to the reinforcement of such a practice,
despite the risk of exclusion posed by this stance.

“The cost of media appearances is very high,
and this practice of paying is just against
my principles [...]. They send you a price for
appearing on the news bulletin before noon,
different from the price for appearing in the
afternoon... and | am actually running against
them [...]. Moreover, some people working
in newspapers, although they were the ones
who called me, asked me to pay them money
so that they talked about me.”

Iman Tabbara

Candidate in the Beirut Il District on the “Beirut El
Teghyir” list which has succeeded in winning two
parliamentary seats.
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Similarly, Nohad Yazbeck Doumit, candidate in the
Beirut Il district, also on the “Beirut El Teghyir” list,
stresses her refusal to pay money to the press or to
advertising companies for self-promotion purposes,
such as booking billboards on Lebanese highways.
Sara Sweidan, candidate in the South Il district (Tyr-Al
Zahrani), expresses the same opinion while recalling
how she and her independent colleagues in the
South, an area largely controlled by Hezbollah and
Amal Movement, were “very marginalized, as media
appearances required a lot of money.” Sweidan
explains: “We knew the parties were paying money
to more ‘extremist’ candidates, but we come from “all



means all’ (killoun yaani killoun). This also means that
we are not solely and exclusively against Hezbollah's
policies.” According to Sweidan, the focus on
candidates in the South was often reduced to their
positions on Hezbollah, and therefore, their political
visions to address other crucial issues affecting the

country were seldom relayed.

These experiences and stances, supported by
Maharat Foundation’s figures below (2022), prove that
women candidates tend to not subscribe to political
behavior and media habits that have historically been
associated with male leaders who embody the typical
performance of traditional politicians, one thatis reliant
on the power of money and the backing of religious
sects. Overall, traditional male candidates seem less
hesitant to follow self-indulgent, self-promoting
costly methods to reach their visibility goals by way of
securing airtime in order to remain in voters’ eyesight.
In fact, the final report by the European Union
Elections Observation Mission in Lebanon indicates
that “the wealthiest candidates were buying up paid-
for ‘election packages’ proposed at a high cost by
the three major commercial television channels, Al
Jadeed, LBCl and MTV.” (L'Orient Today, July 2022).

Instead, women candidates are challenging this
mentality by attempting to establish new media
engagement methods and dynamics. “Through our
relationships with the media, we were able to indirectly
pressure TV stations to give equal space to candidates
- as the law stipulates - and managed to facilitate the
access of 50 women to the media. All of this only
through our personal and direct communication and
connections with media personnel,” explains Joelle
Abou Farhat from FiftyFifty.

Despite these remarkable efforts, the actual percentages
of women who were featured or interviewed in election-
related TV political shows and news segments, according
to a survey conducted by Maharat Foundation,
constituted only:

7%
February
/March

22%
April

12%
May

>

Percentages of women guests’ representation on
TV (Chebaro & Mikhael, 2022)

These unacceptable results also mean that when
women were being sidelined, airtime was not just
empty, but it was traditional male politicians who were
filling it, while enjoying the high levels of visibility they
have often monopolized, especially on television, the
most popular medium during election campaigns.

93%
February
/March

78%
April

88%
May

Percentages of male guests’ representation on TV
(Chebaro & Mikhael, 2022)

These percentages imply a real excess of male
representation in Lebanese media; an excess which
sadly persisted in 2022 despite the emergence of
new political groups, visions and critical views of
major media outlets and broadcast stations post-
October 17.

What is dangerous in all of this, is that the difficulty
women face in accessing more media space and the
choice of many not to even try anymore, which creates
the risk of slow erasure of political alternatives led
by women, as well as new -and perhaps exemplary-
modes of political work and the individuals shaping
them. These individuals, like others in the political



space, should be able to equally enjoy the right to
access the media and fulfill basic needs, such as
introducing themselves and their political agenda
to the public and potential voters. When Lebanese
media, especially TV stations, exclude or rarely
feature those, including the women candidates and
politicians among them, they turn into a tangible
barrier themselves. By preventing the new and
independent women from reaching people and
communicating with electoral bases, they indirectly
hinder their meaningful political participation.

Moreover, media appearances are not only there to
fulfill the candidates’ need and right to introduce their
political visions and influence public opinion, but also
to respect their right of reply and of correction. For
many of the women candidates interviewed for this
report, being able to respond to rumors or incorrect
information about them or the groups and lists they
represent was more than just an annoyance. Some
candidates attribute this shortfall not just to the
usual exclusionary practices by the media, but also
to the lack of skills and experience among emerging
opposition coalitions and alternative groups when
it comes to traditional media and communications
matters.

One candidate, however, shares a distinct opinion
on the issue of media engagement as being a form
of political labor that requires effort and time. Petra
Samaha from the “Citizens in a State” party and
who ran with the “We are Capable” list in the Bekaa
| district (Zahle), uses the discussion on relationship
dynamics with the media to draw attention to the
role Tele Liban, the government-owned television,
could have played, by providing space for as
many people as possible, fairly and free of charge;
“Something that could have benefitted all candidates,
including independents and women,” says Samaha.
Furthermore, she sheds light on a practice that is not
uncommon, which often leads to doubling campaign
burdens almost exclusively on women, in this case
by assuming that they are the ones responsible for
emphasizing women'’s presence and visibility inside
opposition movements and anti-establishment
groupings or parties.

“At some point... and because we are
women... when the media wanted to interview
a candidate from the “We are Capable” list,
they used to only ask to interview women...
But we are tired... Thank you for that... But
really, we are tired. Sometimes they try to deal
with the issue from a gender perspective but
then we [the women on the list] are negatively
affected. What needs to be ensured is fair
representation, not overburdening women.
Media appearance is also a responsibility.”
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In terms of resources, it was clear that women
candidates could not rely on any wealth, but
instead on the energy of young volunteers and
committed campaign managers.

Petra Samaha
Candidate in the Bekaa | District

As discussed, women candidates in general refuse
to pay money to secure airtime or media space for
promotion purposes, but they all acknowledge that
financial resources are essential to cover various
activities, including the cost of time spent away
from daily jobs or consultancies providing them with
stable income or benefits. While traditional political
leaderships were focused on distributing aid and
offering services worth thousands of dollars -and
even ‘buying votes' around election day, as confirmed
by the European Union Election Observation Mission
in Lebanon- independent and opposition women
candidates were struggling to organize the most
basic electoral activities, such as door-to-door visits,
community meetings and dialogues.

“The most beautiful moments are the door-
to-door visits while campaigning. People
were happy to receive us, they welcomed us
into their homes, and there was nothing they
could accuse us of because we were never in
power.”

Chaden Al Da’if
Candidate in the North Ill District

For candidates with low electoral spending, campaign
budgets covered payments related to the reservation
of halls, communication, dialogue and event hosting,
transportation and gasoline. This in a time when
the country had already started suffering from the
continuous depreciation of the national currency
against the US dollar and a sharp increase in prices



of goods, which also affected many of the women
candidates, especially those who were still receiving
their salaries in Lebanese pounds around the 2022
elections.

