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Abstract

Women in the Libyan revolution between
presided over the scene and the marginalization of roles

Abeir Ibrahim Imneina

Libyan Women have played a prominent role in the revolution since its inception.
They organized mass demonstrations and were engaged in relief organizations and
media. After liberation and initiation of the process of democratic transition challenges
have emerged through modest representation for women and the absence of mechanisms
to resist discrimination practiced against her. And also, increase of level of violence
and harassment in public and private space, without neglecting the outbreak of anti—
religious trend that the advancement of women in the next phase requires unification of
feminist discourse towards the rights to be demarcated in the constitution and bringing
up a comprehensive level of society as a whole to change the reality of women to a
comprehensive strategy undertaken by each polarity in influencing civil society.

Keywords: Libyan women; violence against women; political participation; civil
society; women and laws; 17 February Revolution; the transitional phase; civil society;
Libya.
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a loss of agency (and surely it is), there are definitely some gains. Most fixed
and monolithic perceptions of the female body as sacred or shameful are being
revised, and subverted. Also, it is an oversimplification to say that this re-vision
has stemmed only from the feeling of anger and humiliation. As much as anger
is important for any revolt, it was the persistence of women to revolutionize
gender by setting a new paradigm that does not fix gender for the benefit of power
relations. While acts of sexual harassment have been co-opted by the Islamic
regime to consolidate polarization, women have taken them to be the route to
subjectivity and agency. Put differently, all forms of ‘gendered’ violence have
helped the process of discourse reversal, and the message was clear: “Stop using
crimes of violence against women in your political bargaining; you are part of the
reason why this continues to happen.” (Kirollos 2013). One of the positive results
that women enjoyed post June 30, 2013 is the issuing of a law that criminalizes
sexual harassment®. Emptying the space of appearance never aborted the
aspirations towards revolutionizing gender and subverting the paradigm of the
body. While it all started with a wiped bosom in a painting published in the most
official paper®® it ended with performing ballet on the streets. The empty space is
populated by voices and discourses that refuse to give in; they are defiant voices
that do not seek any ambivalent tone: “I deplore the continued exploitation of
women’s bodies as political battlefields” (El Sadda 2013). Collective struggle,
individual testimonies, revolutionary aesthetics, and incessant discursive and
physical violations helped shape a discourse that yields an opposite reading of
the empty space. It is transformed into a sign of possibility and a democracy not
yet realized. This empty space is being filled gradually with new intersections of
gender, politics and resistance in preparation for a new ‘space of appearance,’
even if sexual harrasment continues. The radical discursive shift is what counts as
a clear marker that women, and their bodies, are one of the main political players.
Apparently, gender was in a dire need of the wild spirit of autumn’s West Wind,
so that we might find an answer to Shelley’s question: ‘If Winter comes, can
Spring be far behind?’

(25) Egypt’s interim President Adly Mansour has approved a new anti-sexual harassment law by
adding it as an amendment to the Egyptian penal code. Ahram Online, June 5, 2014.

(26) In June 2012, al-Ahram, the Egyptian State newspaper, published “the Popular Chorus”
by Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, painted in 1948, with the naked woman in it covered. Egypt
Independent, June 23, 2012. http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/intellectuals-slam-al-
ahram-covering-naked-woman-painting
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the two camps that occupy enlarged space in the political scene: women “anti-
coup,” largely Islamists, vs. all the other women, who are actually supporting the
exMarshal Field Abdel Fattah El Sisi, now elected president®. Both have their
power of presence in a way slightly different from what Asef Bayat meant. While
the former condemns, the latter ululates. This is mere exchange of roles enmeshed
in the battle over identity where women have become the major players. Some
women who were disillusioned in Morsi’s Islamic discursive practice, are now
the ones supporting General Sisi, and have decided to show their support through
ululating and dancing while voting for the referendum on the road map launched
by General Abdel Fattah El Sisi in January 2014. I would, confidently, call this
another gender paradox incurred by the essential players in the revolutionary
process.

Conclusion

The ambivalent record over women’s rights since March 2011 broke the
promises and wasted the aspirations to inclusive democracy. Nonetheless, women
continued to be among the main players in the political arena in terms of: posing
demands, demonstrating for justice, protesting against violations, or even in terms
of mirroring the conflict over power. The loss of the space of appearance, carved
during the famous 18 days of 2011, might seem less catastrophic if we remember
that women never left the street from 2011 till the election of Al Sisi as president
and his inauguration on June 8, 2014. In spite of the efforts power relations have
exerted over women to either resort to silence or to go back home, women did
not give in to pressure. The challenge will always remain the same. Any power’s
dream and ambition is to pull women back to the role of being ideological and
cultural markers. Women, on the other hand, should keep their role as players
intact.

If women’s role in augmenting the process of polarization is perceived as

(24) General Abdel Fattah Sisi who ousted Morsi on July 3™ has become a national hero especially
from the point of view of women. What is alarming is that his act, labeled as a ‘coup’ by
Islamists, turned him into an iconic masculine figure. Hence, the ululation on the streets
and in front of the poll stations. See, for example: Kristen McTighe, ‘I love him like my
own dad’: El Sisi wins the hearts of Egyptian women. The National, May 25, 2014. http://
www.thenational.ae/world/middle-east/i-love-him-like-my-own-dad-el-sisi-wins-the-hearts-
of-egyptian-women
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ordinariness that women were capable of asserting their vision by bringing the
personal into the political. In other words, women could restore their lost space
albeit in a different form; they managed to consolidate this space discursively
and physically.

In his thorough reading of Iranian women resistance to the authoritarian
theocratic rule since 1979, Asef Bayat concluded that this strategy of resorting
to ordinary activities- the day-to-day struggles- was highly fruitful since it is
“the power of presence” (98) that subverted the dominant power discourse
eventually. Similarly, in addition to their protests against sexual harassment and
their demands for inclusive democracy, Egyptian women were claiming their
individuality in daily life, in public transport, in demonstrations and marches, in
sit-ins, schools, in universities, in courts, in work, in sports, in their clothing, in
the jewels they wear, in public office, in cinema, in art, in music, in literature; in
short, in their presence everywhere. The power of these activities, where presence
forces power to reconsider ‘space’, is a tool of resistance no less important than
the power of a ‘movement’. Likewise, Mohanty has stated that the power of
feminism lies in the skill of being “attentive to the micropolitics of everyday
life as well as the larger processes that recolonize the culture and identities of
the people across the globe” (2003, 225). Bayat developed the idea of presence
more, and gave it more substance when he says that “the effective power of these
practices lies precisely in their ordinariness, since as irrepressible actions they
encroach incrementally to capture trenches from the power base of patriarchal
structure, while erecting springboards to move on” (98). Whether this could be
considered as a non movement is still under investigation; yet, that it is a presence
that evolved into a contentious challenge is definite.

In short, from the 8th March 2011, the first International Women’s Day
post the departure of Mubarak, till very recent women and their rights have been
involved in a battle field for power, and the arena where certain ideologies make
their appearance. Binary oppositions were displayed publicly between veiled/
unveiled, and Islamist/non-Islamist. It is understood then how those binary powers
flagrantly breach women’s rights while racing to consolidate their control. Surely,
dividing society politically through promoting and even glorifying a polarized
engendered discourse that came close to becoming the dominant paradigm of
thinking is one of the ugliest faces of patriarchy. This is clear by now in 2014 in
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sources.

Yet, women made their power of presence in other arenas as well of which
the most important was that of identity. In their attempt to combat the enforced
reformation of gender, women, unawares, resorted again to the discourse of
polarization. Post June30™ 2013%”, the conflict over political power swamped
women and the talk about rights became a luxury. On the other hand, in his final
speech on the 2nd of July, Morsi could not but reproduce the role of women as
mothers®. The non Islamist camp retaliated post June 30®. The face-veil (nigab)
came back to the foreground as the marker of Islamic ideology. Ridicule and
harsh verbal abuse of women wearing al-niqab got widespread and many had to
give up the streets. It was, simply, a proportional relation: the rising polarization
meant increasing presence of women.

Yet, one cannot deny that there was a wide spectrum of voices and not all
were reproducing polarization. Without the formation of a movement per se, the
incessant presence of women in the public sphere and the media led to the creation
of another space, not as Utopian as Midan al-Tahrir of the famous eighteen days ;
it is a space of resistance filled with revolutionary consciousness. Paradoxically,
it was the abuse and the realization that all governments were equally bent on
curbing women’s rights that set the point of departure of the process of self-
consciousness. As early as1991, Chandra Talpade Mohanty has contended that
the history of revolutionary movements has shown that consciousness is not the
result but it is the process where consciousness of self, including feminist and
class consciousness, “is a particular configuration of subjectivity, or subjective
limits, produced at the intersection of meaning and experience” (8). Having taken
to the streets for three years women strengthened their own resistance through
the form of “collective action by non collective actors” (Bayat, 97). Women
made their presence highly visible through resorting to ‘ordinary’ activities
and the practices of everyday life. It is in the daily micropolitics and extreme

(22) Hani Shukrallah, A People’s History of the Egyptian Revolution. Ahram Online. Friday 20
Sep 2013. http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContentP/4/82064/Opinion/A-people%E2%80%
99s-history-of-the-Egyptian-revolution-.aspx

(23) With demonstrations storming Egypt on June 30th, the presidency held a conference press
where the spokesperson spent not less than five minutes speaking about sexual harassment
in Midan al-Tahrir as a proof of the thuggery dominating the scene of opposition. This in
itself was another sign of polarization.

87



Shereen Abouelnaga sacball Cilial) g oy ™) T gna

against the ‘government of individualization>” (1982, 781)"”. Therefore, in their
marches, forms of solidarity, artistic expression, and all forms of coalitions, even
if temporary, women shattered the discursive, social and cultural barriers, erected
by the former regime(s). Collectives such as Fouada Watch and OpAnti Sexual
Harrasment””, for example, were the outcome of the outrage over sexual abuse
and rape. The rallies, marches, brochures, posters, and graffiti lobbied the hitherto
fragmented women’s movement, and revived hard-line activism. These forms of
protest, expressed aesthetically as well, supported a new discourse of subjectivity
since they reflected- in form and content- the new mapping of territories and the
dialectic play between margin and center. The more the female body was abused
the stronger and more solid activism is practiced. That this activist discourse
basically stems from different positionalities - locked for a long time in the
margins as a monolithic entity - endows it with power.

Since silence was what power expected from the assaulted women, activists
countered by publishing personal testimonies””. Gradually, documenting the
experience of harassment became part of documenting the revolution; politics
of the body became part and parcel of the body politic. The testimonies, some
of which were of really frightening experiences, circulated virally on the social
media, gained wide readership and increased resistance. These testimonies, from
my point of view among the strongest techniques of resistance where women broke
the absolutely sanctioned silence on questions of ‘gendered grammar of violence’
by changing their epistemic vision. The campaigns of testimonial literature
were aware of the risks lurking in their project, that the essential drawback of
documenting experience is that it “precludes analysis of the workings of this
system and of its historicity; instead it reproduces its terms” (Scott 1992, 25).
That is why the testimonies were not posted and circulated in isolation from the
necessary analysis. In all the statements, articles and interviews activists exposed
the workings of power in parallel with employing the testimonies as primary

(19) There is also a whole part entitled ‘transversality’ in Guattari’s book Molecular Revolution:
Psychiatry and Politics, (trans. Rosemary Sheed), Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984.

(20) Collectives that were established to combat sexual harassment: https://www.facebook.com/
FouadaWatch
http://www.facebook.com/OpAnti-Sexual Harrasment/Assault

(21) On the website of the feminist NGO, Nazra, all testimonies are available. http://nazra.org/
sexual/harrasment/terms
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spark that ignited the extreme polarized political discourse, and women became
the political and cultural markers of identity. However, we must remember that
the Mubarak regime has always considered women the markers of the nation’s
‘image’ as well. It only managed to play this tone down by jumping on the
bandwagon of ‘women’s rights’ and hijacking all the efforts of civil society. Hence,
State feminism. That is, the co-option of women'’s rights movement by the State,
or rather by the First Lady- Suzanne Mubarak in this case. Similarly, as part of
the ‘democratic paradox’ that has been governing the position of women'’s rights
in post-revolution Egypt, political actors and players continued to use gender and
women’s rights as a sub-text that could be foregrounded at any moment. With the
heavy-handed enforcement of the battle over ‘identity,” women’s rights returned
to occupy the front. Each camp employed the discourse about women to score
populist points off their rivals.

With the horrific rise of sexual harassment and abuse of female protesters
heavily commented on and documented, protesters, men and women, realized
that the Islamic junta- even if elected- is not different from the military junta that
preceded it and ruled the transitional period. It was a mere conflict over power
where women have been used then abused and their rights were compromised.
That the Islamic government, Islamic satellite channels"”, and the presidency
blamed female protesters for taking to the streets is reminiscent of the military’s
position in 2011. When women activists realized they had lost their space
physically, politically and discursively, they decided to lobby more and to
augment the power of their presence.

One should ask how activists managed to turn successive defeats into small
victories. In order for the new reverse discourse, that which is promoted by the
rising revolutionary generation, to have a socio-political effect, women activists
started by circulating it through different forms. Thus, the public transversality
of all forms of protests against disciplinary practices was a point of strength. In
his article “The Subject and Power” Foucault explains that transversal protests
“are not exactly for or against the ‘individual’ but rather they are struggles

(18) Report by Nina Burleigh quotes Egyptian Salafi preacher Ahmad Mahmoud Abdullah, who
said ‘women protesting in Tahrir Square have no shame and want to be raped.” See “Gang
rape, the dark side of Egypt’s protests” CNN. 3 July 2013.
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that Omaima Kamel, a member of the former drafting Constitution assembly, and
later appointed as the President’s adviser, declared in an interview that “the faith
of any uncircumcised woman is incomplete””.” I see this position as a gendered
formation (or rather re-formation) of identity. Members of the predominantly
Islamist Shura Council blamed sexual harassment on women for the way they
dressed and mingled with men, sparking anger among various women’s groups
in Egypt and abroad””. When the Rector of Mansoura University could easily
enforce the segregation of men and women in classes, he was hailed by Islamists
as a courageous man‘®. Polarization shifted from the discursive to the material
where the binary opposition of ‘we’ and ‘they’ increased the tension. I hasten
to add that the Civilian camp, which comprises all non Islamist parties and
public figures, was not exempt from reproducing the same discourse. It became
very common to hear such shameful expressions as ‘our women’ and ‘their
women’.

The last battle of polarization, which was a means of announcing a ‘new’
identity, was played up on the UN Commission on the Status of Women draft
Agreed Conclusions on violence against women (CWS). The document was
severely attacked by MB members and their online site before it was even
declared. It was accused by all Islamic factions of spreading promiscuity and
homosexuality"'”. In a thorough analysis of the MB’s response to the document,
Hoda El Sadda concludes that, “The rhetoric is painfully familiar and the aim
continues to be the same: using scare tactics to silence your opponents and divert
attention from the real issues at stake” (2013).

I contend, therefore, that the position on women’s rights and agency was the

lies in the belief that the procedure reduces the sexual desire of a female, thereby helping
maintain a girl’s virginity prior to marriage and her fidelity thereafter. http://www.unicef.
org/egypt/protection_148.html

(14) For a full story of the ambivalence of the ‘Muslim Sisters’ towards women’s rights see:
‘Egypt’s Muslim ‘Sisters’ rise with conservative vision, in USA Today, Nov.10, 2012. http:/
www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2012/11/10/egypt-muslim-women-politics/1696291/

(15) Dina Guirguis, “Sexual Assault and the Fall of Morsi”, Middle East Institute, July 8, 2013.
http://www.mei.edu/content/sexual-assault-and-fall-morsi

(16) http://wwwl.youm7.com/News.asp?NewsID=790575&SecID=97&IssuelD=168

(17) The National Council for Women, which represented Egypt in the conference, criticized the
unwarranted attacks, particularly the Islamist belief that they have a monopoly over religion,
emphasizing that comments should not be made without “reference to facts.”
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in 2013 an Islamic women’s march was attacked by the security forces and
Islamists resorted to the same technique of protesting they had already vilified
and condemned earlier. It was too late for the gap between two camps to be
redressed, and women were bent on increasing the conflict by reproducing the
ideologies at war.

More polarization and increasing presence

The rule that replaced the military fared even worse. Under the military
women knew that there is a future to anticipate. Yet, the future that finally
arrived with the cloak of ‘Islam’ was perhaps the same. Ironically speaking,
women queued for hours to vote for the Islamist candidate, under the belief that
democracy was at hand. The women who practiced their power of presence in
long queues in front of the poll stations in May 2012 had to face another blow.
The moment Mohamed Morsi was elected President his supporters took to the
streets to celebrate. Part of this celebration was basically to harass verbally
any unveiled woman by shouting “your kind is to disappear soon”"'”. That was
alarming and frightening; yet, it was also a sign that women were to be the
bargaining terrain again, and the key to holding political control. It is important
that the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) never hesitated to declare their ambivalent
position towards women’s rights, which was oscillating between indifference and
apathy or contempt. For example, The National Council for Women (NCW) came
under severe attack, the Brotherhood’s female MPs supported the female genital

5(13)

mutilation (FGM), commonly known as ‘circumcision’ ', strongly to the extent

and the Justice party (FJP), the political arm of the Muslim Brotherhood, vilified the women
who participated in the march in an interview in Al Sharq Al Awsat, on January 14, 2012.
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=4&issueno=12100&article=658885

(12) The collection of stories from eye witnesses is huge. Unveiled women were stopped at the
street to be lectured about the importance of donning the veil; veiled women were equally
harassed on the basis that their dress was not proper. Unfortunately, I was exposed to one of
those ‘lectures’ where my reaction was highly aggressive and belligerent.