“We were probably the campaign with the
lowest budget. We couldn’t even print our
photos and hang them. We knew we were
targeting and engaging a small segment of
people. And those who were with us would
tell us that they were [supporting us], secretly,
over the phone [...] Of course, if we had more
money, our promotion efforts and publicity
wouldhave been stronger. We mostly relied on
visits in nearby villages and media interviews.
Even the cost of gasoline was high for us.”
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“When a promotion at work is delayed
because of an election campaign, how do
we calculate that? A promotion comes with a
salary increase... The expenses of candidacy,
the notary public, the accounting... all of these
could cost you a full years salary. And we
haven't yet talked about the fees that come
with organizing meetings, hospitality and
transportation. | don’t know how all of this can
be calculated.”

Sara Sweidan
Candidate in the South Il District
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& Nohad Yazbek Doumit

Candidate in the Beirut Il District

In addition to tangible material and financial costs,
the economic burden imposed by the system of
preferential voting cannot be overlooked. The
preferential vote rule is known to have an impact on
the access of many women to Parliament, particularly
in areas largely dominated by conservative and
religious mindsets or older deputies still deeply
embedded in the various aspects of voters’ lives.
However, rarely does the price tag that comes with
this vote make headlines; for the very principle of
preferential voting perpetuates the inevitability of
having to invest money in order to win, whether
through disbursing payments to strengthen one's
publicity or secure airtime, or to offer services to loyal
and potential voters to make sure they keep orbiting
around a central leader figure.

The preferential voting system therefore denotes an
expensive price that most women candidates cannot

afford. Joelle Abou Farahat from FiFtyFiFty estimates
that “out of 157 women candidates, there may have
been only 10 who could fund their campaigns from
their own wealth/capital [...] because most economic
resources are still constrained in the hands of men.”

This key element resonates with journalist and activist
from Tripoli, Nariman Chamaa, who explains that the
current Electoral Law, the preferential voting system,
the ways of working with and within lists, the scarcity
of resources and the lack of logistics expertise,
coupled with her background as a divorced woman
who has endured injustice, were main reasons behind
her decision not to run again in the 2022 elections.

“The preferential vote created a competitive
atmosphere within the list, harmed it, and
harmed me personally, because | was the
weakest financially[...]. |am a divorced woman,
which means | am the only source of income
for the household. And all the campaigns |
led before the elections had an effect on my
income, because | lost many of the jobs | had
due to my political activity.”

E T
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Nariman Chamaa
Candidate with the “Citizens in a State” list in 2018 in
the North Il District

To better understand major behavioral and
performative differences between women candidates
and traditional male politicians, it is essential to go
back to the existing wealth gaps between new or
relatively new women candidates, on the one hand,
and most male candidates -in addition to female
relatives of traditional leaders- on the other. Aside
from the prevalent economic inequalities between
women and men, interviews with women candidates
show that the majority do not come from “political
households”. “We did not come from a political
family. We were far from politics!”, says candidate
Iman Tabbara. Moreover, women candidates who had
no affiliations with traditional parties, unlike typical
male leaders, do not enjoy the wide relationships and
VIP networks, nor large sums of money that would
normally serve a politician’s or candidates’ personal
interests. On the contrary, all candidates interviewedin
this report come, like many other women candidates,
from working-class, developmental, educational,
media, health or activism backgrounds. For the most
part of their lives, they have been or still are -as
mentioned in the methodology section- teachers in
public schools, lawyers, nurses, researchers, project
managers or activists. Then came the October 17



uprising in 2019, constituting a turning point in their
political careers and leading many to turn towards
political organizing, without necessarily meaning or
planning to run as candidates at the time. For many
women candidates, running for Parliament was a last-
minute decision, the result of their party’s choice or
the insistence and encouragement of their colleagues.

“My interest in politics stems from my interest
in health and public health policies: how they
are regulated, who controls them, how, and
who benefits from them? Since the 1990s,
| have been working in the health sector
and services, even before the time of AIDS-
related awareness campaigns. [...] During
my university years, | was an activist helping
people affected by the war [...] When we
work in nursing, we cannot but be affected by
policies and those who influence them.”

E T

& Nohad Yazbeck Doumit
Candidate in the Beirut Il District

“| started participating in actions to defend
our environment with a few associations
back in 2011, before joining more organized
political work, after the waste management
crisis hit us... Then | started participating in
the “You Stink” movement in 2015 and asked
myself “when will protests arrive to Tyr?” [...]
Then came October 17... We started our own
revolution here in Tyr, where we heard people
chanting “no to the monopolization of Shia”,
“no to the Shia duo”, and “Nabih Berri is
a thief” [...]. Protestors faced tremendous
pressure, threats, and accusations of being
[Israeli] agents, but we were literally dying here.
The waste was dumped in our soils, our waters
were polluted, and cancer was everywhere. In
my own family, many had cancer, | even had it,
but | discovered it in its early stages [...]. We

simply started asking ourselves: what more
can happen?”

Sara Sweidan
Candidate in the South Il District

When it comes to political parties’ responsibility
to improve women’s participation, once again,
it is striking to see the contradictions between
what traditional leaders claim in public and
their actions on the ground.

Women candidates, whether those affiliated with
opposition or emerging political groups, generally
assert that they did not suffer from marginalization
or blatant discrimination based on their gender or
age within their group, given the fact that they were
at the heart of the founding and configuration of
these relatively new political entities. Furthermore,
the accumulation of feminist awareness over the
years among activists, organizers and human rights
advocates, can also explain this general sentiment.
This feminist awareness is usually manifested in the
emphasis on the collective duty to combat masculinist
and sexist behaviors within their ranks and to establish
the basis needed for the elimination of historical acts
of discrimination against women, by many young,
female, non-conformist and progressive members of
newly formed political groups. It is also visible in their
tendency to call out any patriarchal or exclusionary
treatment recorded inside their group.

When a patriarchal comment or action is recorded
in the course of a meeting or activity organized by
one of these groups or parties, such as the “Lana”
party, or during meetings of what is known as the
“Change MPs Bloc”, MP Halimé El Kaakour clarifies
that spotting and correcting the comment or action is
generally easy, and that discussion with colleagues is
usually possible and constructive, unlike interactions
with most other traditional MPs inside Parliament,
further elaborated in the next section.

Most interviewed candidates agree that political
parties, including the traditional ones, remain key
channels to enhance women'’s political participation.
However, the main Lebanese parties, responsible for
the country’s challenges and troubles, continue to
demonstrate duplicity and contradictions around this
issue. In fact, most claim to support women'’s quotas
and their participation in politics, when in reality, they
fail to nominate or support women from their own
members and supporters and avoid or reject internal
gender quota systems. Leaders and politicians
from such parties might boast in public about their
efforts to bring in more women to the table and
advocate for their rights, while in fact this rhetoric
would only be used to conceal exclusionary internal
and external practices and to project an appealing
image of so-called “modernity”. Additionally, these
political parties are seemingly aware of the dangers



posed by the women’s quota and gender justice
policies to their very own patriarchal foundations and
hierarchical structures. This rationale is precisely why
these parties systematically avoid, defer or reject the
integration of a women'’s quota into law, and often
content themselves with the presence of a handful
of women among their ranks, as exceptions, tokens
or subordinates. Interviewed candidates were critical
of the phenomenon of tokenization and superficial
representation.