(13) The procedure is usually performed on girls between the ages of 9 to 12 years, prior to the
onset of puberty. In the past, the procedure -involving removal of the clitoris, together with
the excision of all or part of the labia minora — was generally carried out by traditional
birth attendants (dayas) and “health barbers” (who also perform circumcision of boys). The
operation was frequently done without an anesthetic, using knives or razors. In recent years,
however, more than 60 percent of circumcisions have been performed by physicians and
nurses. A variety of reasons are cited for FGM/C’s perpetuation. The principal justification
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in her 20s, she is upper Egyptian (the South), an activist, veiled, and her family
has Islamic leanings. Thus Samira I. is oppressed by her gender and upbringing,
privileged by her veil and thus more blamed by religious rules, privileged by her
revolutionary spirit and thus used as a living proof of the immorality of the rising
generation. This concept of contradictory subject positions was shown clearly
in the reception of Ibrahim’s public testimony of the brutality she experienced.
Some accused her of betraying her religion, while others expressed their respect
towards her attitude. On the other hand, she was considered a liar by many,
whereas others believed her and acted accordingly.

The staunch networks of resistance and solidarity formed around the crisis
declared the female body as a site of conflicting interpretations and ideological
inscriptions and polarization. As women managed to demolish ideological
barriers in Midan Al-Tahrir, they re-erected them to accentuate their ideologies.
Gender became, unfortunately, the essential element in defining the conflicting
camps, who were themselves in struggle over definite constructs of femininity.

The girl stripped to her blue bra towards the end of 2012 critically
problematized the female body even more™. It is worth mentioning here that
the controversy over this horrendous violation marked one of the main points
of gender polarization in post-revolution Egypt. On the 20th December, 2011,
a huge women’s march took place to condemn this violation."” Although the
march was huge, where several thousands women marched through down town
Cairo in expression of anger, the Islamic voice, in all its factions, vilified the girl
and the march equally”'”. Interestingly enough, and in a mode of role exchange,

(9) In mid December 2011, that woman was stripped to her ‘blue bra’ and jeans by the police. In
solidarity with her, the revolutionaries called her ‘Sit al-banat’ (lady of the ladies) as a mark
of honor. Her photograph was front page in all local and several international papers and
magazines, as a proof of the brutality of the regime, the Military Junta then. It is noteworthy
here to mention that the infamous question ‘why did she ever go there?’ started with this
incident in an attempt to condemn the girl. For a panoramic view of how the female body
turned into a site of conflict see, for example, Vickie Langohr, “This is our Square”: Fighting
Sexual Assault at Cairo Protests. MERIP, Vol. 43, Fall 2013. http://www.merip.org/mer/
mer268/our-square

(10) David D. Kirkpatrick, “Mass March by Cairo Women in Protest Over Abuse by Soldiers”, in
The New York Times, Dec. 20, 2011. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/21/world/middleeast/
violence-enters-5th-day-as-egyptian-general-blames-protesters.html?pagewanted=all& r=0

(11) Manal Abou El Hasan , who was the secretary of Women Committee in Cairo of the Freedom
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to file a lawsuit against the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF)"”. The
courage this girl exhibited was shockingly subversive of a ‘docile’ society that
has learnt not to break silence over the question of sexual harassment or rape
(both acts entail a subtle questioning of the woman’s ‘honor’). Throughout a long
tedious process, Samira I. came out victorious and yet defeated. Her decision
to break the silence surely positions her as the precursor of the transformation
process. On the occasion of the second anniversary of the Revolution, Jaddaliya
launched a series of articles, amongst which Sherine Seikaly wrote an article
entitled “The Meaning of Revolution: On Samira Ibrahim,” where she concluded
that Ibrahim’s courage is based on the fact that she “did not claim the category of
the Virgin as a sacred space of refuge” (2013).”” When an interview with Samira
I. was uploaded on YouTube, the comments were mostly accusative and vilifying.
The discourse that Samira I. and her supporters adopted and promoted in face
of what Sharon Marcus calls “a gendered grammar of violence” (1992, 392)
managed to shake the dominant discourse, even if mildly. By smashing the myth
of the female body as a symbol of personal and collective national honor, and as
a site of docility Samira I. and her generation shifted all forms of violence and
abuse practiced on the female body to the political terrain.

However, the extreme socio-cultural resistance to the endorsement of such a
discursive shift led to another conflict over the concept of identity. The vilification
of Samira I. sprang from a fixed discourse of identity that viewed women’s
subjectivity from within an orthodox paradigm of values and roles, very similar
to the Bourgeois Victorian paradigm. On the other hand, Samira 1.’s generation
was developing a new discourse of identity that was a corollary of the revolution
itself within a context of political fluidity, and even polarization. Put differently,
this incident with all its repercussions was employed by the rising generation to
revolutionize a hegemonic cultural discourse that plays on the position of the
subject. Samira I.’s position deserves a closer look. She is a young single woman

(7) Elizabeth Flock, Samira Ibrahim is the woman behind Egypt’s ban of virginity tests. The
Washington Post, December 27, 2011. http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/
post/samira-ibrahim-is-the-woman-behind-egypts-ban-of-virginity-tests/2011/12/27/
gIQACKNgKP blog.html

(8) Sherine Seikaly, “The Meaning of Revolution: On Samira Ibrahim,” in Jaddaliya, January
28 2013.
http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/9814/the-meaning-of-revolution_on-samira-ibrahim#
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of socio-political control, started to be a systematic practice against women
protesters. While physical abuse and torture of men was interpreted socially to be
political, all forms of abuse practiced on women’s bodies were taken wrongly by
society in its entirety, including many activists, to be cultural. Foucault explains
that the purpose of employing the body as a means of discipline and punishment
is that:

It defined how one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only so
that they may do what one wishes, but so that they may operate as
one wishes, with the techniques, the speed and the efficiency that
one determines. Thus, discipline produces subjected and practiced
bodies, ‘docile bodies’ (1979, 138).

However, Foucault treats the experiences of the human body as if there is
no difference between men and women. One should ask how the disciplinary
practices engender the bodies of women. Since the analysis aims at explaining
how the genders violence was transformed by women into a means of resistance
and a route to agency, we should try to capture the point of irreversibility to
fathom how the transformation of meaning started to take place, slowly but
surely. While the crowded Midan was devoid of any polarization, and while post
Mubarak’s departure should have eliminated any possibility for such extreme
polarized grouping and positioning, what happened was exactly the opposite as
the example of the happenings of International Women’s Day has showed.

Nonetheless, the female activists and protesters never gave in to this huge
socio-political pressure. Conditions that were constraining and enslaving turned
to be experienced as liberating and transforming. Put differently, what was
disciplined as a docile body turned into a body in revolt. However, the reactions
to and interactions with the gendered disciplinary practices were not monolithic.
The vicissitudes of reception form the process of gender transformation. These

varieties of reception are what I will examine closer.

Different constructs of femininity

Several women who had to go through the shameful experience of the
‘virginity tests’ chose to resort to silence, and one only, Samira Ibrahim, decided
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The significance of space as a situational marker of identity underlined the
narrative of Midan al-Tahrir in the 18 days® sit-in. The politics of this locational
situation erased the mere possibility of any physical violation, and the female
body lost its mythic identity whereas the female subject found her agency.
Hence, the disentanglement of sex and gender. This explains, for example, the
complete absence of any incident of sexual assault or harassment during this
period. However, we cannot say that Midan al-Tahrir as a location was de-
gendered, since the very existence of gender as a discursive concept allowed for
the situational discourse of positionality, as explained above by Friedman. What
Teresa de Lauretis viewed in 1986 as a shift in the feminist understanding of
female subjectivity was reflected in the dynamics of power and gender relations in
Midan al-Tahrir Square. It was a shift from the reductive view of women defined
purely and straightforwardly by sexual difference to the “complex notion that the
female subject is a site of differences ... that are not only sexual or only racial,
economic, or (sub) cultural, but all of these together, and often enough at odds
with one another” (1986, 14). In sum, Midan al-Tahrir as a geopolitical location,
and a moment of crisis, facilitated going ‘beyond gender’ and established the
female subject as a full agent.

Because of such a Utopian experience in Midan al-Tahrir, it was heart
breaking to witness the polarization that took place right after Mubarak was
deposed on February 11" 2011, the female body immediately became a site of
contest. Let me explain how this happened. In March 2011, a huge women’s
march celebrating the international women’s day turned ugly, and women were
heckled and abused by a counter mob‘®. The next day, a few hundreds took to
Midan al-Tahrir again to protest to the excessive use of force by the military and
to the military trials of civilians, and they were arrested. While men and women
were tortured and jailed in the military prison, women had to bear a bigger share
of humiliation. In full view of several offices, were forced to go through a series
of virginity tests. That was a defining moment. Body disciplining, as a means

(5) See note n. 2.

(6) Jumanah Younis, “Egypt’s revolution means nothing if its women are not free,” The
Guardian, March 9, 2011. If you google “international women’s day in Egypt 2011” you
will get hundreds of entries that narrate and, of course, condemn what happened on that day.
I am citing this entry because the writer was one of the protesters who participated in the
march.
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ruffled. Due to the long hours spent there, I started conversing with the woman
standing next to me. I cannot deny that it was mere curiosity that pushed me to
speak with her because she was face veiled. She confided in me that her husband
refused to join al-Tahrir protest and so she disobeyed him and came on her own
since she “could not stay home and not participate in this miraculous event”. She
also said that she had to take a long complicated route to arrive to al Midan since
most of the roads leading to it were blocked. At the end of our talk, I noticed that
the dress of that woman was almost woven into the private space of the French
journalist sitting on the asphalt and completely immersed in his work. Neither of
them minded this metaphorical fusion and perhaps they never noticed it. In other
circumstances, a similar scene would have been unthinkable. Outside al Midan,
this woman would have never stood in the vicinity of a ‘foreigner’, and she would
have never talked to me in that friendly way. Yet, in that particular geo-political
situation, her gendered ideology was not a factor in the equation at all. It goes
without saying that such situations were repeated daily, where gender was never
in the foreground. Different codes of dress and behavior interacted positively
(probably that was the only time), and learnt a good deal about each other without
a single trace of condemnation. Where had the gender gone?

It is not news to say that identity resists fixity; what is novel is that Midan al-
Tahrir had its own rhetoric of space where gender was lurking in the background
not obstructing the democratic path. The woman’s husband reluctance to
participate motivated her to push gender to the background and to bring her
political will to the foreground. Once in the location, she assumed a discourse of
positionality that Susan Friedman calls “situational”:

So while the person’s identity is the product of multiple subject
positions, these axes of identity are not equally fore grounded in every
situation. Change the scene, and the most relevant constituents of
identity come into play. The other axes of identity do not disappear;
they are just not as salient in this particular scene (1998, 23).

Once she found her place in mapping the struggle and became part of the
collective subjectivity, this woman went beyond gender without abandoning
it, and other constituents of her identity were highlighted, like social class or
education or ideology.
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Turn our attention to the holders of political power and ask how, when
and why they choose to become accessories to misogynistic atrocities
and/or collude with individuals, groups or movements that perpetrate
them. That is why people are on the streets. Their target is no longer
just women and their bodies but the body politic itself (2013).

To understand the situation at depth, we need to think of the holders of
political power in 2011- the military in this case- who were bent on silencing all
opposing voices in order to restore an ambiguous and ambivalent problematic
concept of ‘stability. Women were, certainly, the first target of the military junta
and their Islamist allies. They had to be sent back home.

However, the use of the word ‘women’ is not accurate. If some women were
really the target of power, other women blessed the strategies of silencing all
rising voices. In this case, the word ‘women’ is similar to the word ‘patriarchy’
in that it refers to a coherent and monolithic body. The only assumption we can
make is that all women, coming from different political currents, were reduced
into a single body. It is the female body that was targeted, and no political power
is exempt from the blame. The political holders of power have abided by this
rule; the only differentiating criterion was alterity. That is to say, women whose
position is different from or opposed to the hegemonic power are always the
target of aggression and atrocities. The element of gender has been the driving
force of alterity; therefore, gender is forgrounded and accentuated as a basic
element of identity politics only in highly conflicting moments and struggle over
power. Women, unfortunately, fell into the trap of polarization. Two contrasting
examples will explain how this happened.

A binary logic generated the image of self and other which was reflected in
gender politics. However, during the 18 days, the identity politics ‘within’ Midan
al-Tahrir were trying to combat the deformation ‘without’. Gender, in al Midan,
was employed as an asset for the protesters, whereas it was used as a means of
deformation by the outsiders. How has gender functioned as an asset in al Midan,
a geopolitical location in itself? A personal anecdote might help answering this
question. Exactly on the 1* of February in 2011, I was participating in the million
man/woman protest in al Midan. Much to my surprise, the overcrowded place was
not suffocating, as people were very careful to respect the private space of each
other, not to mention the exaggerated apologies one used to hear if a sleeve was
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regime, or to be more accurate, the overthrow of Mubarak only. The regime
turned out to be deeply rooted in both the state institutions and the mentality

5(4)

of the people. And so, ‘the revolution continues’ " to topple multiple faces of

patriarchy.

Apparently, the ‘promise’ of 2011 has rapidly faded only to give its place
to peril and despair. The comparative lens through which Deniz Kandiyoti reads
the situation renders a complete panoramic picture that spots the complexities
of women'’s rights in the scene of the revolt. Kandiyoti’s reading of the situation
takes into consideration the multiple powers in play, and so breaching women’s
rights is a result, since these powers were contradictory in their discourse which
led to crushing or ignoring women’s rights. In other words, violating women’s
rights is the necessary manifestation of the dynamics of power. The alleged
rise of democracy and the concomitant fall of women’s rights have formed a
paradox, much talked about in the plethora of pieces written about Egypt and
Tunisia. Scholars and observers have tended to document the atrocities women
have suffered from, and have always concluded with the ascription of these to a
strongly patriarchal society that stood adamantly in the face of the demands for
liberty and equality. I believe that such an interpretation overlooks the role of the
State- whether an oppressive or a national machinery- and women themselves
in perpetrating discursive and physical violence against women, and how some
‘against the grain’ voices resisted this trajectory.

It is highly misleading to blame ‘patriarchy’ across the board since this
is a simplistic interpretation of the power dynamics. As an abstract concept,
‘patriarchy’ does not provide a space for responsibility or accountability. It is
unrealistic to treat patriarchy as a coherent project that stands on its own devoid
of other factors. A close look at the program of the ousted Islamic President,
for example, proves that neo-liberalism was to be revived and that women, as
has always been the case in the third world, were bound to pay the dear price.
Therefore, patriarchy as the sole factor of analysis does not mirror reality whereas
the factor of power relations guarantees women’s struggle to be fruitful not
debilitating. Kandiyoti believes that in order to understand the multiple faces of
patriarchy we must:

(4) This chant, considered the leitmotif of the Revolution, thymes in Arabic, and nothing of it
has been achieved till now. That is why the slogan of ‘the revolution continues’.
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the military and their supporters; and 2012 & 2013 witnessed the poignant
attempts at ‘islamizing’ the concept of gender, 2014 was the year of ululations
and dancing in celebration of a new constitution and of the ousting of Islamists
by the military. The three years then seem like a closed circuit, that which was
shunned in 2011 is now hailed, and those who were elected are now ousted. In
all that, one can safely say that women have been, and still are, among one of the
major players on the scene. Their powerful presence in the Squares, marches, sit-
ins, demonstrations, and participation in the elections cannot be overlooked. The
stamina and persistence with which they carried out their socio-political choices
and the awareness of their different positional ties is a striking fact that forces
one to re-evaluate. This ‘power of presence’, to quote the Iranian Sociologist
Asef Bayat (2010, 97), that augmented polarization at some point, is the second
concern of this paper.