One woman candidate recalls phone calls received
from both traditional and non-traditional “change”
groups inviting her to join their lists, despite their
stances being clearly mis-aligned:

“When | decided to run in Zahle, | noticed
how other groups/parties were searching,
asking, 'Who do we have from the Catholic
community? Who do we have from the
Maronite community?’ | even received a call
from someone affiliated with a deputy [from
a major party from the establishment] looking
for a Catholic candidate. He was enthusiastic
about the idea that | was a 'young girl.
You might expect this talk from a party in
power, these are their habits anyway [...] but
| received a similar comment from someone
on a reformist list, who said to me, ‘Our list is
closed, but the Catholic seat is still available,
and you are a young female face that can
decorate the list, and in any case, we know
you won't win"”

S

Building on her long experience of working and
communicating with most parties in Lebanon, Joelle
Abou Farhat shares her conclusion: “They do not
believe in equality, nor do they believe in women'’s
talents and abilities [...]. When it comes to encouraging
women’s political participation, parties have lagged
behind. We know that if a party decides to support
a woman from its own ranks or members, then that
woman will succeed. Roula Tabach and Dima Jamali
are just two examples, both were not that well-known
before [being chosen to run for Parliament].”

Petra Samaha
Candidate in the Bekaa | District

Abou Farhat's statement echoes what a deputy
from a ruling party, Inaya Ezeddine of the Amal
Movement, previously said in an interview for a UN

Women report: “Men believed that their position was
far more important and women'’s presence in political
parties was scarce and superficial. | believe that this
mentality is still prevalent.” (O'keeffe & Ekmekji,
2022).

Violence Against Women in Politics

In recent years, the “Violence Against Women in
Politics” framework has been increasingly deployed
by researchers and activists alike in order to draw
much needed attention to the discrimination, sexism
and violence faced by women leaders, candidates
and political activists. The growing circulation of
VAWP as a framework and a subject of discussion
confirms the wide recognition of discrimination and
contempt women politicians are subjected to, which
materialized even more with the arrival of afew women
from outside the dominant establishment to power,
and the accompanying alarming spread of violence
against them on social media platforms where many
are active and vocal about their stances and the causes
they defend. Consequently, efforts to monitor and
call out this form of violence have increased, similarly
to how other forms of violence against women have
been exposed and highlighted over the past few
years, such as family violence and sexual harassment.
Many women candidates and politicians have indeed
been subjected to hate and smear campaigns,
sexist language, insults and comments targeting
their gender, physical appearance or personal lives
and choices. In March 2022, Maharat monitored
interactions with the accounts of 18 women candidates
and found that at least 7% of tracked content was
sexist and discriminatory (Chebaro & Mikhael,
2022). Additionally, according to the results of a
survey conducted by the “Lebanese Association for
Democratic Elections” (LADE), targeting 88 women
candidates in the 2022 parliamentary elections, 57%
of the respondents reported being pressured to
withdraw from the elections, and 51% reported
experiencing some form of violence, especially
threats and defamation through online platforms
(Chebaro, El Baba & Fatfat, 2022).

Violence directed against women in politics is,
undeniably, an extension of what most women and
girls endure due to widespread patriarchal beliefs
and practices, sexist attitudes and gender-based
offenses. For some, the irony lies in the realization
that even empowered or powerful women such as
officials, MPs and ministers are not immune to such
practices. For feminists, it has long been clear that
patriarchal domination and oppression, by essence,
cannot be exclusive to only specific areas of life, be



they private or public, but rather permeates through
the spaces created within its parameters. Moreover,
women in politics are women who have broken
deeply entrenched traditions and norms by daring to
enter a field historically controlled and monopolized
by men; a field that, in a not-too-distant past, was
forbidden to them. Therefore, it should not come as a
surprise that many women politicians, both partisans
and independents, are exposed to discrimination
and social disciplining for breaking and challenging
culturally prevailing norms; and even to violence,
particularly inside the Lebanese Parliament, as
MP Halimé El Kaakour's experience will shortly
demonstrate.

Finally, it is important to note that privileges are
not distributed equally among women, and the
magnitude of what women in politics face cannot be
compared to the daily experiences of many women
and girls, especially those most marginalized and
oppressed by formal and informal systems of power,
often with little to no attention or support. However,
what is new and different here lies in the fact that
verbal, psychological, and symbolic violence directed
towards women in politics is being increasingly called
out and has become more visible, especially given
the open and public nature of the sphere where it is
manifested. This is paving the way to new types of
confrontations with the institutionalized patriarchal
system of Lebanon, this time led by the new women
of the State, from within the State.

Violence During Candidacy:
Diverging Experiences

When it comes to facing discrimination or comments
of patriarchal nature, women candidates did not
share the same experiences or electoral journeys.
If anything, the most commonly shared experience
among candidates interviewed for this report was
the existence of a strong family support network
encouraging and embracing their ambitions, and in
some instances, political party or community support,
particularly for members of younger or newly formed
political groups. The interviews clearly reveal that
women candidates could not have continued
campaigning or even been able to launch their
electoral journeys in the first place without a strong
support from their families and partners, enabling
them to embark on time-consuming political and
electoral campaigns. This can also partly explain
why women'’s political participation in formal politics
remains weak in Lebanon, given the importance
for most women of having solid familial support as

a prerequisite to political participation; something
that, unlike the candidates interviewed for this report,
many Lebanese women do not enjoy, and unlike
most male candidates, all women politicians cannot
do without. Subsequently, countless women, despite
their remarkable competences and distinguished
visions, will be discouraged from participating in
political life for lack of support, compounded by the
persistent stereotypical distribution of gender roles
within the household.

“The 50 women candidates we selected all
enjoy professional experiences, are specialized
in different fields, and have an interest in
political affairs. Most of them are between 38
and 60 years old, and the majority are either
divorced or never married. What this tells us
is that women who desire to enter politics, or
any other field that requires a level of courage,
need not be restricted, and restrictions on
women in our country usually come from men
[...]. There were also some married women,
but they were able to continue because their
husbands were supportive.”

\S

“If one of my children came to me and said
they were not ready, or if my husband came
and said he was unable to support me,
then | would not have been able to run for
Parliament. | wouldn't have even found time
for this. Someone must sacrifice [...]. Having a
support system is very important.”

Joelle Abou Farhat
Co-founder of FiftyFifty

T

S

Overall, women candidates interviewed for this report
do not recall having been subjected to blatantly
patriarchal and discriminatory behaviors during their
2022 electoral campaigns. Instead, Chaden Al Da'if,
candidate in the North Il District, recounts people
asking her, for example, “’"How will you, as a woman,
respond to Nabih Berri and Mohammad Raad if they
start yelling?’ This question was addressed three
times.” In general, most candidates report feeling
socially welcomed and say they hold beautiful
memories of voters’ reactions to their presence,
describing most as friendly, kind, open and respectful.
Exceptions to this rule include minor incidents that
candidates have not commented on extensively.

Iman Tabbara
Candidate in the Beirut Il District



“One of the candidates accompanying me
during a visit said in front of a male-dominated
attendance, 'The man is above my head’. |
replied in front of everyone: ‘No, only God
is above me, and |, my husband and son are
all equal.” | don't care if | lose some votes
because of this [...] | can’t just please people
this way to win a few votes.””

T

& Nohad Doumit Yazbeck

Candidate in the Beirut Il District

Nevertheless, the rarity of highly patriarchal and
violent incidents towards the women candidates
interviewed for this report does not in any way reduce
their gravity, nor does it constitute an indicator of
their absence in other women’s experiences. One
example is Daad El Qazzi, candidate in the Mount
Lebanon IV district who was subjected to violence
and beating, as documented by LADE. Nearly 60%
of the women candidates surveyed by LADE said
they faced social pressure to get them to withdraw
their candidacy, and more than half faced some
form of violence (Chebaro, El Baba & Fatfat, 2022).
Therefore, the interviews conducted for this report
highlight the diversity in the lived experiences of
women candidates, which can greatly differ between
communities and across regions.