‘Promise and Peril’®

One of the crushed aspirations in truncated transitions has been women’s
rights where the wrangling looming over the question of gender equality has
never stopped. The conflict over power that ensued post the ousting of Mubarak
was marked by the discursive centrality of gender issues. Gender became the
defining factor of every political group, and it was turned into a medium through
which ideological identities were channeled. The greatest disappointment lies in
offering up women'’s rights as an issue of populist compromise that justified the
horrendous abuses that took place since 2011. Conflicting political discourses
took control of the scene; and, many powers- though not in agreement- have
pushed the mute button of women’s demands. Sadly enough, the appearance
of women'’s rights on the program of any political party- even the new ones-
turned out to be decorative not functional. Some scholars have seen that the
so called ‘Arab Spring’ presents a ‘democratic paradox’ (Kandiyoti 2012) in
relation to women’s rights. I do not fully agree with this. We should never
forget that the fusion of mobilized citizenry into one bloc chanting for freedom
will remain an overwhelming image that led to the overthrow of Mubarak’s

(3) Prominent Turkish scholar Deniz Kandiyoti has written three successive articles in Open
Democracy since 2011 about the trajectory of women’s rights in the Arab Spring. In this
paper, I am using the title of her first article (March 2011) “Promise and Peril”.
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Introduction

Any attempt at analyzing the transformation and reconstruction of gender
in the context of the Egyptian Revolution might seem like mission impossible.
The successive events, truncated aspirations, horrendous violations, and the huge
reservoir of details are likely to confuse anyone who is trying to understand
the complex and multi-faceted role women have played, and still are, in this
Revolution. Because of that, one wonders at the readiness of some international
conferences to send a call for papers entitled, for example, ‘role of women in
the uprisings of the Arab world.” Apparently, many hasty readings of gender
do not encompass the fact that the transformation of gender in post-revolution
Egypt has been from the very beginning, i.e., 2011, tied to and governed by
the path of political transformation. The close interconnection between gender,
identity politics and religion is what renders the location of gender much more
complicated; and, therefore, we cannot talk about gendered identity in the singular.
The multiple gender identities” that displayed themselves in different roles
emerged on contesting grounds right immediately after the famous 18
days®. That which seemed to be a fulfilled dream for one functioned as a
crushed aspiration for another.

Purpose of the study and methodology

How far the multiple gendered identities have contributed to the socio-
political chasm and the state of polarization is one of the concerns of this paper.
The main purpose is to seek an understanding of what happened between 2011
and 2014. While 2011 witnessed all forms of violations of women’s rights by

(1) Gender identity is a person’s private sense and experience of their own gender. The term cuts
across social theory, gender studies, psychology, and cultural studies.

(2) On January 25, 2011 Millions of Egyptians took to the streets in a mass protest to the
excessive physical torture in police stations and prisons. However, the situation escalated
on January 28, commonly known as “Friday of Anger”, protesters were unified under one
demand, i.e., “leave’, in reference to Mubarak. Therefore, protesters organized a sit-in in
Midan al-Tahrir that lasted till February 11, 2011, the day of Mubarak’s departure. Hence,
the big sit-in.
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Abstract

How far the multiple gendered identities have contributed to the socio-political
chasm and the state of polarization is one of the concerns of this paper. The main
purpose is to seek an understanding of what happened between 2011 and 2014. While
2011 witnessed all forms of violations of women's rights by the military and their
supporters; and 2012 & 2013 witnessed the poignant attempts at ‘islamizing’ the
concept of gender, 2014 was the year of ululations and dancing in celebration of a
new constitution and of the ousting of Islamists by the military. The three years then
seem like a closed circuit, that which was shunned in 2011 is now hailed, and those
who were elected are now ousted. In all that, one can safely say that women have been,
and still are, among one of the major players on the scene. Their powerful presence in
the Squares, marches, sit-ins, demonstrations, and participation in the elections cannot
be overlooked. The stamina and persistence with which they carried out their socio-
political choices and the awareness of their different positional ties is a striking fact that
forces one to re-evaluate. Women's conspicuous presence that augmented polarization
at some point is the second concern of this paper.

Keywords: Women; Resistance; polarization; body politics; identity politics;
space; player; gender; Egypt.
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also in Turkey, as Alev Cinar has shown". Secularist or Islamic modernity
involved the uncovering or covering of women’s bodies. I have shown above
how the public debate during the 1920s over the Aijab, in the 1930s over the
issues raised in Tahar Haddad’s book, over women’s political rights starting in
the 1940s, the autonomy of feminists during the 1980s, the constitutionalization
of women'’s rights in 2011-2012, and so on, enabled feminist groups to evolve
and to express their thinking differently according to the forces in play. These
different periods each saw a different kind of independent Tunisian feminism,
varying between universalist (for complete equality between the sexes with
differences between them of social and/or cultural origin) and differentialist
forms (for equality but believing that certain activities are better suited to each
sex), reflecting the character of debates that dominated the public sphere up until
the end of the 2000s. These two trends debated their ideas over the three decades
since the 1980s, whereas Islamist women — essentialist feminists(where feminine
specificities are complementary to masculine ones and both are necessary to
humanize society) — were prevented from participating in public discussion and
their thinking did not evolve in public space under the Ben Ali regime. And while
universalist and differentialist feminists, without being in opposition to Islam, call
for a greater role for the state and a more limited role for religion, the essentialist
feminists are still seeking their way. The debate over “complementarity” was the
first significant public occasion for them to revisit their fundamental visions of
women’s rights.

(3) Alev Cinar. “Subversion and subjugation in the public sphere: secularism and the islamic
headscarf.” Signs. Vol. 33, N 4, (Summer 2008). pp. 891-913.

(4) Lilia Labidi. “Y-a-t-il un futur pour le féminisme au masculin et le féminisme d’Etat en
Tunisie?” in Revue Socialiste, Le temps des femmes, n°51, third trimester 2013, Pp. 147-
150.
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had been adopted by Tunisia’s first transitional government in August 2011.

Conclusion

To conclude, I would like to highlight three aspects. The case of the
Tunisian feminist movement testifies to women’s contribution to the process of
secularization and reinterpreting religious thinking — dimensions that have been
marginalized in the social sciences, with little work being done on women figures
in Islam, or on Islamist women in their variety, or on women members of Nahdha,
or on secular women’s struggles in this area. Now, during each of the periods I have
discussed, it is clear that feminist constructions of what I have called elsewhere
a theory of evil — that is, of the obstacles, barriers, discriminations, misogynous
visions that prevent women from achieving their goals -- enabled feminists
engaged in political parties or in national or independent organizations, to identify
the elements that motivated their struggles — colonialism and patriarchy from the
1900s to the 1950s, discrimination, authoritarianism, misogyny, and patriarchy
from the 1980s to the 2000s'”. These struggles and constructions contributed to
the promulgation of the Personal Status Code and to the constitutionalization of
women’s rights, an increasingly widespread demand of women.

The second aspect relates to the support feminists found among some male
intellectual and political figures, which can be explained on the psychological
level by the recognition these figures had of the dependence of men upon women
and which Hédi Labidi, Tahar Haddad, Farhat Hached and especially Habib
Bourguiba avowed”. The reforms introduced in fundamental institutions between
the 1950s and the 2000s, and the democratization of education, encouraged the
formation of a new subjectivity that played an important role in the defense of
women’s rights by political parties and national organizations in 1988 and in
2003.

The third and last aspect concerns women and their bodies. Women'’s bodies
appeared as central to the Bourguiba and Ben Ali regimes, as it also did for the
Islamic Tendency Movement that later became the Nahdha party, and as it did

(1) Lilia Labidi. Cabra Hachma: sexualité et tradition. Tunis:Dar Ennawras, 1989.
(2) Lilia Labidi. “Condition féminine et réaménagement des sentiments dans le monde arabe.”
In Sow, Fatou (ed.) La recherche féminine francophone. Paris: Karthala, 2009. Pp. 269-280.
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the hijab worn by women for their not reaching decision-making positions; and
Souad Abderrahim, who had succeeded during the electoral campaign in giving
Nahdha an image different from that of the 1980s, was put on the television to
reassure the population, to defuse the crisis, confronting Ahlem Belhadj, a child
psychiatrist and president of the ATFD, and declaring that the text was not final
and that it could certainly be changed. Eventually, the mixed commission of the
ANC, charged with coordinating and making coherent the work of the various
ANC committees, decided to modify Article 28 and to adopt the phrase “equality
between the two sexes, equality of opportunity as a function of competence, and
legal punishment for violence against women” — an article that gained general
consensus -- before sending it to the Committee on Rights and Freedoms and to
the plenary session of the ANC®?.

It is important to point out, here, that the Islamic feminist movement,
following the October 2011 elections and the intense public discussion, was
marked by numerous tensions, pushing these women to define themselves,
just as this public discussion led some women members of the secular parties
to come closer to Nahdha women members of the ANC. Souad Abderrahim
made a declaration where she withdrew her criticism of Tunisia’s lifting its
CEDAW reservations in the summer of 2011, saying, “There is no question of
one woman being against another woman. The gains achieved are untouchable.
It is essential to struggle against patriarchal society and the macho mentality that
dominates”®. Meherzia Labidi[no relation to the author], vice-president of the
ANC and wearing the Aijab, questioned wearing the nigab, encouraged women to
take fate into their own hands, expressed her anger at the rape of a young woman
by two policemen, and asked for the judicial system to hear the testimony of
the parents of Amina Sboui, a militant of the Femen movement, who had been
arrested for defacing a cemetery wall and possessing tear gas. Finally, in April
2014, the Tunisian government formally notified the UN Secretary-General that
the government was lifting its reservations regarding CEDAW, a measure that

(55) (Unsigned article). “Le fameux article 28 sur la ‘complémentarité’, recalé.” www.
espacemanager.com/politique/tunisie-le-fameux-article-28-sur-la-complementarite-recale.
html (25/9/2012).

(56) Amel Djait. “Maya Jeribi: Les femmes d’EnNahdha vivent un déchirement réel.” (22/3/2013)
http://directinfo.webmanagercenter.com/2013/03/22/maya-jeribi-les-femmes-denNahdha-
vivent-un-dechirement-reel/
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paternalist approach that gave absolute power to the man while denying to the
woman her full citizenship rights, and they reproached the text for not recognizing
the woman as “an independent being,” as “a citizen having the same human rights
and freedoms as the man.” The group rebelled against a definition where the
woman was defined in relation to the man as father, husband, or brother®”. The
signers called for rejecting the notion of “complementarity” between man and
woman, in as much as it was open to misunderstanding and its interpretation
risked a number of dangers, opening the door to the technique of fait accompli as
was seen in the case of the Algerian Family Code in 1984.

Farida Labidi®? Souad Abderrahim®? Meherzia Labidi®®

After demonstrations on 13 August 2012 that mobilized political parties
and national organizations opposed to the notion of “complementarity” and to
Nahdha, which was seen as supporting it, and where women appeared in large
numbers to demonstrate against attacks on their rights — the opposition to Nahdha
began to treat women wearing the Aijab disdainfully, assimilating them, no matter

what their actual profession, to women working in hammam-s"”. making fun of
them on internet social networks — a phenomenon similar to one pointed out by

Alev Cinar in Turkey. And the Minister for Women’s and Family Affairs blamed

(50) (Unsigned article). “Quel avenir pour la femme tunisienne? Complémentaire ou égale?”
www.tunisiefocus.com/politique/quel-avenir-pour-la-femme-Tunisian-complementaire-ou-
egale-17727/ (13/08/2012).

(51) (Unsigned article). “Quel avenir pour la femme tunisienne? Complémentaire ou égale?”
www.tunisiefocus.com/politique/quel-avenir-pour-la-femme-Tunisian-complementaire-ou-
egale-17727/ (13/08/2012).

(52) Source: www.babnet.net (Farida Labidi is not related to the author.)

(53) A profession located at the bottom of the scale of professions.

(54) A profession located at the bottom of the scale of professions.
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de la femme avec I’homme”) led to a strong reaction, giving a political character
to the debate. The content of Article 28 of the ANC’s proposed constitution
was revealed by Selma Mabrouk of the Ettakatol party(one of the parties in the
governmental “troika” led by Nahdha and also including the CPR which, together
with Ettakatol, is a secularist party; Mabrouk later left Ettakatol and joined the
Al-Massar party). It stipulates: “the State guarantees the protection of women’s
rights and what has been achieved, according to the principle of complementarity
with the man within the family and as the associate of man in the development of
the country.” This was received as an assault on the culture of Tunisians who, since
1956, often call the Personal Status Code “the country’s constitution.” Women,
fearing for their position in society, reacted against this article that consecrated
“complementarity” and not “equality” between the sexes, which was perceived as
a regression with regard to what had already been achieved.

In addition, this content was revealed a few days before the 13" August when,
annually, the promulgation of the Personal Status Code in 1956 is celebrated.
Selma Mabrouk wrote on her Facebook page, “I am a Tunisian woman and before
being a woman or a Tunisian, I am a human being and a full citizen” and she
launched a petition on her site calling for “protecting the citizenship rights of
women in Tunisia” and against the formulation that defines the woman “with
regard to the man” and a vision that doesn’t say that the man is the “complement

48
to the woman”“*®.

Immediately, a group of associations came together, composed of the ATFD,
AFTURD, the Tunisian League for the Defense of Human Rights(LTDH), the
executive committee and the women’s commission of the UGTT trade union, the
Tunisian section of Amnesty International, and the National Council for Freedoms,
which published a declaration on August 4 saying they were scandalized by
the suppression of the “principle of the equality between the sexes” and by the
insult to the dignity and citizenship of women“”. The group also highlighted the

(48) Sabrina Dufourmont. “Tunisie: la femme n’est plus 1’égale de I’homme.” http://www.lepoint.
fr/monde/en-tunisie-la-femme-n-est-plus-1-egale-de-1-homme-09-08-2012-1494534 24.php
(9/08/2012).

(49) (Unsigned article). “Le cadeau d’EnNahdha: ‘la complémentarité’ de la femme ‘avec
I’homme’ et non 1’égalité entre les sexes.” http://www.elkasbah.net/tunisie-fete-de-la-femme-
le-cadeau-denNahdha-la-complementarite-de-la-femme-avec-lhomme-et-non-legalite-entre-
les-sexes/
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respect what the other considers sacred “.

The Maghreb region has been experiencing a debate over freedom of
conscience for some years now. The positions of various religious orientations
and political parties differs from country to country. During Ramadan 2013 the
Tunisian preacher Adel Almi announced that he intended to take photographs of
people breaking the fast and to post them on Facebook, to which a number of
Tunisians — youth(both male and female), urban, and mostly belonging to the
upper middle class — answered that they would put their own photos on Facebook,
showing themselves eating during Ramadan, a gesture that gained much support.
In Morocco, groups had been protesting for several years against Article 222 of
the Penal Code, which provides six months in prison and a fine of almost 100
Euros(approximately $US 135) for anyone obviously breaking the Ramadan fast
in a public place. And then, also in 2013, in the presence of the King of Morocco,
the Imam of a mosque in Safi declared that Islam was not against the right of
apostasy and non-respect of Ramadan. This speech showed a consensus of
reactions among Islamist political figures, with 4/-Adl Wa al-Ihsan agreeing with
it, its second-in-command, Fathallah Arsalane, saying “that no pressure can be
put on the individual’s choice, spiritual relationship, and right to know God” and
maintaining that “True democracy is sufficiently open to support all opinions™“®.
The al-Jamad movement found in this position a way to distinguish itself from
a controversial fatwa on apostasy issued by the Council of Oulama-s, calling
for apostates to be condemned to death. In Algeria, at Tizi Ouzou, almost 500
people, some without clear political affiliation, lunched in public in the middle of

Ramadan to demonstrate their freedom of choice®”

B. Complementarity

The phrase, “complementarity of the woman to the man” (“complémentarité

(45) Frida Dahmani. “Rached Ghannouchi: Islam et politique sont indissociables.”” Jeune
afrique.com http://www.jeuneafrique.com/Article/JA2692p054-059.xml10/ (27/8/ 2012)

(46) “Liberté de conscience: Al Adl Wal IThssane pour le droit a ’apostasie et le non respect
du Ramadan?” (25/4/2013) http://maroc.msn.com/news/maghreb-news/1057744/liberte-de-
conscience-al-adl-wal-ihssane-pour-le-droit-a-lapostasie-et-le-non-respect-du-ramadan/

(47) Report on Algeria: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RPcCsLwAOS80 ; on France http:/
www.youtube.com/watch?v=NIeHrF6g090 (Accessed 25/10/2013)
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middle of the day, preparing to have her lunch, with a beer, in her garden®".

Two other scenes are filmed with a hidden camera, because El Fani was still
waiting to receive official permission to film from the Ministry of Culture. In
a taxi she enters into a conversation with the taxi-driver, saying that she didn’t
believe in God. All the taxi driver answers is, “That’s your business”*”. The
last scene shows the filmmaker in a café with its windows covered with paper
and its clients, all men, drinking coffee either at the bar or seated at a table.
She whispers to her assistant, “They behave as though they were fasting, but
without fasting,” and asks her assistant to film with the hidden camera. Clients
who overheard the filmmakers’ remarks oppose the filming and a conversation
begins on the first article of the Tunisian Constitution which says, “Tunisia is a
free state, independent and sovereign; its religion is Islam, its language is Arabic,
and its regime is a Republic.” She remarks that the government is one thing and
religion is another and, denouncing authoritarianism, says that liberty is to be
thought of as one wishes.