To sum up, testimonies given for the purpose of this
research show that prominent incidents of violence,
mockery and misogynistic attitudes have been
mostly occurring within Parliament, as described by
MP Halimé Kaakour and elaborated in the following
section, implying that violence and discrimination
can actually intensify after a woman wins and
enters a male-dominated space, in this instance,
the Parliament. Moreover, many of these violent
and discriminatory incidents were concentrated in
the South, as explained by Joelle Abou Farhat from
FiftyFifty who notes that every time a prominent
activist tried to organize a gathering or activity in the
South, she would receive immediate threats. Some
candidates opposing Hezbollah and/or Amal even
had to deal with direct and fierce attacks.

“Those who fought us were people far from
our movement, from our own society. They
mocked and belittled us as women by saying
things like ‘if men can’t do anything, how do
you expect to do it yourselves?’ [...] Some
sexist expressions never leave my mind,
especially those | read on social media or
received on WhatsApp and Messenger...
Sometimes they threaten you and put pictures
of you on pornographic imagery [...] They
even threatened my husband [...]"

Sara Sweidan
Candidate in the South Il District

Inside Parliament: Where Systemic
Violence and Exclusion Soar

This section further establishes politics in Lebanon
as a violent and harmful space towards women,
evidenced by the fact that the Parliament itself, the
main legislative authority in the country, represents a
dangerous and abusive environment for many women
MPs opposing its largest and oldest constituents.
Theoretical frameworks of “hypermasculinity” and
“"hegemonic masculinity” are highly relevant to
better understand the ways in which the Lebanese
Parliament is a visibly violent space for women
politicians. These frameworks provide a useful
analysis of how human and power relationships are
shaped between men themselves, as well as between
men and women, in various military, political, and
societal structures and contexts. Hypermasculinity
and hegemonic masculinity are both very prevalent
phenomena in Lebanese state institutions, especially
those where media coverage and exposure to
cameras are frequent, creating a fertile ground for
numerous hypermasculine selves, which heavily rely
on exaggerated performativity, visibility, power, and
belligerence, in order to manifest and thrive.

Hypermasculinity as a concept first emerged to
measure the “macho personality constellation”,
which, as examined in 1984 by Donald Mosher and
Mark Sirkin, is characterized by an overemphasis
and extreme adherence to the traditional male
gender roles founded in outdated societal views.
This type of androcentrism is often associated
with violence and hostility towards women, but
also towards other men who do not conform to
normative standards of masculinity. To bring the
concept of hypermasculinity closer, one can imagine
“a man who is not really masculine but is more of a
caricature of masculinity — the man who puffs out his



chest, spits on the ground, beats up gays, and hates
women” (Kilmartin, 2007). Concurrently, “hegemonic
masculinity” is used to designate relations of power
and dominance established in opposition with
subordinate masculinities, on the existence of which
it depends, but also on the subordination of women
(Connell, 1987). In fact, according to Raewyn Connell,
it is impossible for femininity to be hegemonic in
patriarchy, which is premised on femininity being
subordinate.

In the Lebanese Parliament, out of 128 deputies,
there were 122 men in 2018, and 120 in 2022. These
extreme figures cannot but be accompanied by a
patriarchal value system, transforming the Parliament
into an arena for “hegemonic masculinity”, where
a rigid hierarchy of authority prevails; one that
excludes men and women who do not conform to
the celebrated traits and qualities of the hailed male
leader. This hegemonic and exclusionary culture, in
turn, will keep encouraging laws and policies that are
largely dismissive of and harmful towards women, gay
and gender non-conforming individuals and reinforce
hostility towards them.

In reality, where masculinity is hegemonic, masculinity
will also be "hypered” or exaggerated. Hence
why violent disputes, loud speeches, inconsistent
fraternities and continuous displays of “strength”,
have all become the norm inside the Parliament,
instead of being viewed as signs of a troubled
masculinity. More recently, some male MPs even
seemed reconciled with, or perhaps proud of, their
ignorance of the meaning of the word “patriarchy”.
This “ignorance” constitutes perfect proof that these
deputies have never suffered much from “patriarchy”
nor have had to deal with it on a regular basis, and
so they have never felt bound to know or look for
what it meant. The “patriarchy” incident, mentioned
by El Kaakour in what follows, is no isolated incident.
Harmful acts were recorded throughout the whole of
2022, including harassmentand violentbodylanguage
aimed at belittling women MPs and reminding them
of their “inferior” position within a male-dominated
system of power.

With the arrival of 4 women MPs from outside
traditional parties, out of a total of 8 who won in the
2022 parliamentary elections, Lebanon witnessed new
dynamics within the Parliament, the most important
of which was characterized by direct confrontations
with its pillars of power and the hegemony and
excessiveness of masculinity they embody. For
example, for the first time in the history of the

Lebanese Parliament, women MPs, such as Cynthia
Zarazir and Halimé El Kaakour, are exposing the
direct discrimination and harassment they are facing
within the council. Before Zarazir and El Kaakour, MP
Paula Yacoubian had already started experiencing
and confronting, from inside Parliament and through
the media, the barriers and attacks that come from
merely existing in a male-dominated space.

In July 2022, barely two months after the elections
were held, MP Cynthia Zarazir exposed in a tweet the
verbal harassment, mockery and bullying she faced
inside Parliament, while also sharing with the public
how she found used condoms and pornographic
magazines in her parliamentary office. Amnesty
International reacted to what Zarazir was facing and
wrote: “It is shameful when women deputies in the
Lebanese parliament, especially those known for
criticizing the authorities, are harassed by their male
counterparts and by the Speaker of Parliament himself
simply because they are women in a parliament
dominated by men.”

Later in 2022, in one of Parliament’s general
assembly sessions, MP Halimé El Kaakour objected
to how Speaker Nabih Berri was addressing her
and confronted him by saying: “Enough with this
patriarchal attitude,” the famous expression that
was later removed from the session minutes, as
requested by Berri himself, “even though many
words [with negative connotations] were left
in the notes,” according to El Kaakour. Since that
incident, “animosity towards me only began to
grow, ” says El Kaakour, testifying that after verbally
confronting Berri during that session, she witnessed
two Amal MPs preparing themselves to physically
attack her. “They tried to calm them down... it
looked like they wanted to beat me,” El Kaakour
recalls. To add salt to the injury, Christian MPs
regarded her comment as an insult to the head of the
Maronite Church, called the “Patriarch”.

The "patriarchy incident” is not the only time El
Kaakour felt belittled or victimized. In one of the
sessions parliamentary committees hold, El Kaakour
remembers a sexist comment she received while
arguing a male MP who told her: “When | go home,
it's my wife who annoys me, and when | come
here to Parliament, a woman also annoys me!”

Additionally, in the early weeks following her
entry into Parliament, El Kaakour shares in her
interview for this report how she suffered direct and



deliberate exclusionary practices to keep her away
from parliamentary discussions. For many weeks, El
Kaakour was unable to even attend meetings held by
parliamentary committees, knowing that as an MP,
even if not elected into any of these committees, she
has the full right to be informed of these meetings
and their topics, and to attend them. Many MPs,
despite her continuous requests, did not include her
in their WhatsApp coordination groups for meetings
related to education (her own area of expertise),
administration and justice, human rights, women and
children, etc.