Attacked on Facebook, the filmmaker brought two legal cases, one in France
and the other in Tunisia®”’, engaging to defend her Tunisian case Bochra Belhaj
Hmida, former ATFD president and someone who is clear about her fears for
the freedoms of belief and expression“”. Frida Dahmani, a journalist for Jeune
Afrique, questioned Rashid Ghannouchi, founder of the Nahdha party, about his
position regarding Tunisians who claim the right to not fast during Ramadan, and
he answered, “Whether a person fasts or not concerns only that person and his/her
commitment to God. Simply, those who don’t fast must respect those who do.”
As for whether one can be a good Tunisian citizen and not a practicing Muslim,
or even an atheist, he answers, “All Tunisians are free” and “No Muslim can
excommunicate another,” and that “Living together” means the duty of each to

(41) Title: Revenues from beer sales in 2012 almost doubled compared to 2009.

First trimester Hectoliters Revenue

2012 387,628 21.3 million dinars
2011 283,783 14.3

2010 289,706 15

2009 265,156 13.8

Source: http://www.maxulabourse.com.tn/news/attachments/110025_25042012-1.pdf

(42) http://www.telerama.fr/cinema/laicite_inch allah revolution tunisie,73190.php

(43) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3SWzsRSyFIU

(44) Bochra Bel Haj Hmida, list head for the Ettakatol Party in Zaghouan for the October 2011
elections, was not elected.
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To better understand why these results didn’t meet the expectations
of the elites, we need to return to several events that occurred between 2011
and 2012 and that illustrate the tensions among various social groups and the
role played by women in defining freedom of conscience and relations within
the family.

IV. New social demands

In this section I wish to discuss two events that renewed debates that
occurred in Tunisia a half-century earlier, but now where the main actors are
women. The documentary film Ni dieu ni maitre (Nadia El Fani, 2011) provoked
great controversy over freedom of conscience and over fasting during Ramadan,
reminding Tunisians of Bourguiba’s call to not fast and also how the state, to
avoid the people’s anger, forbid the sale of alcohol during Ramadan and took
measures that allowed cafés and restaurants in tourist zones to remain open
but, by keeping their windows covered, to do so in a way that would not shock
the population. The second case concerns the controversy that arose over the
formulation in Article 28 of the constitution proposed by the ANC that took office
after the October 2011 elections, a formulation that spoke of “complementarity”

between man and woman rather than “equality.”

A. “Laicité InchAllah”

Nadia El Fani, a filmmaker well-known for her Bedwin Hacker (2003),
Les enfants de Lénine (2007) devoted to her Communist father, as well as for
a number of documentaries and short films, provoked a strong reaction among
Salafi-s with her film, Ni dieu ni maitre(Neither god nor master) When it was
shown in the spring of 2011 at a festival it occasioned little comment but, when
put on the program of a theater in Tunis, passions were unleashed even before
its projection, leading to violence uncommon in Tunisia. The filmmaker then
changed her film’s title to “Laicité InchAllah.”

This documentary, finished in 2010 but then taken up again after 14 January
2011 to integrate women’s actions during the revolution, contains three scenes

relating to fasting during Ramadan. One scene shows the filmmaker, in the
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associations formed between January and September 2011 — equal to the number
of such associations founded during the more than two decades of the Ben Ali
regime. The second point concerns relations among the various feminist and
women’s organizations during the period of democratic transition, between
January and September 2011. Here we see the independent feminists criticizing
organizations like the UNFT (Union Nationale des Femmes de Tunisie), formed
after independence in the Bourguiba period, and the ATM (A4ssociation Tunisienne
des Meéres), which appeared after 1987 under Ben Ali"
the government’s discourse without showing any independence from it, and

, for having relayed

succeeding in having these organizations placed under judicial oversight™. Also,
women of the Nahdha party criticized the ATFD for not having come to the aid
of prisoners’ mothers and for not having defended the rights of women wearing
the hijab. And then Souad Abderrahim criticized Tunisia’s lifting its reservations
concerning CEDAW, but she did this in a way that didn’t attract media attention.

The results of the October 2011 elections created a shock for the opposition
and for feminists — the results did not meet their expectations and showed a strong
bipolarization. Nahdha won the elections with 41.47% of the vote(1,501,418 of
3,702,627 votes) and the proportion of women elected to the National Constituent
Assembly(ANC, [’Assemblée Nationale Constituante) was 26.73%, slightly
lower than 27.57% elected in 2009 under Ben Ali. The majority of the women
members of the ANC were Nahdha members, and Souad Abderrahim’s list won
three seats, a very respectable number”.

(38) The party in power — the Democratic Constitutional Rally(Rassemblement Constitutionnel
Démocratique -- RCD, 1988-2011) — descended from the Parti Socialiste Destourien (PSD,
1964-1988), in turn descended from the Neo—Destour Party, founded by Habib Bourguiba in
1934.

(39) On 13 January 2011, the UNFT organized a demonstration to support Ben Ali following
his speech in which he echoed the famous phrase uttered by Charles de Gaulle — “Je vous
ai compris” (I have understood you) — and the images of men and women wearing scarves
with the RCD’s characteristic color of purple, displaying their enthusiasm for the ruler,
were broadcast by public television as proof of his popular support. A group of independent
women from the country’s regions, headed by Rafika Bhouri, was the only group to call for

dissolving the UNFT in March 2011.
(40) Lilia Labidi. «The Arab Spring in Tunisia: Parity, Elections, and the Struggle for Women’s

Rights.” Paper presented at the conference, “The Arab Uprisings One Year Later,” organized
by the Middle East Institute, National University of Singapore, 2012. (the publication is
forthcoming)
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Ferdaous Oueslati, a specialist in Islam who wears the Aijab, similar to many
women in her district(which covered the Americas and Europe outside France)

who often wore the hijab as a sign of identity®.

A further word on Souad Abderrahim: she was a militant in the Islamically-
oriented student organization the UGTE (Union Générale Tunisian des Etudiants)
in the 1980s, was arrested for 15 days in the 80s under Bourguiba, and suspended
her activities as the Ben Ali regime’s repression of [slamists became more severe.
She rejoined Nahdha as an independent in 2011, running a faultless campaign
that contributed significantly to Nahdha’s overall success. Married with two
children, often dressed in a tight-fitting pants suit, she criss-crossed the streets
of her district, presenting herself as a guarantor that Nahdha would not oblige
women to wear the Aijab nor would it touch the Personal Status Code nor other
aspects of women’s rights, except to improve them.

¢) The national campaign, “The culture of citizenship and democracy”
(“Culture citoyenne et démocratie”’) undertaken by the Ministry for Women’s
Affairs to promote, throughout Tunisia’s regions, civic culture and awareness
of women’s political, cultural, economic, and social rights, and the activities
of feminist organizations and of women who engaged in various actions, led to
Tunisia’s lifting its reservations regarding the Convention for the Elimination of
all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), as one of the responses
to the demands of the revolutionary youth who called for, “Freedom, dignity, and
work”?”.

Let me make two points here. The first concerns the number of women’s

(36) She won 10,218 votes, 35% of the votes cast.

(37) What should we call the revolution in Tunisia? For those living in the areas that were the
birthplace of the revolution, it is “the revolution of 17 December”; for those living in the
capital city of Tunis, it is “the revolution of 14 January.” The term “Jasmine revolution”
suggests, for some, a denial of the sacrifices made by many Tunisians in this struggle. Seddik
Jeddi proposes, “The olive revolution”; Nebiha Gasmi “The Barbary Fig Revolution”; Jaloul
Ayed titled his book, Tunisie. La route des jasmins(Paris: Editions de la Différence, 2013).

I would like to cite here the study by Robert Castel, “La discrimination négative: le déficit de
citoyenneté des jeunes de banlieue”(Annales, Histoires, Sciences sociales. 61 Année, N 4,
2006. Pp. 777 — 808), which discusses the citizenship deficit of populations, especially those
originating in the Maghreb, now living on the peripheries of the large French cities. His
observations are similar to what could be seen in Tunisia in 2011, which suggests that the
countries of the southern Mediterranean have themselves become the peripheries of Europe.
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experience and/or on reflection and revolutionary legitimacy enabled the society
to decide controversial questions concerning the following matters.

a) Lifting the ban, in 2011, on wearing the 4ijab, and deciding that it was
a matter of the individual’s right to free expression, thus putting an end to the
ultimatum : study and work, or wear the hijab®”
able to be photographed for their national identity card and article 6 of Decree
717, 13 April 1993, defining the characteristics of the identity card was modified

accordingly.

. Women wearing the hijab were

b) Political parity between men and women was adopted by the Haute
Instance Nationale Supérieure pour la Réalisation des Objectifs de la Révolution,
de la Réforme Politique et de la Transition Démocratique, composed of 155
members, of which 37 were women. Article 16 affirming parity and mandating
alternation between man and woman on electoral lists was adopted by 84 votes
(some sources say 85) against 34", Electoral lists not respecting this rule were
to be eliminated, provoking criticism from the parties affected, particularly new
ones who, fearing they would not be able to find women candidates especially
in rural regions, ran the risk of having a sharply reduced number of lists. Parties
were given the freedom to choose a man or woman to head each list. Against the
expectations of many the Nahdha party voted for parity whereas a number of
other parties, expected to vote in favor, voted against. Of all the parties — even
among those who followed the basic parity rule of alternating men and women
on their lists -- only the Pole Démocratique Moderniste had, in addition to
parity on their lists, an almost equal number of men and women as list heads(16
women and 17 men). As for the Nahdha party, it put two women as list heads,
choosing them in line with debates on cultural identity that were taking place
in each region. These two women were Souad Abderrahim, a pharmacist and
entrepreneur who did not wear the /ijab and who represented the district Tunis
2, an upper middle-class district where many women did not wear the Aijab, and

(34) Testimony of Mongia Laabidi, founder of the Association for the fight against torture
and a victim of torture because she wore the hijab, to the Al-Magharibia Channel. She
was able to flee the country and came to reside in England. (http:/www.youtube.com/
watch?v=s8iMvPywDuY ) (13/3/2012)

(35) This law has been challenged but there has been little distribution of writings opposed to this
law. See the site: Le Peuple Touareg : Les manceuvres frauduleuses et déloyales congues par
Yadh Ben Achour. Instance-superieure-isror-yadh-benach.blogspot.sg/2011/04/les-m...
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theme, “The Aijab: southern side of the Mediterranean,” which was the occasion
for her to clarify the ATFD’s position regarding the hijab and to show some
distance with respect to both the two preceding communiqués that provoked such
an outcry and to the repression that the state was exercising. She maintained that
the hijab (using the French term, “le voile”) followed a “Law of men claimed to be
in the name of God, aiming to negate women whose femininity, whose bodies, are
considered to be base, to be ‘awra (flawed), and are to be hidden under the hijab
in order not to provoke disorder” and recognized in her introduction that there are
“as many realities as there are hijab and as many hijab as there are uses to which
it is put.” In fact, she expressed an ATFD position that conforms to the discourse
of Tunisian feminists of the 1980s, who denounced the reigning misogyny and at
the same time wanted to distance themselves from the government’s campaign
against women wearing the Aijab, and she declared, “Everything opposes us to the
hijab. But understand, oppose doesn’t mean repress or legitimize repression... to
be opposed to the Aijab is not to reject women who wear it but to refuse the hijab as
a horizon.” Several months later [lhem Marzouki, a sociologist and AFTD member
called upon feminists to find the difficult balance between anathema and unqualified
approval(32). The state, showing its concern over the extent of the debate, hardened
its repression against women wearing the kijab, such as those working in public
institutions like hospitals(circular 98, 22 October 2003), or students.

On 14 January 2011 the Ben Ali regime fell, following a revolution led
by youth without leadership and with a clear slogan, “Freedom, dignity, and
work.” Adolescents became photo-journalists for international satellite television
channels and social networks contributed to mobilization, with women playing
a key role during the revolution and in the period of democratic transition post-
14 January 2011, both in the government and in independent public institutions
set up by the transitional government””. The spirit of justice, based on direct

(32) Ilhem Marzouki. “A propos du ‘Foulard Islamique’: Foi ou 10i?” Al-Tarig al-Jadid 24 March
2004.

(33) Yadh Ben Achour heads the Commission Nationale Supérieure pour la Réalisation des
Objectifs de la Révolution, de la Réforme Politique et de la Transition Démocratique; Taoufik
Bouderballa heads the Commission d’Enquéte sur le Réle des Forces de Sécurité dans la
Répression Sanglante des Manifestations; and Abdelfattah Amor heads the Commission
Nationale d’Etablissement des Faits sur les Affaires de Malversation et de Corruption
(foreign bank accounts, real estate in Tunisia, participation in companies and wealth. etc.).
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le Travail et les Libertés), the PDP (Parti Démocratique Progressiste) and the
CPR (Congres pour la République) — met in France and signed a Tunis Appeal
(L’Appel de Tunis) that proposed that the next government, following the 2004
elections, should respect the people’s sovereignty as sole source of legitimacy.
The state should show respect for the population’s identity and its Arab-Muslim
values, guarantee freedom of belief for all Tunisians and equality between men
and women.

This meeting was not without impact on the feminist milieux in Tunisia and
the celebration of 13 August 2003 (an annual event marking the anniversary of
the Personal Status Code’s promulgation) was the theater of multiple tensions
among various organizations. A declaration signed by the ATFD, the Tunisian
Human Rights League, and the Tunisian Section of Amnesty International
demanded full equality between men and women and argued that the reference
to religion turned women into a target. Their declaration stated, “As much as we
respect the religious convictions of each citizen, man and woman, so we firmly
refuse all forms and all practices that take women as a target, to transform them
into an instrument for the public and social expression of religious choice, which
should necessarily be limited to the field of the individual and not go outside

. 30
private space”"".

But once this text was published, the Tunisian Section of Amnesty
International and some members of the LTDH leadership withdrew their support.
Some members, surprised by the publication, went so far as to say that they learned
of its existence via the press. The ATFD then published a second communiqué
where the organization stated “its deep concern,” pointed out “the spread of the
hijab,” expressed “its total rejection of this symbol, which is that of women’s
sequestration and of regression” and attacked the propaganda regarding the Aijab
broadcast by the satellite television channels coming from the Mashreq and its
female television figures, questioning the state on its “lack of clear political

stance regarding wearing the hijab”"".

In December 2003 Sana Ben Achour, a jurist and later president of the
ATFD(from 2008-2010), spoke during a round-table discussion organized on the

(30) Larbi Chouikha. Op. cit.
(31) Larbi Chouikha. Op. cit.
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Kalima in 2000 with Naziha Réjiba. Having founded the National Council for
Freedom in Tunisia (Conseil National pour les Libertés en Tunisie) in 1998, she
consistently defended freedom of the press and human rights, then found herself
physically attacked and her documents and possessions ransacked. In 2001 she
was the first to denounce corruption on TV, on the London-based channel A4/-
Mustagqilla, and she was arrested on her arrival at the airport and imprisoned.
After the revolution of 14 January 2011, she was appointed member of the Truth
and Dignity Commission (! 'Instance Veérité et Dignité) which, with 15 members,
was charged with establishing transitional justice. The role of this commission
is to find and provide indemnities for victims of the abuses of the Ben Ali and
Bourguiba regimes, from 1955 to the date of adoption of the Law on Transitional
Justice. Radhia Nasraoui, a lawyer, found her office broken into in 1998 and her
documents stolen; then in 2001, on her return from Paris, her documents were
seized; she and her daughters were harassed repeatedly in 2002 and in 2003,
and she began a hunger strike to stop these attacks against her and her family.
Among her activities, she co-founded the Association contre la Torture en Tunisie
and as a lawyer defended a number of arrested Islamist activists. In addition,
during the 1990s and the 2000s feminists developed mechanisms of defense
and resistance — for the members of AFTURD this took the form of research
and artistic expression®”; for the members of the ATFD this took the form of
constructing alliances with human rights organizations -- national ones like the
Ligue Tunisienne des Droits de I’Homme (LTDH) and international ones like
Amnesty International.

B. The Tunis Appeal of 2003

2003 was a very eventful year, with the political parties and organizations
trying to position themselves, and it constituted a key moment in the history of
Tunisian feminism and in the debate over the secularization of society and the
reinterpretation of religious discourse. Four of the opposition parties — Nahdha,
Ettakatol (Democratic Forum for Work and Freedom, Forum Démocratique pour

(29) Research has been carried out on a variety of themes like divorce, unequal inheritance
between men and women, etc. Artistic expression, with exhibits, happenings, installations
carried out by Lilia Labidi, debates about theatrical plays and films, were also means to
promote social criticism.
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independents, and won almost 14% of the seats. After a short period of relative
freedom, in 1991 there were explosions at an RCD party office in Bab Souika
in Tunis, and following this Islamist activists of both sexes were pursued and
some were sentenced to long prison terms. Some managed to gain exile. Of the
654 Islamist political prisoners identified in 2011 by the association Liberté et
équité as victims of abuse or torture(one of whom, Rachid Chammakhi, died
from this treatment), 444 were imprisoned between 1989 and 1994. Among the
claims collected by Liberté et équité, 26 were made by women for measures

taken against them on account of their wearing the hijab — measures that, in
6)

certain cases, involved suspension or dismissal from their jobs
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Sihem Ben Sedrine

The state also kept a close watch on the secular opposition and co-opted the
discourse of the independent Tunisian feminist movement, while at the same time
marginalizing the movement’s historic figures. Activities were closely monitored
and made difficult, when they were not actually forbidden or cancelled, women’s
telephones and emails were monitored, etc. Among them Sihem Ben Sedrine
and Radhia Nasraoui provide good illustrations of the ordeals undergone by
independent feminists during this period. After philosophy studies in France,
Ben Sedrine worked in Tunisia as a journalist for independent newspapers,
published several newspapers and founded publishing houses, launched radio

(26) Imen Triki and Hajer Almiya. “Les analyses de données de 1’Organisation Liberté et Equité.”
In Les violations des Droits de I’'Homme en Tunisie de la période prérévolutionnaire a
juin 2012. Avocats sans Frontiéres, with the support of the Confédération Suisse and le
Département fédéral des affaires étrangeres, Sept. 2012. p. 31 — 34. www.asf.be/wp-content/
uploads/2012/11/ASF_TUN_ProjetArchives_Rapport201211.pdf

(27) Source: www.babnet.net

(28) Source: www.alternatives-citoyennes.sgdg.org.
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mental incapacity, with much of the population thankful that Bourguiba himself
was not harmed. Deposing Bourguiba also allowed the country to avoid a military
coup that was being planned for 8 November 1987 by elements in the Islamic
Tendency Movement.