“l suffered a lot just to know about the meetings |[...]
at least for the education committee, since this is
my specialty [...] It was clear that both sides [March
14 and Hezbollah] did not want me as a member in
any committee, and not even as a normal deputy
attending sessions,” El Kaakour explains. To solve this
matter, she had to knock on many doors and keep
insisting and defending her right until she managed
to convince MPs to share information about meetings
schedules. As soon as she started participating,
discussing, asking questions and simply showing up,
El Kaakour noticed how, “there would be a change in
some MPs’ facial expressions.”

By adopting an approach based on data-driven
analysis, asking critical questions and holding ministers
accountable - as all MPs should - El Kaakour's discourse
in parliamentary meetings was gradually starting to
create a rift with the old hypermasculine or usual
unscrupulous methods, leading many traditional male
MPs to feel uncomfortable around her. El Kaakour is
therefore slowly breaking, albeit alone or alongside a
minority of new MPs, long-standing habits that have
been, for decades, shaping how MPs interact with
each other or vis-a-vis the government, destabilizing
their natural comfort zones by questioning their
traditionally deployed masculinist and/or dishonest
approaches.

Even when some MPs tried to make peace with El
Kaakour, they resorted to methods they were familiar
with, such as attempting to persuade her to join their
political bloc or agenda. “This tactic to pull us in
one political direction puts great pressure on
us, and | reject this approach, because | come
from the ‘all means all’ movement [killoun yaani
killoun]. Then they try to befriend you, but I'm
not here to make friends,” says El Kaakour.

Based on these insights, it is fair to say that some new
independent MPs have indeed been attempting to,
and at times succeeding in, creating new dynamics
within Parliament by consciously endeavoring to
break away from old patterns. “Some MPs admit
this [the new dynamic] to me, not through the
media... but they say it to me privately,” says El
Kaakour.

In addition to opposition women MPs confronting
defamation and attacks against their personal lives,
choices and so-called "honor” (Paula Yaacoubian), or
speaking up against exclusionary and violent behavior
(Halimé El Kaakour), or exposing harassment and
bullying (Cynthia Zarazir), it is worth noting how the
arrival of these women MPs has actually facilitated
the diffusion of feminist terms into the parliamentary
space, for the first time in Lebanon’s history. These
terms are somewhat different from the language
women'’s rights and NGO campaigners would normally
use, in that they are deeply entrenched in feminist
consciousness and literature and can resonate with
many grassroot movements and young feminists;
terms such as “gender neutrality”, “patriarchal
Speaker [Berri Batrirarky]”, and mansplaining.

“First, you come to realize that you cannot
easily attend parliamentary committee
sessions. Then, when you attend, you start
facing comments and annoying behavior [...].
When | spoke in meetings, mansplaining was
“sky high”. In one of the education-related
sessions, | was attacked and verbally assaulted
[..]. I also learned something | haven't paid
attention to before: they [the MPs] insult each
other in the media, but they are friends inside
the Parliament, ‘habibi’ [they call each other].
I am not used to this style. What | say in the
media, | say it to their faces. That's why | come
to them as a shock. It’s like it's forbidden to say
it to their faces, but you're allowed to insult
each other in the media [...]. One time, | was
in an education committee session, we were
talking about the need to pay the Lebanese
University [from the Middle East Airline
money during the Covid19 crisis], and there
was screaming and shouting [...]. So one MP
said ‘be quiet, be quiet, don't talk in front of
Halimé, don't dare speak in front of Halimé’...
as if | became some symbol to them.”

& MP Halimé Kaakour



Furthermore, El Kaakour, who is a professor at the
Lebanese University where she also completed
her studies, narrates how in one of the education
committee sessions, MPs were about to attack her for
requesting the removal of Hezbollah and Amal flags
from the Lebanese University’s main campus: “Two
MPs stood up and were about to attack me, they
screamed in my faced... one other MP tried to
calm them down.”

“They [MPs] defend each other and defend
the ministers [...] they do not question them,
and when they do, their questions are usually
“soft” [..]. One time, one MP described
a minister he appreciated saying ‘he [the
minister] turned out to be a man for doing
this!’[...] | objected immediately to this framing
and asked for it to be removed from the
minutes of the meeting. He then asked me,
‘what would you like to say then, he turned
out to be a woman?’ So, | said, say “turned
out to be brave”, emphasizing the need to
use gender-neutral language [...]. | also had to
tell one of them, “This is mansplaining!”, he
asked me what the word meant... | told him
to look it up on Google. Their discourse is
patriarchal. There is undoubtedly a high level
of ignorance of these concepts among them,
they do not know what they mean.”

— T

& MP Halimé Kaakour

The above only draws a picture of what a new woman
MP entering Parliament with a critical and feminist
awareness has experienced, and the sort of sexist
comments and dismissive behavior she is occasionally
faced with at the hands of many male MPs. Ironically,
these same MPs are charged with reviewing and
approving national laws, including those involving
the rights of women and girls. Nevertheless, the
difference today lies in that several MPs are now also
acting as observers and exposers of wrongdoings
from inside Parliament, monitoring and experiencing
firsthand how issues affecting people living in Lebanon
are dealt with. El Kaakour notes, for example, “when
a Muslim MP proposes to discuss amendments
to the nationality law, a Christian MP proposes
to discuss clauses prohibiting child marriage,
and so on and so forth. Neither issue will then
know progress, and this is how fundamental and
urgent issues remain stuck for years or decades
in parliamentary committees.”

Feminists’ Views on the Ability of Women
MPs to Challenge Power Structures and
Create Change

Based on the results of the survey to which 25 feminists
from across Lebanon responded, most do not seem to
be relying much on the ability of a few independent
or opposition women MPs to produce significant
change from within the state through challenging
hyper or hegemonic masculinity or advancing a
feminist intersectional agenda inside Parliament. Most
survey respondents nevertheless recognize that the
arrival of new women MPs to parliament did create
an unprecedented challenge to Parliament’s deeply
entrenched foundations and structures; something that
can be built upon and further explored on the long run.

Among the 25 feminist respondents, two fully agree
and 15 partially agree that the 4 independent MPs
(El Kaakour, Aoun, Zarazir and Yaacoubian) are
advancing, in one way or another, an intersectional
feminist agenda. One respondent explains: “The
discourse of independent women MPs creates a
breakthrough amidst the continuous suppression
of intersectional, feminist priorities and rights.
However, this breakthrough will not necessarily
lead to results that actually serve the public’s
interest, or yield any results at all, as the system
is still much bigger than these MPs.” A second
respondent echoes this idea and comments: “Their
discourse may not be ideal all the time, but their
presence is important, and the goal should be to
have greater numbers of them in the future in both
Parliament and Government.” Another respondent
reflects upon the definition of an intersectional
feminist agenda in the Lebanese context and says:
“l think they are advancing Lebanese women’s
rights more than an intersectional feminist
agenda. And if we consider Lebanese women'’s
rights as part of the intersectional feminist
agenda, then partially, yes.”

On the other hand, one respondent makes the case
that: “The current parliament configuration does
not help us to create an accurate assessment, and
that the independent women MPs we now have
do not resemble each other at all, and so cannot
be referred back to as being one single group.”
Indeed, MP Halimé El Kaakour acknowledges the
existence of a diversity of views among independent
or opposition women MPs, but is certain that the
differences between them would nonetheless never
allow for them to inflict harm on one another. El
Kaakour also believes that should one of them [women



MPs] be under sexist and misogynistic attacks, the
others will back and support her.

So far, despite documented attacks against women
parliamentarians in Lebanon, no formal or informal
coordination framework has been created among
them as a vulnerable and marginalized group inside
Parliament that can benefit from a support network
and collective action in the face of patriarchal and
discriminatory behavior. Similar frameworks have
been used before in multiple parliaments around
the world, including Iraq, called in many contexts a
“Women's Parliamentary Caucus”, where women
MPs, regardless of their political affiliations, regularly
meet to discuss needs, exchange experiences, and
agree on common feminist agendas.

As a result of prevalent patriarchal attitudes and
behavior inside Parliament and the absence of
coordination frameworks and popular support, many
women MPs are left in an almost lone fight against
hypermasculine performances and ways of working
and occasional sexist insults; a pattern that reflects, to
a large extent, many harmful situations where women
find themselves dealing with toxic masculinities
in their relationships with the men in their lives or
male-dominated societies more broadly. But are
independent women MPs able to challenge this
ordeal from within Parliament?

Four out of 25 respondents agree that they can, 16
partially agree, and 5 do not agree at all. Among
those who hold skeptical views, one respondent sees
that “Challenging hypermasculine performative
norms should not go naturally and occasionally
with women MPs, it should be a deliberate and
intentional decision that they need to express
every step of the way.” Another respondent fears
that repeated confrontations might turninto “another
performative act that sexist men will then be able
to point to and use to silence women'’s voices.”
Among those who partially agree that independent
women MPs can challenge existing patriarchal powers,
one respondent says that “For sure, these MPs are
challenging patriarchal performances and are
imposing a new discourse and new terminologies
that were never used before inside Parliament.
But this is a long battle and it can exhaust them,
since they are a small, lonely minority in the
face of a big archaic patriarchal bloc with deep
roots inside.” Another respondent notes that these
women will most likely fail to confront patriarchal
and hypermasculine attitudes inside Parliament, “as
they have a whole system stacked against them.”

However, she continues, “This fate can only be
challenged if women leaders have a movement
behind them, ready to support, monitor and
speak up against toxic masculinity.”

This is indeed what initiatives such as “Women's
Parliamentary Caucuses” or civil society supportive
movements can create. Joelle Abou Farhat from
FiftyFifty strives to create spaces for dialogues,
exchanges and support networks between women
politicians regardless of their party affiliations. She
explains: “It is in our interest as women to support
each other, and this is a lesson we have learned.
Solidarity amongst women is growing gradually
today, and the door to political discussions and
exchanges between women politicians we work
with has now been opened.”

When it comes to whether women parliamentarians
belonging to traditional parties are able to challenge
patriarchal politics inside Parliament or to promote
feminist agendas, most survey respondents agree that
it is highly unlikely for them to do so. Twelve agreed
that they will not be able to confront such challenges,
and 12 partially agreed. The reasons behind the
majority doubting these women'’s capacity to stand up
against patriarchal behavior and agendas entail, for
example, the limited power these women usually have
within their own parties, the difficulty they will most
probably face in trying to raise issues from outside
their parties’ strict priorities and agendas -usually very
far from feminist intersectional analysis of needs and
responsibilities- and the ideological contradictions
between Lebanese traditional political parties and
feminist and social justice agendas. Respondents who
partially agreed mostly wanted to leave room for the
chance that some of these women may be fighting
a few internal battles the public is not aware of and
the possibility that a few may indeed be negotiating
from within the patriarchal contexts they exist in to
advance women'’s rights -something that most women
do anyway- all whilst acknowledging their low chances
in producing real change.

Considering  the  aforementioned  enormous
challenges, should feminists show more support
and patience towards women MPs? Nine out of 25
respondents rejected the logic of “special treatment”
when it comes to women parliamentarians,
emphasizing the need to separate the act or the job
from the gender, and to not issue preexisting decisions
on tolerance or firmness. On the other hand, 16 out of
25 respondents believe in the importance of activists’
support to and solidarity with women MPs, without



this meaning in any way that they cannot disagree
with them or hold them accountable, but rather as an
acknowledgment of activists’ duty to contribute to the
bigger confrontation of the hatred and violence these
women will certainly face in a highly exclusionary,
hostile and patriarchal political space.

il

C. Addressing Discursive Tensions
Between Women'’s Participation
and the Feminist Policymaking
Agenda

Activists closely following feminist debates ahead the
2022 elections would have noticed discursive tensions
between those who believe in the importance of
securing women'’s political participation and access as
a key priority, and others who question the meaning
of this demand when women candidates do not all
carry a clear feminist and intersectional agenda that
takes into account the interests of all women and is
conscious of the importance of intersectionality; i.e.,
the multiple factors that can affect the ability of every
woman to enjoy her human rights, the disparities
in opportunities and resources among women
themselves, and therefore, the different ways in
which one or more crises can impact them and other
marginalized groups in society.

To better understand the arguments presented as
part of this discussion, the survey targeting feminist
activists living in Lebanon included questions
addressing their views on the quota, women'’s
representation in politics, and the feminist agenda.
From the comments and thoughts shared by the 25
respondents, 3 intellectual streams have emerged in
relation to whether women'’s participation in formal
political spaces must be contingent upon them
carrying a feminist agenda:

The first stream is one that believes in the need
to call for securing women'’s political access and
representation first, regardless of their agenda,
because the right to access politics is a fundamental
right for everyone, regardless of whether individuals
seeking it hold a project we deem good or bad, also
given how subjective such a judgment can be, as
understandings of feminism and intersectionality can
vary among candidates, women in general, and even
amongst feminist activists, as this research shows.
In addition, proponents of this approach say they
are primarily concerned with the fact that if society
begins to strictly scrutinize and hold potential women
candidates accountable to every thought they express




or don't, at a time when the women of the country
have almost never even reached power or considered
the possibility of running for office, let alone winning
an election, this position, intentionally or not, will
eventually be doing patriarchal politics a service as it
will reinforce its efforts to exclude and alienate women
from public spaces. To defend this approach, some
respondents also use the tactic-related argument.
In other words, amid the almost complete absence
of women from the political sphere, activists should
better invest in encouraging women and securing their
representation first, and then focus on advancing an
agenda, because, as one respondent puts it: “Today,
it’s not like we have a choice between a good
woman or a bad woman as women are still largely
absent from [formal] political work.”

Of the 25 respondents, 14 agree that women'’s political
participation should be a goal in itself, regardless of
candidates’ agendas:

“Women will never be allowed to fully
participate in politics and decision-making in
the current system. Hence, calling forwomen’s
full political participation is in itself a call for
changing the system.”

T

& Survey respondent

“Women should have the same rights as men
to have terrible views. Their participation to
political life should not be dependent on the
agenda they abide to. However, that does not
mean that we should rejoice when women
whose agenda is anti-feminist, participate in
politics. But they should still have the right to
do so, just like anybody else. And they should
be fought for their anti-feminist agenda, just
like anybody else.”

 » T

& Survey respondent

“To be honest, | always hesitate when trying
to provide an answer to this question. | think
that securing a participation accompanied
by a feminist agenda will undoubtedly be
the priority. But the presence of women,
regardless of their affiliations, is also very
essential.”