At this point Tunisia entered into a new period where the religious domain
was under the control of the political. MTI militants and those of the Party for
Islamic Liberation(PLI) were freed from prison in 1987 and on 7 November
1988 the National Pact, which confirmed the maintenance of the Personal Status
Code, was signed by a number of parties, including the MTI. Two independent
feminist organizations — AFTURD(A4ssociation des Femmes Tunisiennes pour
la Recherche et le Développement) and the ATFD (Association Tunisienne des
Femmes Démocrates — a name that had generated controversy at the time of its
founding, with the corresponding Moroccan organization called Association
Démocratique des Femmes du Maroc) — obtained legal status®”

The state continued Bourguiba’s policies regarding women, reassuring both
feminists and women in general, and new laws were adopted that reinforced this
feeling, ensuring the right of a divorced mother to keep the family dwelling,
even when this was registered in the husband’s name; the marriage of a girl
younger than the legal marriageable age was mad conditional on the agreement
of the father/guardian and of the mother; the child of a Tunisian mother was
awarded the right to choose Tunisian nationality, with the agreement of the father;
a fund was created for divorced women and their children, in cases where the
husband/father had not paid alimony and for judicial proceedings against him;
providing for a choice of marriage contract with either separation or common
ownership of wealth; and that relations within the couple were to be founded
on partnership(women with financial means should participate in providing
financially for the family), etc.

On the political level, the ban on having a religious basis for a political
party forced the MTI to remove the religious element from its name. It changed
to the Renaissance Party (an-Nahdha), but still was not given legal recognition.
A number of Nahdha party members were candidates in the 1989 elections, as

(25) Lilia Labidi. “The nature of transnational alliances in women’s associations in the Maghreb:
the case of AFTURD and ATFD in Tunisia.” Journal of Middle East Women's Studies Vol.
3, No. 1(Winter 2007), pp. 6-34.
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Muslims®”. Whereas the State retreated on the question of fasting, with regard
to the Aijab the government published Decree 108 in 1981, which forbid wearing
the hijab in public institutions®”. The reasons given to defend the law were
that the Aijab that girls were wearing to school with increasing frequency were
“foreign to our traditions of dress”; they were dressing in a way “that merges with
‘confessional’ dress, which signifies belonging to group that distinguishes itself
by sectarian dress, contrary to the spirit of our times and the healthy evolution of
society.” 1981 was also the year when the Islamic Tendency Movement, bringing
together Islamically-oriented students, intellectuals, engineers, etc., applied for
legal recognition, without success. Several of its leading figures were arrested
and sentenced, among them Rashid Ghannouchi, who received an 11-year prison
sentence, but they were released in 1984. The Movement continued its activities
among the population, providing social assistance, and it became more radical in
its program.

In 1985 the Islamic Tendency Movement (MTI) demanded that the law
related to adoption be put to a referendum -- Tunisia was then the only country in
the Arab world that authorized adoption and that the adopted child could carry the
name of the adopting parents. In the face of this demand, which was supported by a
number of adopting parents who were unhappy with their situation, psychologists,
jurists, and social workers who had expended much effort to push the state to
recognize the rights of adopted children and children born out of wedlock felt, if
a referendum were to be approved, they would have given false hope to both the
children and the adopting parents. In fact, no referendum on this question was
held and, with attacks committed in tourist areas of Sousse and Monastir in 1987
-- attacks that were attributed to Islamists -- the police made a number of arrests
among Islamists including the MTI, many of whom were sentenced to long
prison terms and two of whom were executed. And finally, on 7 November 1987,
Bourguiba’s prime minister, Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, deposed the president for

(23) Only rarely did families escape these criticisms. An Algerian woman — a university graduate,
married, and a mother — related to me how her son, shocked by the differences in their rather
cosmopolitan family behavior and the narrow sectarian education at school, was strongly
influenced by the latter and went to join the armed struggle in Afghanistan during the 1980s.

(24) For a discussion of this see the article by Larbi Chouikha, “La question du Aijab en Tunisie
et en France,” in La politisation du voile en France, en Europe et dans le monde arabe. F.
Lorcerie(ed.), Paris: L’Harmattan, 2005. pp. 161-184.
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1960s became sharper with the economic crisis, turning into social and political
anger that required, in the subsequent years, the reaching of a political consensus
on two different occasions, where the political parties negotiated hudud/limits
to their activities and where, on both occasions, women’s rights were preserved.

A. The National Pact of 1988

Bourguiba’s reformism began to encounter increasing resistance, starting
already in the 1960s. Among the actions that created discomfort among the
population, there are two that [ would like to discuss: Bourguiba’s appeal that the
population not fast during Ramadan and restrictions placed on women’s wearing
the hijab.

In 1960 Bourguiba drank a glass of orange juice, in public, during a speech
he gave in the month of Ramadan and called upon the people to follow him,
a gesture he presented as part of a jihad for development. Shaykh Tahar Ben
Achour, who had supported the promulgation of the PSC, refused to support
Bourguiba’s position and Bourguiba’s view generated widespread discomfort,
including among many who were not strictly practicing Muslims. Nebiha Ben
Miled’s testimony — she was a social worker at the Charles Nicolle hospital
and had worked alongside Frantz Fanon — sheds an interesting light to help
understand how Bourguiba’s appeal was received by Tunisians. In recounting
her life history to me, she said that, although she did not fast, she refused to carry
out the presidential communication transmitted to hospital employees that they
not fast but take lunch during Ramadan in the hospital’s canteen. Through her
refusal to eat in public she was expressing her respect for those who fasted and
said she saw in Bourguiba’s appeal a transgression that was greater than simply
not fasting. Following this incident, which affected her deeply, she requested a
month’s leave and then decided to resign from her position.

The second case concerns Hend Chelbi who, wearing the Aijab, gave a speech
about Islam on the occasion of the 27" day of Ramadan in 1975, carried live on
television. After her speech she refused to extend her hand in greeting President
Bourguiba, which was a great shock for Tunisians. Since that incident the hijab
became increasingly visible in public space, often worn against the parents’
wishes -- parents who had become, in the eyes of their daughters and according
to the religious instruction given in the public schools, not sufficiently devout
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the French confined to a camp in the South at the same time he was; and historic
figures from other political parties enabled him to experience musawdt/equality
between men and women.

He also owes this sensibility to the opening of his unconscious onto his
interior life, his readings and travels, which enabled him, as it did Gandhi, to absorb
several elements of the critical liberal humanism he had encountered during his
studies in France and, later, during his visits to countries in the Arab world, Asia,
and Europe™. These diverse encounters contributed to opening his unconscious
to his emotional and political experiences, forging a critical spirit towards the great
and little traditions and enabling him to introduce reforms like the Personal Status
Code even before the adoption of the Tunisian Constitution in 1959, founding a
republic in which women and men were equal before the law. Other significant
measures were adopted encouraging the exercise of critical faculties, such as the
1956 separation of Zeitouna University(founded in 123 /737 and which trained
oulama) from the mosque of the same name and its replacement in 1961 by a
Faculty of Theology; the introduction of religious education and civic instruction
into the schools; the reinterpretation of certain religious duties like making the
mahr symbolic (changing what used to be large amounts of money the groom
gave to the bride for marriage to the token amount of 1 dinar), fasting, the sacrifice
of a ram on the Aid al-Adhha, the pilgrimage, etc. The state also eliminated a
number of important religious institutions like the wagf/habus, and the state began
to appoint the Mufti of the Republic and to administer the Department of Worship.

We will see in the next section how students coming from public schools
became the first critics of reformism, partly because their religious teachers in
the public educational system had been trained in classical Islam and had not
received instruction on how to present religion to children and youth. Therefore
the students receiving this instruction felt a rupture between what they were being
taught and the life around them, often giving way to discontent and anger and
sometimes leading them into more radical Islamist organizations.

ITI. Negotiating the hudud

In this section, I will be discussing how the perceptible discontent of the

(22) Joseph Tharamangalam. “Indian social scientists and critique of secularism.” Economic and
Political Weekly. Vol. 30, N 9 (Mar. 4, 1995), pp. 457-461. p. 461.
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and female intellectuals and journalists to prepare society to welcome these new
values. The photographs below, showing women participating in demonstrations
in the 1930s and the 1950s, are signs of these changes.

This popular support can also be explained by the respect that the population
had for Habib Bourguiba — for a/-kilma (his word) and al-hikma (his wisdom).
While a number of intellectuals had been impressed by the feminists, with some
valuing their company, some seeing them as models for their daughters, Habib
Bourguiba was the only one to understand the tie feminists saw between patriarchy
and colonialism and what it would take to break the chains of domination. He was
also one of the rare political figures of this period to have had regular contact
with women militants between 1930 and 1955, attending their meetings, being
photographed with them, entering into correspondence with some, suggesting to
others to spread their activities into the country’s regions, putting some forward to
represent Tunisian women when international figures came through Tunisia or at
international conferences, etc. The other important political figure who integrated
the woman’s dimension into his political activism was Farhat Hached, one of the
founders of the independent trade union movement in 1944 and then the UGTT
in 1946 but, assassinated in 1952 at the age of 38 by the French, he didn’t have
enough time to build ties with the women of various groups.

Habib Bourguiba was also the only major political figure to evoke his
mother, his female relatives, and his two wives, during speeches that were
broadcast on radio and television, and he didn’t hide his emotions as he did this.
He often mentioned the memory of his mother, who had died at a young age as
a consequence of overwork from demands on her by the patriarchal system, and
he situated his becoming aware of injustices done to women in the period when
Tahar Haddad’s book appeared, which came out one year after the publication
of Bourguiba’s article, “Le voile.” He also often mentioned the debt he felt
towards his female relatives, like his elder sister and his nieces, who played a
key role in his political life. Finally, these women along with his wives Mathilde
Lorrain(with whom he lived from 1927-1961 and with whom he had a son) and
later Wassila Ben Ammar(who shared his life from 1962-1986 and with whom
he adopted a daughter), also contributed to his sensibility. In addition, women
political activists like his niece Chedlia Bouzgarou; Majida Boulila, an activist
from Sfax with whom he corresponded; Khédija Tobbal and Essia Ghalleb who
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against colonialism. In Tunisia, the women activists of the large cities, sometimes
in competition with one another, would go to places like Nabeul, Sfax, Béja, and
so on, to hold meetings with women and to sensitize the population on the harms
of colonialism.

The final years of the struggle against colonialism saw tensions among
a variety of groups. Within the nationalist movement two main approaches
confronted one another, one led by Salah Ben Youssef who was of a pan-Arab
orientation, the other by Habib Bourguiba, and they strong disagreed over the
best path toward independence.

Habib Bourguiba’s project came to dominate among the various approaches,
and among the reforms he introduced was the Personal Status Code(PSC),
promulgated in 1956, an accomplishment that did not go without provoking
hostility among the Zeitounian oulama. The members of the Islamic Chara
tribunal who denounced the PSC were either dismissed or sent into early
retirement. Among the oulama, one of the most visible supporters was Fadhel
Ben Achour, and the Tunisian population as a whole accepted the reform without
protest. This popular support for various rights for women — outlawing polygamy
and divorce by repudiation, instituting divorce by judicial procedure, allowing
women to choose their spouse; giving women the right to vote(and this some years
before it was adopted in several European countries), to be elected, and to work
at a salary equal to a man’s for the same work; providing schooling for girls and
for mixed-sex schools and workplaces; giving to women the right to travel and
to manage her financial affairs, etc.; -- can be explained by the work undertaken
by women to prepare society for such changes, by the commitment of both male

Demonstration in the 1930s
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women from the Tunis bourgeoisie. Alia Babou and Saida Sassi, under orders from
Habib Bourguiba, boycotted the meeting and challenged the organizers regarding
their use of French to communicate with Tunisians, given that the population was

largely illiterate®”. Alia Babbou also evokes this incident in her memoirs®"

B. Promulgation of the Personal Status Code

What did leading women figures think of Tahar Haddad? Bchira Ben Mrad,
who fought for women’s education and for raising the legal marriage age for
women, etc., approved her father’s negative view of the author and his work,
judging that Haddad was not mature enough to understand and interpret the
Qur’an. Nebiha Ben Miled, on the other hand, received from her husband Dr
Ahmed Ben Miled a copy of Haddad’s Our women in Islamic legislation and
society in her basket of wedding presents. The activities of Section Féminine
des Jeunes Musulmans, led by Souad El-Khattech Neiffer, were an extension of
Tahar Haddad’s thought. As for Chedlia Bouzgarou, fully believing that women
were equal to men, she did not pronounce explicitly on this subject, preferring to
pursue her own activism.

Starting at the end of the 1940s, men increasingly called upon their wives,
sisters, nieces, aunts, and daughters, to read speeches and to engage in the struggle

s T

Saphia el-Ghoul with her father demonstrating

(20) This event was reported to me by Fatma Jallouli.
(21) Alia Babou. Itinéraire. Tunis : Apollonia, 2003. Prix Didon d’Or 2002.
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action and to providing moral support for political prisoners and their families"”.

Among the other movements was the Section Féminine des Jeunes
Musulmans led by Souad El Khattech Neiffer, the wife of Mohamed Salah Neiffer,
a Zeitounian Shaykh. This group collected funds to support the educational and
extra-curricular activities of children of modest circumstances, purchase school
supplies, and pay salaries for teachers in [’Ecole de la Fille Musulmane. The
Union des Femmes de Tunisie(UFT), of a communist orientation, was founded in
1944 by Charlotte Joulain, the widow of a French military man, and it succeeded
in attracting a number of Tunisian women like Hafidha Darrage, Mongia Mouldi,
Fatma Ben Romdhane, Fatma Mazigh, Kmar El Bahri, Saida Ben Mohamed, and
Khiari, Boujemaa, Azzouz and Ben Abdennebi(for whom we only have family
names). The first Muslim Tunisian woman to lead this organization was Nebiha
Ben Abdallah(wife of Dr Ahmed Ben Miled), elected in 1951. In an interview [ had
with her she told me how she was attracted by the dynamism of this organization,
which had activities different from those of the UMFT, which seemed to her
prone to setting up meetings for the women of the grand bourgeoisie. In contrast,
the UFT’s actions had a social character. In the beginning they were directed
towards the families of French soldiers then they targeted poor Tunisian families.
UFT members provided health care, visited the sick, installed water fountains in
underprivileged neighborhoods, showed cartoon films for children and films on
health education for women, etc. The final leadership committee was composed
of Nebiha Ben Miled, Cherifa Saadaoui, Zohra Ben Slimane, Gladys Adda, Soufia
Zouiten, Neyla Haddad, Fatma Ben Brahim. There was also a section of the UFT
called the Union des Jeunes Filles de Tunisie, which included women like Fatma
Jellouli, Béatrice Slama, Jaqueline Sebbagh, Juliette Bessis, Khédija Mazigh,
Fatma Manai, Beya Klai, Kalthoum Bouhafa, etc. — all who were secondary
school students and some of whom were Jewish.

Bakhta Saddam founded the first girl scout section. And the Club de la Jeune
Fille Zeitounienne was founded in 1954 and led by Tawhida Farhat, Safia Kehia,
Zeinab Ouertani, and Fatma Ben Ali. In 1955 the first conference took place where
women demanded social and political rights — it was organized by a group of

(19) Lilia Labidi. “Femmes et actions de solidarité dans laTunisia coloniale.” In Cahiers de la
Meéditerranée No. 63. Décembre 2001. p. 101-111.
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the articles they wrote, the songs and plays they presented at receptions. Bchira
Ben Mrad, who frequented the Bey’s palace as well as the French Residency,
appealed to the Bey’s princesses and to the Resident General’s wife to sponsor
the organization’s activities, enabling her to obtain the necessary authorizations
to hold UFMT gatherings. The funds she collected served to finance Tunisian
students abroad as well as the activities of nationalist activists. In 1938 three
women(all related to Bchira Ben Mrad), all coming from the UMFT and close
to the Zeitounians and to the Old Constitutional Party (le Vieux-Destour)
founded [’ Union Féminine. This organization, aiming to encourage girls’ Islamic
education and suspected of having a wahhabi orientation, did not receive official
authorization.