T

& Survey respondent

The second stream is one that recognizes efforts
to improve women's access to decision-making
positions and their right to that access, but does
not believe in the duty to encourage women
simply because they are women, i.e., regardless
of the agenda they promote. Instead, holders of
this view tend to focus on the values and agendas
candidates carry. To elaborate, activists who
abide by this approach fear that by encouraging
representation for the sake of it, tokenistic tendencies
will be reinforced, exactly as applied by traditional
parties who often work towards ensuring women's
representation in a superficial manner, or simply
because they are forced to in the twenty-first century.
Even MP Paula Yacoubian previously pointed to this
risk in an interview with UN Women, saying that some
women parliamentarians “represent their parties,
not women nor their society.” (O'Keeffe & Ekmekji,
2022). Subsequently, for proponents of this approach,
it becomes essential to connect women’s access to
politics to their commitment to a clear feminist agenda
which in this context is used as a prerequisite for
backing candidates. Related to this, one respondent
recalls Hassan Diab’s government which comprised
the highest number of women ministers in Lebanon'’s
history, while noting that these women have not done
much to advance the rights of women and girls.

“We saw how the discourse of some
independent women parliamentarians was
bold... but we also saw how the accession of
6 women ministers to government did not
change much.”

T

& Survey respondent




“Pushing women only for the sake of having
more women in politics is tricky and can
contribute to the recycling of the same
injustice [...]. We should aim to help women
who can contribute to real change to reach
positions of power.”

& Survey respondent

The third and last stream reflects the views of
a minority among survey respondents and is
one that does not give great importance to the
gender aspect of decision-making. Proponents
of this approach do not view gender inclusivity as a
necessarily liberating or progressive political goal in
and of itself. They tend to adopt a primarily agenda-
based approach that takes into account the political,
economic and social interests of women as well as
those of deprived and marginalized groups. However,
this perspective does not come without contestation.
Promoting such a discourse can be counterproductive,
in that it risks reinforcing current power dynamics
inside the state and the representational status-quo
by elevating the value of agendas at the expense
of a more diverse representation. This stream of
thought, if applied, might also perpetuate the ruling
of the country by the same old male-dominated blocs,
and cause the feminist agenda to remain hostage
to almost exclusively male representatives. Among
those, there might be a few honest men defending
the rights of women and girls, but there will be a
majority who will not, and a big chunk who will just
pretend to be doing so, while behind their desks, in
their homes, parties and communities, they will go on
with their typical masculinist behavior, gaining further
legitimacy in the name of agenda superiority. As one
survey respondent puts it: “I don’t think that men
can really represent women’s interests... Women
have the right to be represented in politics and
should not be required to hold ideals and conform
to our revolutionary principles in order to be able
to participate.”

A Clear Alignment on the Importance of
Quotas and the Intimate Link Between
Intersectionality and Participation

The diversity of opinions among feminist activists
recorded when posing the representation v/s agenda
questions, is not noted when addressing the issue of
women'’s quotas, the importance of which was met
with great consensus. Most respondents say they
perceive quotas as necessary temporary measures that

can help achieve the political participation of women
(23 out of 25); and as an important tool to advance
an intersectional feminist agenda (20 out of 25), on
the basis that such an agenda cannot be achieved
in state institutions where women and other groups
are absent and alienated from decision-making and
legislative positions. This consensus could be signaling
a new era of discursive and political harmony among
activists, at least with regards to how they perceive
quotas, something that has not always constituted a
consensual issue, especially among those outside of
main non-governmental organizations. As one of the
25 respondents notes: “Quotas are a necessary
tool to impose women’s political participation.
The political field, overflowing with men, will
not just open the door by itself for women to
enter it.” Another sees quotas as a measure that
will help “change the mentality of the system/
society and fight patriarchy in a legal manner.
However, quotas are a step towards change and
can’t be enough alone.” For another respondent,
“The quota won't bring “better” MPs but it will
grow the visual habit to see women and men in
governments and parliaments.”

To conclude with how feminist activists are thinking of
matters of representation and participation, it is clear
that the majority agrees that quotas are important
as temporary measures (23 out 25); that quotas are
important prerequisites, though not enough, to
ensure intersectional feminist politics are applied, (20
out of 25); and that women's political participation
is necessary to enable the advancement of feminist
intersectional agendas (19 out of 25). Opinions,
however, diverged when the question about whether
the political participation of women should be a goal in
itself was raised, and responses were divided between
views that encourage women'’s representation and
others that believe it should be contingent upon the
existence of a non-compromising feminist agenda in
candidates’ electoral programs.

Far from being specific to Lebanon, this debate
has had a long history within feminist and women'’s
movements globally. The arguments in favor of
gender quotas, around which feminist activists in
Lebanon seem to increasingly converge, are largely
founded in the understanding that current sectarian
and patriarchal socio-political structures largely favor
male representation over female representation. This
can be characterized as an extension of the unequal
division of power and labor and systemic exclusion of
women from the public sphere and clear evidence of
injustice. Inequalities in accessing positions of power
and decision-making are thus distinctly drawn along



the lines of gender, making an indisputable case for
positive action, to ensure democratic processes and
outcomes. Nevertheless, while gender quotas are a
useful tool to ensure greater representation of women
in political spaces, those who do get to positions of
power will not always hold intersectional feminist
agendas, and sometimes find it difficult to diverge
from party lines, making quotas an insufficient tool to
advance feminist priorities alone.

Different critiques of women’s descriptive (or
numerical) representation — that is, the focus on
ensuring more women get to positions of power —
have emerged in the literature, some of which mirror
those expressed by a few survey respondents, favoring
women's substantive representation —or giving priority
to the agenda over the representative’s gender. In her
piece on the politics of presence, Anne Philips (2000)
unpacks and addresses the most prominent of these
critiques, and her analysis is a useful basis to reflect on
this debate in the Lebanese context specifically.

Most relevant to the latter is the essentialist critique,
which posits that since women are in no way a
homogenous group, focusing on their numerical
representation erases other identities and translates
into various politics and agendas that may not always
serve feminist goals. Philips challenges this argument
however, by re-centering the importance of analyses
of power and subordination within political debates.
In fact, patriarchal and sexist discrimination overtly
affect all women across social categories and groups,
and “refusing to recognize the collective nature of this
disadvantage makes it virtually impossible to address it.”

For women in Lebanon, the patriarchal and sectarian
nature of the political system consistently positions
all women at a disadvantage, and this translates into
systemic and intentional exclusions from political and
decision-making spaces in a clear form of injustice.
Women's representation in politics is therefore a
feminist goal in itself, one which cannot be separated
from the larger intersectional feminist agenda.
Additionally, it is crucial to understand women'’s
representation from a social justice perspective,
looking at politics as a space where no argument can
be made for the monopoly of one social group, and
even less so one gender. Women'’s representation,
in that sense, is an inalienable right that cannot
and should not be minimized, violated or taken
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away. The principle of interests deriving from lived
experiences is also crucial to highlight, as women
are most often better positioned to understand and
address women'’s issues in decision-making bodies. As
detailed in sections above, patriarchal and sectarians’
structures not only restrict women'’s representation
and ability to access positions of power, but also
systematically block their meaningful participation
and any attempts at making a change in processes
or agendas. Accordingly, as intersectional feminism
entails recognizing and supporting women'’s diverse
struggles against oppressive patriarchal systems,
women's representation is re-affirmed as a key feminist
goal in and of itself.