Chedlia Bouzgarou, whom we’ve introduced above, distinguished herself in
1935 on the public stage and in formal politics and became a major figure in the
struggle against colonialism. During one of the Bey’s visits through the streets of
the Medina, she succeeded in attracting his attention when, to question him about
the fate of political prisoners who had been deported, she tricked him by moving
among a number of different balconies, making him think that many people
were calling to him about the condition of political militants. Her calls upset
the Bey’s ritual visit and attracted his attention, as well as that of the notables
and journalists who were present, and led to full headlines in the press. In April
1938 she organized a small group of women into demonstrations that became
legendary: at the arrival of Eric Labonne, France’s Resident General in Tunisia,
she managed to approach him and yell out, “Long live France, long live Tunisia,
long live His Highness the Bey, long live M. Labonne, long vive the Destour
party, long live Bourguiba.” Several days later she again demonstrated, this time
against the arrival of the new French Resident General Daladier. At each of these
demonstrations Chedlia Bouzgarou and other women were arrested and sentenced
to prison terms. Despite the difficulties and deprivations, whether in prison or
outside it, she pursued the struggle, calling upon men and women to mobilize
against colonialism and for freedom and independence, and she continued in this
way until independence was achieved®. The actions of the Section Féminine
du Néo-Destour (The Women's Section of the New Constitutional Party), led by
Chedlia Bouzgarou and other historic women figures, were dedicated to political

(18) Lilia Labidi. Joudhour al-harakat al-nisa’iyya: riwayaat li-shakhsiyyaat tarikhiyya. Op. cit.
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supporting it and, after several years, it ceased publication””. Among the other
women who joined the UFMT was Badra Ben Moustapha who, with her cousin
Frida Agrebi, obtained degrees in 1936 from the Medical Faculty of Algiers and
thus became the first certified Tunisian midwives. The second woman doctor was
Hassiba Ghilleb, a pediatrician with a degree from the Medical Faculty of Paris,
who began practicing in Tunisia in the early 1950s.

Badra Ben Moustapha Frida Agrebi Dr Hassiba Ghilleb

The leadership of the UFMT sought to attract women with university degrees
as representing a new breed of women. The organization’s activities aimed to
underline the intellectual qualities of its members, via the speeches they gave,

(17) Lilia Labidi. “The nature of transnational alliances in women’s associations in the Maghreb:
the case of AFTURD and ATFD in Tunisia.” Journal of Middle East Women's Studies Vol.
3, No. 1(Winter 2007), pp. 6-34.
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73

Chedlia Bouzgarou

Souad El Khattech Neiffer Neiffer Nebiha Ben Abdallah
Ben Miled

in 1936 to form the Union des Femmes Musulmanes de Tunisie (UFMT), in order to
show some independence from the colonial environment and avoid criticism from
the Muslim community. The main leaders of this movement were the daughters of
Shaykh Mohamed Salah Ben Mrad, their woman cousins and other female relatives
by marriage. Encouraged by her father, Bchira Ben Mrad explained her ideas and
actions on the pages of the newspaper Chems al-Islam(The Sun of Islam) and
organized concerts to collect funds to assist students from the Maghreb studying
in France and to support Neo-Destour party activities. Among the early activities
of this new organization was celebrating the return to Tunisia of the country’s first
woman doctor, Tawhida Ben Cheikh (photo below, among her colleagues, who were
all male). Awarded a degree from the Medical Faculty of Paris, she became editor-
in-chief of Leila, the first Tunisian feminist newspaper in the French language.
This publication provoked much controversy when Tunisians realized that among
its writers were some Peres Blancs(a group of Christian missionaries, formally
called Missionnaires d’Afrique, that was founded in Algeria in 1868). Fearing the
influence this publication might have on their daughters, Tunisian families stopped
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oulama, with Shaykh Mohamed Salah Ben Mrad, an important professor at the
Zeitouna and Bchira Ben Mrad’s father, refuting the work and in 1931 publishing
a pamphlet entitled Al-hidad a la imraatou Al Haddad(Mourning the woman of
Haddad) Another author, not well-known, Amor Berri Medani, attacked Tahar
Haddad in his book, Sayfou al-hak ‘ala man layara al-hak(The sword of justice for
he who knows nothing of justice). A profusion of criticism was unleashed against
Tahar Haddad who, coming from the south and without support from the Zeitouna
oulama who were closely connected to the Tunis elite, was supported only by a
few writers and journalists. Isolated and prevented from practicing as a notary,
Tahar Haddad died in 1935 following a lengthy illness and in complete solitude.

1931 was also a year marked by heavy floods leading to
considerable human and material losses, leading Wassila
Ben Ammar (photo on the left) and Néjiba Ben Mrad, in
the following year (when they were respectively 20 and
17 years old and both were unmarried) to found the
Société des Dames Musulmanes (The Society for Muslim
Women) to help the victims, collecting funds and setting
up a refuge and a clothing distribution center. A reception
was organized in February 1932 under the auspices of the
spouse of Resident General Manceron and the Bey’s princess daughters in a
residence in the medina where both Wassila Ben Ammar and Néjiba Ben Mrad
spoke. Wassila Ben Ammar (who was much later to marry President Habib

Bourguiba, in 1962) expressed her regret that The Society for Muslim Women was
dominated by men and Néjiba Ben Mrad emphasized the compassion of Muslim
women. The event was brought to a close with the naming of Fatma Guellaty as
the association’s president. The press reported the association’s activities in 1933
when, on the occasion of the Mouled (the Muslim new year, marking the birth of
the Prophet), Saida Ben Chedly(the wife of Othman Kaak"?) [in this paper I
specify a woman’s husband only for purposes of identification] and Bchira Ben
Mrad gave speeches on the role of women in Islam.

La Société de Dames Musulmanes, suspected of having privileged relations
with the French Resident General in Tunisia, was increasingly ignored by Tunisian
families. Bchira Ben Mrad, N¢jiba Ben Mrad’s sister, applied for an official permit

(16) In this paper we give a woman’s husband’s name for purposes of identification only.
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eligible marriageable age to 16 in Egypt and Manoubia Ouertani, a Tunisian
teacher, cast off her khama at a conference in Tunis on the women’s situation,
organized by the French socialists.

Hédi Labidi (1911 - 1985), a Tunisian journalist and essayist, published an
article in 1928 in the newspaper 4As-Sawab, in which he invited women to organize
themselves in associations. One year later Habiba Menchari, a medical secretary in
Tunis of Algerian origin, repeated Manoubia Ouertani’s act of shedding her Aijab,
in a situation similar to Ouertani’s, and this so angered Habib Bourguiba(who had
returned to Tunisia after having studied law in Paris and opened a lawyer’s office,
while also engaging in journalism) that he published an article titled “Le voile”
in the newspaper /’Etendard, affirming that the veil was an integral part of the
Arab-Muslim personality, criticizing French socialists for holding such meetings,
and stating his opposition to assimilation (he was probably also aware at this time
of events in some of the Islamic republics of the USSR where young girls were
killed by their parents for having taken off the &ijab). Several historians agree
that it was important for Bourguiba to emphasize and safeguard what he called
“Tunisian identity,” as it was viewed by the community.

Among the Tunisian feminist figures who joined the protests against French
naturalization of Tunisians and the burial of naturalized French citizens in Muslim
cemeteries, we find Bchira Ben Mrad and Chedlia Bouzgarou. The former was
following the position of her father, a Zeitounian shaykh who had argued against
naturalization; the latter went to families celebrating weddings and denounced
shaykhs who had issued fatwas favoring naturalization. She also attempted to
raise awareness of the consequences of such an act"”
of Islam, one that was traditionalist and collaborating with the colonial power, the

other that was emancipatory.

, while presenting two sorts

It was in this context that a book by the Zeitounian theologian, Tahar Haddad
(1899-1935) -- Imra’atuna fi ach-charid wal-mujtamad (Our women in Islamic
legislation and society) — was published, appearing in 1930 at a time when the
Eucharistic Congress at Carthage was taking place and the hundredth anniversary of
French Algeria was being celebrated. This created a firestorm among the Zeitouna

(15) Lilia Labidi. Joudhour al-harakat al-nisa’iyya: riwayaat li-shakhsiyyaat tarikhiyya [Origins
of feminist movements in Tunisia: personal history narratives]. Tunis : Imprimerie Tunis
Carthage. (3™ edition), 2009. pp 33-74 and 141-219.

130



Lilia Labidi saclall clid)y ¢ seS) T sae

Manoubia Ouertani Habiba Menchari

While women in a number of countries world-wide were successful in their
struggles to gain the right to vote and began to become members of parliament
— in 1907 the Finnish parliament recorded 19 women among its 200 elected
parliamentarians -- Tunisians and women throughout the Arab world continued
their struggles against patriarchy and colonialism. The representations that
dominated in the Western press were that Arab women were victims of violence
and that the Arab man was intrinsically violent.

In 1911, Tunisian women participated in demonstrations over the Djellaz
affair, protesting against the municipality’s decision to register the cemetery in
its own name, whereas it belonged to the waqf (Islamic charitable institution). In
1919 Safia Zaghloul, wife of Saad Zaghloul, a leading Egyptian political figure
who was to become prime minister in 1924, led a demonstration of women in
Cairo against colonialism. In 1923 Hoda Sha’arawi, the Egyptian feminist
returning from Rome where she had been attending an international conference
on the situation of women, joined other women in shedding the khama (a small
veil that covers the lower part of the face) — an event that took place the same year
that Kemal Ataturk founded the Turkish Republic and married the suffragette
Latifa Ussaki, who had studied law in 1919 in Paris and London. Together they
traveled across Anatolia to show themselves to the population and to demonstrate
equality between men and women. In 1924 women obtained a raising of the
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Limping along, hobbled by many obstacles, the debate over this issue
continued among intellectuals and reformers in Tunisia and in the region. In
Algeria in 1895 Muhammad Ben Moustapha Ben Khouaja published al-Iktirath
fi houkouk al-Inath(Propositions for women s rights); in Egypt in 1899 Qassim
Amin published Tahrir Al-Mar a(Liberation of women) and in 1901 Al-Mar’a Al-
Jadida (The new woman). Abdelaziz Thalbi (the founder in 1920 of the Tunisian
Liberal Constitutional Party(Destour), sentenced to two months in prison in
1904 for his reformist positions and his campaign against Muslim preachers’”,
published in 1905, along with two European authors, L’esprit libéral du
Coran(The liberal spirit of the Qur ’an) where he protested against the Aijab and
the seclusion of women.

A. Women Demonstrate

Towards the end of the 19™ century the
\ circulation of women in public space, which
had been limited to visits to the hammam(public
baths), to family, and to the cemetery, became
more visible. Also, between 1892 and 1939, almost
600 biographies of women were published in Egypt by authors of both sexes.
Women’s magazines and newspapers were published in a number of Maghreb
and Mashreq countries.

Princess Nazli Fadhel Pacha of Egypt(1853-1913, photo above)"'”, who was
the widow of Khalil Chérif Pacha, Ottoman Minister for Foreign Affairs, and who
held a literary salon in Egypt, remarried in 1900 the Tunisian Khelil Bouhageb,
a member of the Management Committee of the Khaldounia(an institution
where science and new forms of knowledge were discussed) and Minister of
Culture(then called Ministre de la Plume) in 1922 in Tunisia, started a literary
salon in 1907 in La Marsa, a suburb of Tunis, that was frequented by the new
elite, reformists, writers, and journalists, among them Ali Bach Hamba, director
of the [’Hebdomadaire Tunisien (The Tunisian Weekly).

(13) Khalifa Chater. Op. cit.
(14) Nazli HafSia. La princesse Nazli Fadhel en Tunisie, une figure moderniste. Tunis Editions

Sagittaire, 2010.
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fi al-mar’a (Epistle on Women), published in 1856. This work, based on Islamic
jurisprudence, provided the author’s response to questions raised by France’s
General Consul in Tunisia, Léon Roches, regarding the private and public role of
women, and preceded the promulgation of the Fundamental Pact (44d al-aman)
in 1857 and the appearance of the first Constitution in the Arab-Muslim world in
1861. The Epistle on Women, although criticized by feminists, is considered by
the historian Béchir Tlili to be a fundamental text for understanding the history
of feminism in Tunisia, in large part because, since this period, the Tunisian elite
has undertaken a critical reconstruction of its basic institutions. And, even while
the elite was closely following the suffragette movement in the Anglo-Saxon
countries, France under Jules Ferry invaded Tunisia and the protectorate was
established in 1881, putting a brake on the critical discussion of the condition of
women.

The elites had a heightened awareness of the psychological war that was
being waged against them, with drawings and photographs undermining the
community’s values distributed via the press, postcards, and so on — men were
depicted as violent and women shown nude on book covers, even when these were
42 Another example, dating from the 1920s, exemplifies
the aims of the colonial power to put forward an emancipatory discourse even

books about hunting

while keeping women under restrictions. In 1927, the French Resident-General
in Tunisia addressed a letter to the French plenipotentiary minister in Egypt,
Gaillard, to inform him that Tunisian feminists were preparing to receive a visit
from Hoda Sha’rawi, the well-known Egyptian feminist, to support their goal
of women’s emancipation. He asked Gaillard to refuse a passport to Sha’rawi,
because her visit to Tunisia was undesirable in the current circumstances(however,
the passport had already been delivered although Sha’rawi did not, in fact, go to
Tunisia). Such practices limited the development of discussion on the situation of
women, blocking its progress in certain cases, radicalizing it in others.

(12) Illustration titled, “Tragédie en Tunisie. La revanche d’un Arabe,” appearing in Petit Parisien
in 1893, cited by Pascal Blanchard and Nicolas Bancel in De /’indigéne a I'immigré. Paris:
Gallimard, 1998. The authors show how a pseudo-scientific study carried out at the end of
the 19 century, titled L’art d’aimer aux colonies, by a certain Dr Jacobus (a pseudonym)
was reprinted a number of times up to the end of the 1930s and how, in this “study,” women
were described in pornographic and openly racist terms. Also, fearing that their children
would be converted, families refused to have their daughters attend mission schools.
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of negative discrimination only from secularists who showed their disdain for
such dress, but also positive discrimination from Islamists who chose her for their
party because she wore the hijab. Sibel Eraslen, also wearing the hijab, former
leader of the Women’s Committee of the Refah Party, who organized her party’s
campaign in Istanbul for the local elections of 1994, was refused a position in the
city administration and she and her colleagues also found themselves eliminated
from the committee and replace by the wives and daughters of party officials.
There is also the case of Islamist women intellectuals who have been excluded
from conferences, seminars, and panels, where the invited non-Islamist women
researchers can discuss diverse subjects dealing with politics, law, the arts, etc ...
but where the Islamist women are limited to themes like women and the family.
These cases and others allow Alev Cinar to draw the parallel between the years
when secularism was founded upon constructing a new national conscience via
women’s unveiled bodies in the public sphere, and the 1990s, when Islamists
introduced a new national identity in constructing and manipulating the image of
Muslim women in public space, this time by covering their bodies”.

What means do women have to defend their rights, when they live in societies
where religious belief is full of passion and subject to radical interpretations?
To answer this question Gunes Murat Tezcur looks at the relations between
secularism, liberalism, and democracy in non-secular societies and the means that
women possess to prevent tyranny and protect individual rights, and concludes
that it is necessary to constitutionalize these rights"”.

I1I. Women’s struggles against patriarchy and colonialism in
Tunisia

The women’s movement in Tunisia has its origins in debates over education
and rights that began in the middle of the 19" century with the reform of military

education in 1840"", the decree relating to the emancipation of slaves in 1846,
and the appearance of a work by Ibn Abi Ad-Diyaf (1804-1874) entitled, Risalah

(9) Alev Cinar. “Subversion and subjugation in the public sphere: secularism and the Islamic
headscarf.” Signs. Vol. 33, N 4, (Summer 2008). pp. 891-913. p. 907, 908, 910.

(10) Gunes Murat Tezcur. “Constitutionalism, judiciary and democracy in Islamic societies.”
Polity. Vol. 39, N 4 (Oct. 2007). pp. 479-501. pp. 497-499.

(11) Noureddine Sraieb. “L’idéologie de 1’école en Tunisie coloniale (1881 — 1945).” Revue du
Monde Musulman et de la Méditerranée. 1993. Vol. 68. Pp. 239-254.
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cultural, and religious diversity”.

The Turkish experience is very relevant, for this country occupies a
privileged place in the imagination of both liberal and Islamist elites. This is
brought out in a study carried out by Umut Azak, in which she shows how, in
a society characterized by political pluralism, the elites may not agree on their
understanding of secularism and they may engage in public debate on this issue.
Since 1937, when secularism (laiklik) became one of the six principles of the
Turkish republic, the principle of secularism has been a theme that appears
consistently in public debate and, since the pluralist democratic transition 1946,
the critique of secularism resulted in a competition between various visions,
sharpening public opinion and political debate over questions like education and
religious freedom. For Azak, the public debate over the prohibition against calling
the prayer (Ezan, Arabic Adhan) in Arabic led to the reproduction, reformulation,
and questioning of the Kemalist secularist discourse. In this context the discussion
pursued by the intellectual elite was an example of a civic discussion on a state
policy that limited religious liberties in the name of secularism, promoting a
“pure Turkish Islam” related to the pre-Republican ideology formulated by Ziya
Gokalp at the start of the 1900s. This reading enables the author to show the role
played by nationalist conservative intellectuals like Basgil, who sought to free
the Islam of the Sunni masses from repressive secularist policies, thus defying
Kemalist secularism and forcing the intellectuals to reformulate their vision of
a secularism that protected pure Turkish Islam from an impure and reactionary

8
Islam®.

Recently, Alev Cinar has addressed the controversy in Turkey over the
hijab showing how, while the 4ijab has given Islam a presence in public space,
it limited women who wore it to a symbolic presence. She brings forward the
testimony of several women who wear the hijab, illustrating how this led to
suspending their careers. The lawyer Gonul Arslan recounts how she was a victim

(7) Lahcen Oulhaj. “Une perception du sécularisme au Maroc”, in La liberté de la religion,
Helmut Reifeld and Farid El Bacha (eds). Morocco: Centre Marocain des Etudes Juridiques
and Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 2013. pp. 45-58. p. 45.

(8) Umut Azak. “Secularists as the saviors of Islam: Rearticulation of secularism and the freedom
of conscience in Turkey (1950)” in Secular state and religious society. Two forces in play in
Turkey, Berna Turam (ed.). New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. pp. 59, 61, 64, 73.
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question during the pre-colonial and colonial eras in Tunisia®. Malika Zeghal
points out how the secular world is no longer defined by the opposition between
sacred and profane and the shrinking of the religious sphere but by the state
taking on functions that had traditionally been filled by the church. She notes that
in the Tunisian case, when Habib Bourguiba wished to carry out his secularising
and modernizing project, he had to reform the religious institutions to put them
under the control of the state, but when political challenges arose in the 1960s he
quickly had recourse to religious symbolism, as he had done during the colonial
period when he defended the Aijab and led a campaign against burying Muslims
who had become naturalized French citizens in Muslim cemeteries. Zghal’s study
emphasizes the recourse to religion in public and state spheres and concludes that
secularization occurs whenever there is no competition among interpretations of
the sacred and in the production of religious materials, and when the political
sphere is controlled by the state, with religion having little or no influence®.
Her interpretation is put forward in response to Franck Frégosi, who focused
on what he called “gallicanisme bourguibien” -- the subordination of religious
institutions to the state -- and on the role of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and how
neither Bourguiba nor Ben Ali truly envisaged a “logic of secularization™.
A recent discussion by Lahcen Oulhaj shows how the arrival in power of the
conservative Islamic party, the Justice and Development Party(PJD), in Morocco
has not affected the process of secularization at all, given the country’s choice

of a constitutional monarchy that recognizes political pluralism and linguistic,

(4) Khalifa Chater. Le nationalisme tunisien et 1’islam sous le protectorat. In workshop
“Nationalism and Islam, a comparative standpoint.” Tokyo, March 13, 2010, (Project Of
Islamic Area studies, Sophia university, Institute of Asian Cultures, Tokyo). ( pages not
indicated)

(5) Malika Zeghal. “Etat et marché des biens religieux. Les voies égyptienne et tunisienne.”
Critique Internationale. 1999/4 (n° 5). Pp. 75 — 95. p. 95 et 89. http://www.cairn.info/
resume.php?ID ARTICLE=CRII P1999 5N1 0075

(6) Franck Frégosi. “La régulation institutionnelle de ’Islam en Tunisie: entre audace moderniste
et tutelle étatique.” Policy Paper No. 11. March 2005. Pp. 30, 31. http://www.google.com.
sglurl?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0CDUQFjAB&url=http%3A%2F
%2Fwww.ifri.org%2Ffiles%2Fpolicy_briefs%2Fpolicy_paper 4 fregosi.pdf&ei=12JSUsP
mGIvIrAeK84DwDA&usg=AFQjCNHYOf5p2C5Khznl0tBIQdU14kd TtQ&bvm=bv.53537
100,d.bmk
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events taking place between the 1970s and the “Arab Spring” of 2011, in order
to understand how feminists, both secular and Islamist and all of whom were
educated in the national university system, formulate their positions on questions

such as the freedom of conscience and the constitutionalization of women’s rights.

My discussion is based on an anthropological approach that takes into
account historical, psychological, and legal materials in an effort to understand
how legal limits/hudud have been reinterpreted. I utilize life histories I collected
from historical figures in the Tunisian women’s movement who were active from
the 1930s into the 1950, as well as my observations of the contemporary Tunisian
women’s movement from the 1970s up to the present. Analyzing the discourse and
practice of these women and women’s groups will help us see the contribution of
women to the construction of values and norms that were formerly the exclusive
domain of the oulama and the fuqaha.

I. Context and secularization

For Himanshu Roy, secularism in the West took the form of protest
by the oppressed against the theocratic state and for individual liberty, and it
was capitalist merchants who, in a context of the expansion of capitalism and
commerce, developed secularism while minorities continued to be divided in
states that remained, in essence, theocratic. Roy also discusses how, in India,
the secularism that arrived via colonial capitalism facilitated the process of
segregation and division among groups, with electoral practice continuing and
sometimes reinforcing this process”. In looking at the relationship between
society, religion, and the state, Mondher Kilani notes that even in France, a
country that is officially laic, the separation between Church and State is not

3
always clear””.

In the Maghreb the process of secularization varies according to context

and political system. Khalifa Chater considers that secularism was out of the

(2) Himanshu Roy. “Western secularism and colonial legacy.” Economic and political weekly.
Vol. 41. N 2 (Jan. 14 - 20, 2006) pp. 158-165. p. 164.

(3) Mondher Kilani. “ Equivoques de la religion et politiques de la laicité en Europe. Réflexions
a partir de I’Islam.” Archives des sciences sociales des religions. 48° Année, N 121 (Janvier
— Mars 2003). pp. 69-86. p. 69.

137



Lilia Labidi sac Lall QL‘\SS\_, uj.\.r_)U\ I PR

Introduction

Many writers from the South have shown how the secularization process
varies according to historical context and political forces. Some have pointed out
that separation between the state and religion is far from evident, including in so-
called “secular” states of even those that call themselves “laic.” Others focused
on the political forces — secular or Islamist — that used women’s bodies as a means
to inscribe their ideology on public space. But rare are the social science studies
that have discussed the contribution of women to the process of the secularization
of society or to the reinterpretation of religious thought.” This is the aspect
that interests us here, for it can teach us much about the means and resources
employed by women in societies where discussion over religion continues to be

impassioned regarding the issue of secularization.

In the first section of this paper I will look at some research on the process
of secularization in countries with experiences similar to Tunisia’s — colonial
occupation, and the role played by the state and social groups to promote
women’s rights — which will help me outline the contexts and forces at play in
this process. In the second section I will explore some historical events in order to
understand what motivated women to rise up against colonialism and patriarchy,
and how women participated in the construction of new hudud/norms, giving
new meaning to certain limits/boundaries concerning values and leading, in the
Tunisian context, to the promulgation of the Personal Status Code (PSC) in 1956
which gave significant rights to women. In the third section I will focus on several

(1) Earlier versions or sections of this study were presented at the panel on “Beyond the Arab
Spring: Anthropologizing Islamic Futures”, 112" Annual Meeting, American Anthropological
Association, Chicago, 23-25 November 2013 ; at Central University of Minorities, Beijing,
13 March 2014; and at the International conference on Arab Countries in Transition: Gender
rights and constitutional reforms. Beirut, Lebanon, 23 — 25 June 2014.

Lilia Labidi. Tunisian Women Reformists: two examples in historical context. In Haleh
Esfandiari and Margot Badran (eds.). Reformist Women Thinkers in the Islamic World. Pp.
19-21. 2009. http://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/reformistwomenthinkers.pdf
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The Political Role of Women during
the Arab Spring in Tunisia

Lilia Labidi
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Abstract

This paper discusses the contribution of women to Islamic reformism and to
secularization. Lilia Labidi shows how women participated in the construction of a new
political culture in a domain that belonged exclusively to the oulama and male political
figures during periods when discussion over religion was impassioned. She shows how
socio-cultural factors gave women, during each of the periods discussed, new positions
and roles, and how the secularization process varied according to historical context
and political forces. She explores in this paper some historical and recent events in
order to understand what motivated women to rise up against domination and to stand
up for equality between the sexes and she outlines the contexts and forces at play in the
process of the construction of new hudud/norms, giving new meaning to certain limits/
boundaries concerning values, such as the constitutionalization of women's rights.

Keywords: Women; Islamic reformism; hudud /norms; constitutionalization;
women’s rights; political culture; Tunisia.
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Abstract

Women Activists «<Hoda al-Saddah,
Mervat al-Tellawi, Mona dhu-I Figar":
Lobby Group inside the Egyptian Khamsin Committee

Amro Salah al-Din ‘Alaa

The new Egyptian constitution, approved by a popular referendum in 14 and 15
of January 2014, made strides in terms of the gains achieved by women during the
last few decades in Egypt. Owing to the efforts of feminist organizations, an effective
role for women was made possible through the Khamsin committee, which drafted the
2014 constitution. The constitution gives a child born of an Egyptian mother the right
to citizenship and includes articles on equity and equality between men and women
with regards to rights and without discrimination. The constitution also establishes
a commission to prevent discrimination against women, and commits the government
to a parliamentary quota for women, including 25% in the local councils as well as
positions in the higher administration and the judiciary. The battle appeared hard
for the female members of the Khamsin committee, who did not make up more than
10% of the total members. This paper uncovers the vital role that the latter played to
protect their constitutional achievements, presents the stages preceding the drafting of
the 2014 constitution, and summarizes the status of women within it. It also discusses
the circumstances that led to the founding of the Khamsin committee, and depicts the
political and gender composition of the committee. The paper devotes a great space to
the role of the women activists within the committee, namely Hoda al-Saddah, Mervat
al-Tellawi and Mona dhu—I Figar, during different stages of the committee'’s work. The
stages range from the outset when the activists contributed to the general philosophy
of the constitution during the discussion sessions, to the drafting of the texts within the
various sub—committees, to the stage when the activists joined alliances and coalitions,
until the final stage when they cast their first indicative and final ballots.

Keywords: Feminist Activists; Hoda al-Saddah; Mervat al-Tellawi; Mona dhu-1
Figar; Khamsin Committee; New Egyptian Constitution; Feminist organizations;
Women’s Quota; Egypt.
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Abstract

Tunisian Women and the Revolution:
Expectations, Challenges and Stakes

Amal Grami

Since the beginning of the Tunisian Revolution, which saw an exceptional
participation of women, Tunisian women had dreams and expectations that their status
would be improved, that the Code of Personal Status would be amended to reflect
their aspirations for the achievement of effective equality and full citizenship. However,
the transition process brought about myriads of challenges that made women deeply
concerned with their achieved rights and facing forms of physical, verbal and especially
symbolic violence. They sought to organize themselves seeking to prove their ability
to resist and to invent new resistance strategies. Part one of this research identifies
the forms of regression and multiple forms of violence targeting women that emerged
in Tunisian society (the large number of visiting preachers advocating women hate,
marginalization, denying women's participation in the Revolution, sex Jihad, face veil
(nigab), veiling young girls and depriving girls of education...). Part two analyzes
the reactions of Tunisian women regarding these changes and their views regarding
provisions in the draft constitution that do not account for their full rights, namely
the forms of resistance adopted by women and the methods they used in developing
strategies. The last part analyzes the impact of these changes on women's movement in
Tunisia, their situation, status, gender relations and their views of the future in the light
of these challenges.

Keywords: Tunisian women; gender; women’s resistance; feminist movement; Arab
spring; Tunisian revolution; Tunisia.
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harness social media as one of their communication tools and therefore use social
media as a platform to broadcast "a coherent message both in image and text, in
support of the operational legitimacy"®”. The contents posted can therefore be
assimilated to propaganda as they are posted in conditions where each group tries
to reply to the other without any trustful control of content.

Conclusion

Throughout this paper we have tried to demonstrate the innovative aspects
of Infowar in the Middle East conflict. Israel developed a real infowar strategy,
unlike in previous conflicts with Hezbollah in 2006 and with Hamas in 2009,
which were dubbed as failures on the communication front. Indeed, it is clear
that the IDF use of social media has evolved towards a more direct control of
the communication and they have gradually and carefully built up their presence
on social media platforms and established these platforms as key weapons in the
state’s public relations arsenal. Hamas did not have a real communication strategy;
In fact they led a defensive and reactive infowar against Israel. Furthermore, we
noticed the emergence of newplayers such as Anonymous or Citizen Journalists
that were not previously involved in the Israeli-Arab "online" conflict.

Web Science research provides an innovative interdisciplinary approach
to understand the impact of the Web in new contexts, like infowar in the
Middle-East. The Web applications create infinite and ever-evolving practices
that transform traditional political and social structures and re-organize power
relations all around the World. To provide the scientific community with a correct
assessment of how the Web might be used as a battleground or as a weapon of
mass annoyance, infowar researchers need valid and reliable data to scrutinize, use
multiple indicators and gather data from multiple sources. But a clear definition
of the boundaries of infowar would also be needed, especially if we consider that
the BTKP rule does not apply to the Web context. These preliminary steps could
lead the way to the creation of resources of reference for research and real-time
observation of the evolution of infowar on the Web... far from the hype.

(28) Frangois Chauvancy, "War of Meaning, Cyberwar and Democracies". Cyberspace and
Information Warfare. Ed. Daniel Ventre, Iste, Wiley (2011): 31-81.
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in #Gaza,shelling civilians & populated areas #Humanrights pic.twitter.com/
hTKX3sDs (picture of a dead child) 10:49 AM - 15 Nov 12.

2.2.2.2 Win the psychologicalWar

The use of online social media intensifies the degree of psychological
warfare as these platforms become a virtual public sphere where the two parties
can directly interact and influence each other. Israel and Hamas try to deepen the
impact of what had been achieved against the enemy on the ground and boost
the moral strength of its own troops and population by publicizing their military
achievements. For example, the video posted by Al Qassam Brigades showing
the launch of a Fajr 5 missile towards Tel Aviv for the first time revealed the will
to weaken the confidence of the enemy. By directly threatening each other on
social media platforms, in using the first-person plural personal pronoun "we" and
the second-person personal pronoun "you", both sides compete in psychological
warfare: IDF: "We recommend no Hamas operatives, whether low level or senior
leaders, show their faces above ground in the days ahead. " The answer from
Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades: "Our blessed hands will reach your leaders and
soldiers wherever they are".

Using Internet social networks is a means to disseminate information quickly
and directly to a mass audience. Both parties to the conflict bypass traditional
media and tell the story straight to the audience. This is also known as "Hasbara"
on the Israeli side®”.

2.2.2.3 Disinformation

Getting control of the narrative implies that, in this context, both parties
delivered a message that is only deemed "productive" for their purpose””. In
advancing both their own agendas, the parties in conflict do not necessarily fully
disseminate information. In this war, both parties have shown an eagerness to

(26) Chas Freeman, "Hasbara and Control Narrative as an Element of Strategy", Middle East
Policy Council, December 2012. Accessed June 13, 2014. http://www.mepc.org/articles-
commentary/speeches/hasbara-and-control-narrative-element-strategy

(27) "Israel Bans Social Network Use in Defense Forces", The Journal, October 2012. Accessed
June 13, 2014. http://www.thejournal.ie/israel-bans-social-network-use-in-defence-forces-
37010-Oct2010/?r_dir_d=1.
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This example raises the following question: What kind of civic responsibility
does social media platforms have in the Middle-East situation; particularly in
preserving its users’ autonomy and privacy? Facebook states in its community
standards that: "Safety is Facebook’s top priority. We remove content and may
escalate to law enforcement when we perceive a genuine risk of physical harm, or
a direct threat to public safety. You may not credibly threaten others, or organize
acts of real-world violence. Organizations with a record of terrorist or violent
criminal activity are not allowed to maintain a presence on our site®". Groups
like The Syrian Electronic Army, officially supported and recognized by the
Syrian regime, is still ostensibly present on the social network even after several
attempts by Facebook to remove their account.

2.2.2 New targets and objectives

The 2012 conflict between Israel and Hamas is characterized by its increased
visibility and official status on social networks. If this conflict has introduced the
use of new mobilization tools, communication goals remain the same as those of
a conventional war.