Ultimately, having as many feminist women in
parliament as possible and ensuring intersectional
feminist policymaking processes and agendas remain
the main ambitions for feminist activists in Lebanon.
Yet, a key stepping stone to achieving these objectives
lies in having more women in positions of power in the
first place, and accordingly, in breaking socio-political,
economic and systemic barriers which continuously
exclude them from pubic spheres at all levels.
Supporting women'’s political representation, while
encouraging more intersectional feminist agendas
and policymaking processes need not be considered
contradictory, as they are both essential conditions
of social justice. Changing the present political
system requires shaking its intertwined foundations
of patriarchy, sectarianism and corruption; all of
which work in tandem to exclude women and their
issues from politics while reproducing discrimination,
injustice and oppression.

The critical challenge remains in women's wider
mobilization around a coherent and strong feminist
movement, in which intersectional feminist priorities
and policymaking processes can be debated and
defined, in which networking and learning can be
fostered, and from which strong women leaders
can emerge and be supported to reach positions of
power. In fact, it is only when women reach positions
of power, breaking systemic barriers, challenging
existing forms of leadership and bringing in new
discourse and priorities, that the foundations of the
patriarchal sectarian political system in Lebanon
would truly be disrupted.



V. Conclusion

In the months leading up to the 2022 parliamentary
elections, many were hopeful to see new faces and
dynamics in Lebanese politics, accompanied by
concrete actions to resolve the crises, address long-
standing corruption and inequalities, and make an
overall change in the patriarchal sectarian system
ruling the country. Despite the wins of some candidates
associated with “change”, many were disappointed
with the results, or skeptical about their ability to bring
about much needed change. Only 8 women were
newly elected as MPs, out of 128, with half of those
being associated with “change”. Accordingly, political
debate flowed around women’s representation in
politics, the agendas they are able to bring forth, as
well as renewed approaches for greater and more
meaningful political engagement, some of which,
inspired by findings of this research, are presented
here:

Advancing a Contextualized Paradigm for
Intersectional Feminist Policymaking in
Lebanon

As explored and posited in this research, advancing
intersectional feminist agendas requires a focus on
both the processes of developing such policies and
on the nature and constructions of policy problems
and solutions. Ciritically, it is essential to recognize the
intersectional feminist agenda as a systemic solution
to address the patriarchal and sectarian foundations
of the political system in Lebanon, as well as its
overlapping systems of oppression affecting various
groups across the social fabric. As some gaps persist
around this understanding, particularly among many
women formally engaged in politics, it is essential for
investments to be made in discussions and political
debates around intersectional feminist priorities. This
would not only contribute to a deeper understanding
of those priorities and to feminist consciousness-
raising, but is also necessary for women and their
movements to discuss and identify policy problems
and solutions using that intersectional feminist lens.
Alternative political and organizing spaces also
remain fundamental to grow and facilitate women'’s
mobilization and interests in politics and encourage
greater engagement with the feminist movement.
Such spaces would allow for women to come together
and shape a contextualized intersectional feminist
agenda, while facilitating their political apprenticeship
and growing their social capital and networks. These

considerations are also key to guarantee solid
engagement between feminist groups and women
involved and interested in politics. Finally, drawing on
the experiences of post-October 17 organizing and
political activism, it is indeed imperative to re-imagine
the political space and diverge from traditional models
of involvement and participation in politics to allow
for more democratic, grassroots and transformative
models to emerge.

Reducing Isolation and Fostering a Culture
of Support Between Women in Politics and
the Feminist Movement

Despite numerous efforts by feminists in Lebanon to
expose violence and sexism against women and the
many messages of support received by women in
politics, albeit intermittently, Lebanon still lags behind
in terms of sustained exposure and condemnation of
the violence women in politics specifically face. This
is partly because of the weak resources allocated to
VAWP and feminist platforms, and partly because
of the lukewarm empathy, or lack thereof, towards
individuals reaching power, including and especially
women, also often fueled by political disagreements
with their agenda or discourse, further distancing
them from important segments of the public.
Consistent documentation and concerted efforts to
expose the violence women in politics are subjected
to -whether they are in power or not- are therefore
crucial, particularly in a highly patriarchal context
such as Lebanon. Should social change movements,
the media, and other important actors fail to call out
sexism and violence against women in politics and
overcome political differences acting as barriers for
condemnation, women in power or in politics will keep
finding themselves under sexist attacks, isolated, or
fighting alone, and other women with an interest in
politics will risk becoming even more reluctant to run
for elections or compete for high-level positions; first,
out of fear of being attacked, and second, of being
attacked without receiving enough support. Hence,
fostering a culture of respect and support among
feminists on the one hand, and feminists and women
in politics on the other -one that by no means is made
equivalent to the justification of errors or avoidance
of differences or accountability - will be essential
to advance a conducive environment for women'’s
participation in all political spaces.



Acknowledging the Invisible Barriers That
Women Face in Politics

While an abundance of reports that address key
structural obstacles hindering women'’s participation
in formal political spaces have been published, little
has been written about the more subtle ways in which
patriarchy works to restrict women'’s political drive and
initiative. To name a few, media engagement models
encouraging the overrepresentation of men (versus
the lack of representation of women), the patriarchal
nature of the social and financial burdens imposed by
preferential voting, the essentiality of securing familial
and partner support as a prerequisite for running for
candidacy or participating in political spaces, the
concentration of capital in the hands of “the heads” of
the household, are underexplored and underreported
paradigms that can help unpack patriarchy’s more
sophisticated exclusionary methods and deepen our
understanding of the litany of day-to-day causes
preventing ordinary women from accessing political
spheres. As aresult, itisimportant to first acknowledge
these invisible barriers enforced by patriarchy’s cultural
instruments, and subsequently, almost every woman'’s
“scars”, left by the harmful experiences and daily
battles she would have most probably experienced,;
and then work to integrate this acknowledgment into
an ever-growing feminist consciousness that believes
in the principle of supporting diverse women in the
face of the hatred and sexism they are destined to
suffer in highly exclusionary and hostile formal (and
informal) political spaces.

Recognizing the Right to Representation
As Essential to Advancing an Intersectional
Feminist Agenda

As detailed in this research, some differences in
opinion have emerged among feminist activists around
prioritizing women’s descriptive representation
versus  substantial  representation. = However,
most respondents seem to converge around the
importance of women's representation as a right and
a feminist objective in itself, but more can certainly
be done to reduce discursive tensions or unnecessary
competing agendas. For this purpose, constructive,
formal and informal dialogues among activists and
experts are encouraged to discuss nuanced views
around women'’s political representation, the feminist
agenda, and the value of the collective fight against
attempts to downplay women's legitimate and unique
position when it comes to addressing policy problems
in a way that highlights their own distinct experiences
and addresses their specific concerns.

Finally, having as many feminist women in positions
of power, pushing forward an intersectional feminist
policymaking agenda, remains a key priority; one
which requires having more women in power in the first
place, and thus breaking socio-political, economic and
systemic barriers to their political work. It is important
to reiterate that women'’s descriptive and substantive
representation need not be considered contradictory
and are both essential for intersectional feminist
objectives. Supporting and encouraging women'’s
mobilization and feminist movement-building is key
to ensuring intersectional feminist priorities can be
better defined, and from which strong women leaders
can emerge. In fact, challenging and breaking the
patriarchal and sectarian system in Lebanon, and
bringing about social justice and change, can only
be achieved if women are represented and able
to meaningfully contribute to agenda-setting and
decision-making spaces, breaking systemic barriers,
challenging existing forms of leadership and bringing
in new discourse and priorities.

i
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