2.2.2.1 Legitimize / Delegitimize the War

For both Israel and Hamas, the main goal was to win the public opinion
war on both national and international level. For Israel, the use of social media
was an effective way to legitimize its military action against Hamas and explain
"the morality of the war it is fighting"“”: "There are two main goals of this IDF
operation: to protect Israeli civilians and to cripple the terrorist infrastructure in
the #Gaza Strip." — IDF (@IDFSpokesperson Nov. 14, 2012. For Hamas, the
main goal was to delegitimize the Israeli attack on Gaza and show its violence by
posting, for example, images of wounded or dead children: Algassam Brigades
@AlqassamBrigade : #Israel’s military kills #Palestinian children in cold blood

(24) Brian Fung, "Does the Israel Hamas Internet War Violate Twitters Terms Of Service?"
The Atlantic, November 2012. Accessed June 13, 2104. http://www.theatlantic.com/
international/archive/2012/11/does-the-israel-hamas-internet-war-violate-twitters-terms-of-
service/265285/.

(25) Michael Koplow, "How Not to Wage War on the Internet," Foreign Policy, November 2012.
Accessed June 13, 2014. http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/11/15/how_not to
wage war_on_the internet
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2.1.3.1 Official accounts

For the first time in the Israeli-Arab infowar, traditional players have created
official accounts to get their message through. The platform that was mostly used
during this conflict is Twitter, with two official accounts @IDFSpokesperson and
(@algassambrigades, for both mainplayers of the conflict. The IDF also started
a string of Hashtags that were used quite extensively, with #pillarofdefense
tweeting 88 tweets in just two days.

IDF )
m The IDF has embarked on Operation Pillar of Defense.

IDF !
All options are on the table. If necessary, the IDF s ready to initiate a
: ground operation in Gaza.

The Al-Qassam Brigades, on the other hand, was quite reactive. They
directly answered to IDF several times, by confirming the death of one of their
senior operative, and furthermore by threatening the IDF and telling them that
they have "opened the gates of hell". Both parties have also used other platforms
to put forward their narrative, one of the most flagrant being the video posted on
YouTube of the attack that lead to the death of Ahmad Al Jabari and the string of
commentaries that followed from supporters of each side.

2.2 New Rules of engagement

In the aftermath of a "social media spying scandal", the IDF has bared most
of'its elements from using social media platforms and share information that may
be deemed of military nature: Two years ago, a few IDF personnel had Facebook
friends that where in fact covert Hezbollah operative who were able to monitor
their movements and deployment through their social media feeds.

2.2.1 The "Terms of service" rule

Using Web platforms as new virtual conflict zones raises questions about the
publications’ content on the web. Most platforms are under increasing pressure
from national legislations to bar heinous discourse. This didn’t prevent the posting
of the video of the attack on Ahmad Al Jabari by the IDF.
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handful of independent Palestinian journalists who worked with a large range of
media formats to provide footage and primary reporting for traditional and new
media alike. One of these emblematic citizen journalists is SamehAkramHabeeb.
During the conflict, Habeeb was constantly updating his "Gaza Today" blog®”,
which included a daily report with news and photos.

. . . . 23
Another emerging actor in the asymmetric infowar is Anonymous™”’

, the
collective name of loosely-affiliated individuals that participate in hacktivism.
Anonymous strongly opposes Internet censorship and surveillance and has
hacked various government websites in many countries. It has also targeted major
security corporations all over the world. On November 15th 2012, Anonymous
began shutting down Israeli websites and launched the Oplsrael campaign.
They attacked many Israeli websites in response to the IDF offensive in Gaza
and claimed to have taken down at least 700 sites in less than 2 months. Using
defacement tactics, they replaced webpages with messages condemning the

Israeli campaign and expressing support for the citizens of Gaza.

W Follow

Israel, all your base are belong to us.

2.1.3 New Tools

Israel’s attack on Gaza opened a new chapter in the use of the web as a
weapon for infowar. Both parties have resorted to tools underexploited so far
within the context of conflicts in the Middle-East, like Twitter, YouTube or
Instagram. The use of these new platforms is characterized by dualism in strategic
definition, with, on one hand, official accounts belonging to official authorities
and, on the other hand, social media individual profiles used to network and
socialize. Impact is very high, but deceptive content added by the enemy could
ruin users’ confidence and trust.

(22) From Gaza: Suffering In Stories, Features, Articles and Photos. Accessed June 13, 2014.
http://gazatoday.blogspot.com

(23) Anonymous Group. # Op Israel — Anonymous stands by Palestine in this time of war and
grief. Accessed June 13, 2014.http://anonrelations.net/anonymous-opisrael-95/.
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2.1.1 Traditional players

Following its tradition of efficiency in intelligence actions, Israel is
today a major player in the infowar and one of the most influential players in
cyberwarfare. The cyber dimension of warfare has officially been integrated in the
Israeli defense strategy since the last conflict with Hezbollah in 2006. Preparing
electronic warfare is among priorities of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). They
sat up a military cyber command and opened a cyber-defense department.
Moreover, the Official Israel Defense Forces spokesperson, AvitalLeibovich,
(Head of International Media and Communication Branch, IDF Spokespersons
Unit) became the director of the department "Interactive Media IDF" just after the
Israel-Gaza 2012 conflict. Whereas usually very discreet about their operations,
Israeli forces decided to communicate massively via social media tools in the

. 20
Israel-Gaza conflict®”.

Facing the threat of cyberwar from Israel, Hamas, the Islamist organization
that governs the Gaza Strip and its military wing, the Izz ad-Din al-Qassam
Brigades, has certainly yield in a more traditional war against Israel, but has
also sought to use infowar techniques through the Al-Qassam Cyber Fighters.
Hamas attempted to conduct deception attacks consisting primarily of fake
-mails and Facebook postings. For example, many Israeli citizens received false
announcements from an "IDF Spokesman" warning that "if you opened these
messages, terrorists in Gaza can geo-localize you" and "direct their Katyusha
rockets at your location"?".

2.1.2 Emerging players

The concept of "citizen journalism" is an alternative and activist form of
news gathering and reporting that functions outside mainstream media institutions.
With foreign press not allowed entering the war zone, scarce electricity and very
little Internet access infrastructure, the media dynamics in Gaza centered on a

(20) Liz Klimas, "Israel and Hamas Engage in Social Media War". Blaze, November 2012.
Accessed June 13, 2014. http://www.theblaze.com/stories/2012/11/15/israel-and-hamas-
engage-in-social-media-war/

(21) David Shamah, "Hamas launches email assault". Times Of Israel, November 2012. Accessed
June 13, 2014 http://www.timesofisrael.com/hamas-script-kiddies-send-israelis-threatening-
email-messages/
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a new generation of weaponry. If the Web started as a hypertext network of
information, it has become a network of socially organized people within virtual
borders and turned into a useful tool to organize efficient aggression, repression
or surveillance. Future conflicts in theMiddle-East will systematically be defined
by the use and the exploitation of these new non-conventional and asymmetric
methods of aggression and counter-aggression. For example, during the first year
of the upraising, Information warfare on the Web played an important role in the
protest mobilization, but also in the repression organized by the regime. Web
sites and social media platforms have been a weapon of choice for both dissidents
and forces loyal to the Syrian Regime. But strategic efficiency is still difficult to
evaluate: worldwide online coverage of atrocities committed by the regime has
not provided the expected reaction by the international community and deceptive
content provided by a disorganized opposition raised confidence doubts.

2.1 A new context: 2012 war in Gaza

Like in a classic warfare situation, belligerents learn strategic lessons
from previous examples and the conflicts of 2006 in Lebanon and 2011 in
Syria provided testing grounds for developing efficient response to asymmetric
aggressions on the Web. In 2012, the short war between Israel and Hamas in
the Gaza Strip brought new dimensions to infowar on the Web and its social
media platforms. These new rules of asymmetric infowar could be described
using Bertrand Boyer’s typology of "the geopolitical players in cyberspace": the
first type being the "traditionalplayerr" of asymmetric geopolitics such as state
and non-state players, whereas the second type is the "emerging" born within
Cyberspace''”.

Ahmed Jabari

(ELIMNATEDY

I

e

(19) Bruno Boyer, "Le cyberespace, nouveau champ pour la géopolitique?", Stratégie dans le
cyberspace. Iris, Observatoire Géostratégique de 1’information, 2012.
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(mainly built around state structures or official think tanks and research centers)
and hackers using specialized forums or Darknet sites to promote the technicalities
of their achievements. Both sources have their own agendas and their information
cannot be fully trusted. Furthermore, the growing number of states and non-states
players involved in these actions like Anonymous or other groups, forms an unclear
landscape: links or cooperation between players and cross-claimed actions make
it really difficult to identify attacks and relate available data. Measuring infowar
would need independent observers to validate:

1) The existence of the action, by identifying qualitative traces or quantitative
distortions in usage,

2) Aclearreading of the strategic intention by following available web content,

3) The availability of technical means in the hands of the attackers and

4) A precise evaluation of the damage done. Such a dataset would of course
indicate the context of the attack, if related to direct conflict on the ground,

or if the attack is just another event in an ongoing cyberwar.

It would also indicate if state and non-state players are involved in the attack:
some countries might not have the technical proficiency to conduct certain types of
attacks; meanwhile non-state players may need to regroup capabilities to perform
actions more efficiently. Existing Web Science research could also be used to shed
a new light on the reality of infowar: research methods related to trust (Metaxas
2010, O’Hara 2011, Vafopoulos 2011), gatekeepers and filtering (Jiirgens et Al.
2011), cybercrime (Yip, 2011, Sugiura, Weber, 2012) and the Web observatory
project “ would eventually provide models and tools to store, analyze, "validate
and interpret the data to advise industrialists, policy makers and the wider public
as to its true significance". Finally, new research directions suggest that in the
context of infowar, we might detect the creation of cyberwarfare Social Machines
where players and crowds interact in various defensive or offensive ways.

2 - The new rules of asymmetric infowar in the Middle-East

An asymmetric war is a conflict opposing two unbalanced forces, most
of the time a state against a non-state player. In this context, non-conventional
methods are used, and Web-related actions are progressively considered as

(18) http://wstwebl.ecs.soton.ac.uk/?page_id=1637
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information through the public networks and security services-owned proxy

servers?

. Limiting access to foreign or independent information by technical
means should be considered as an act of cyberwarfare, even if it doesn’t imply
the "offensive" intention of a cyberattack. But for different approaches that might
consider the strict military definition of CNO, this type and many other types
of cyberattacks on the Web do not fall under the "break things and kill people"
rule (BTKP)". This includes psychological warfare (PSYOP), open source
intelligence, Web page defacement or hacktivism. These actions could give a
strategic advantage to a belligerent that might eventually lead him to victory, but

this situation is highly improbable.

Infowar on the Web appears in certain contexts and seems to have different
strategic objectives than the more "traditional" examples of cyberattacks
(DDOS, viruses, worms, Man in the Middle, etc.). Subnational, transnational
and supranational organizations and groups“® have a preference for Web targets:
the visibility they provide and their relative harmlessness is a best choice for
them, in strategic terms. Nevertheless, the violent nature of infowar on the Web
might be observed in its ability to disrupt normal assessment of a situation by
critical players, like the financial system or political decision. Deceptive content,
alteration of data or information could lead to misreading of events and wrong
decisions.

1.4 Measuring infowar

Major contributions to the subject were outlined in Giacomello’s paper‘'”.

The author presents the example of "missions of peace" researchers who needed
to provide dependable data "as counterbalance to the views expressed by national
security communities and military analysts". Today, most of the data available on
infowar operations comes from two main sources: the intelligence community

(14) Stéphane Bazan et al., "Web Science in the context of the Arab Near East". Proceedings
of the ACM WebSci’10: Extending the Frontiers of Society On-Line. Raleigh, NC: US
(2010).

(15) Giampiero Giacomello, Measuring Digital Wars.

(16) Marvin Kalb and Carol Saivetz, "The Isracl-Hezbollah War of 2006: The Media as a Weapon
in Asymmetrical Conflict". The International Journal of Press/Politics, 12-3 (2007):
43-66.

(17) Giampiero Giacomello, Measuring Digital Wars.
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has attracted considerable attention, but to date, it has meant little more than
propaganda, intelligence collection or the digital equivalent of graffiti, with
groups defacing each other s websites. No critical infrastructures have been shut
down by cyberattacks".

1.2 Identification and measure

Thethirdlevel concerns methodology: how do we measure infowar, in terms of
types of actions, frequency and efficiency? A 2003 paper by Giacomello
that it should be possible to measure cyberwars. "In democratic countries, it should
even be possible to compare different measurements and include the public in an
open discussion. But research on digital wars takes place in closed laboratories
and feeding public opinion with unverifiable data and the media with "ad hoc"
anecdotes seem common developments in several countries".

“suggests

The main questions behind infowar research lie in the difficulty to observe
and independently measure it: like any information related to strategic issues, data
is scarce and most of the sources use deception techniques or amplification of
assessment, in order to guarantee efficiency. Many authors [8, 9] are questioning
the reality of infowar, due to the lack of independent scientific tools to evaluate
the true impact of cyberattacks.

1.3 The Break Things, Kill People rule and infowar on the Web

The pivotal aspect of the nature of infowar resides in the capability of the
attack to transform the balance of forces or imply destruction or killing of human
beings. To define infowar on the Web, we need to delimitate what we call "the
Web": Should we just consider the Web as a set of technologies (Hypertext,
HTML, URLs, browser and HTTP servers) brought together by Tim Berners-Lee
in 1990 or do we need to extend the Web to all kind of human activities created
with it? A cyberattack could indeed reduce our capacity to link, share and post,
learn or be informed of a situation through web sites by denying access to a server
or limiting a server’s capacities.

In the context of the cyberwar in the Middle-East, official telecommunication
structures are heavily controlled by public stakeholders: they control access to

(13) Giampiero Giacomello, Measuring Digital Wars.

204



Sabrine Saad, Stéphane Bazan and Addis Tesfa sacliall Ciliall g oy se™M T gaa

makes little sense without considering how Internet conflict will accomplish the
tasks commonly addressed by terrestrial warfare. To supplant existing modes of
conflict, cyberwar must be capable of realizing the political objectives, to which
force or threats of force are commonly applied, something that in important
respects, cyberwar fails to do. Cyberwar is much more likely to serve as an
adjunct to, rather than a substitute for, existing forms of political violence. Indeed,
rather than threatening existing hierarchies, cyberwar appears much more likely
to augment the military advantages of status quo powers""”" If authors do not
agree on the definition of infowar, they all agree that most countries did have
an "awakening" at some point in recent times and "are only now beginning to
see attempts to deal with the inherent vulnerability in critical infrastructure and

[ 11
government military networks""".

1.1 The Web as a multiplier effect

A second level of complexity comes with the technical nature of infowar
and raises the following question: does cyberattacks target the Web or is the Web
just another collateral asset to multiply the effect of larger scope objectives? To
answer this question, we need to make a clear difference between cyberattacks
and warfare actions that target the communication structure (the Internet) and
infowar tactics on the Web itself. This distinction was clearly illustrated by the

1 and

famous "weapons of mass annoyance" notion phrased by Stewart Baker
explained by James Lewis: "Much of the early work on the ‘cyber threat’depicted
hackers, terrorists, foreign spies and criminal gangs who, by typing a few
commands into a computer, can take over or disrupt the critical infrastructure
of entire nations. This frightening scenario is not supported by any evidence.
Terrorist groups like Al Qaeda do make significant use of the Internet, but as a
tool for intra-group communications, fund-raising and public relations. Cyber
terrorist could also take advantage of the Internet to steal credit card numbers or

valuable data to provide financial support for their operations. Cyber-terrorism

(10) Erik Gartzke, "The Myth of Cyberwar". International Security, 38-2 (2013): 41-73.

(11) Richard Stiennon, "There is no cyberwar the way there is no nuclear war". Forbes. November
2011.

(12) James A. Lewis, "Assessing the Risks of Cyber Terrorism, Cyber War and Other Cyber
Threats". Publications of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, December
2002.
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could easily be transformed into battlefields to make strategic gains: the regime
used fake accounts and deception techniques to identify rebels, denature their
claims and create confusion. These actions had direct impact on the ground:
arrests, torture and physical elimination. We also witnessed in this context the
first official recognition by a state leader that his regular army was supported
online by an "Electronic Army", the first of its kind in the region. The structure of
the Internet access in Syria and the open and distributed nature of the Web helped
this army to invade the virtual space to wage a war against online mobilization:
the previous lessons of Tunisia and Egypt“were learned by the Syrian regime.

Information warfare in its broadest sense is "a struggle for the information
and communications process, a struggle that began with the advent of human
communication and conflict". It also can be defined as the "application of
destructive force on a large scale against information assets and systems, against
the computers and networks that support the four critical infrastructures (the
power grid, communications, financial, and transportation)"” Existing research
on infowar raises more questions than provide answers. From Sun Tzu and
Clausewitz to more recent definitions of digital wars, information operations (10)
or computer networks operation (CNO), information warfare is a catch-all concept
and "scholars should improve the research agenda on CNO to include more
rigorous studies and thus contribute to reversing the hype and misinformation

that now surrounds such important topic"(g).

On a fundamental level and following Thomas Rid’s clarion call that

"cyberwar will not take place"”

, there is a growing debate on the nature of
"electronic wars". Erik Gartzke talks about the "myth of cyberwar" [9] and

explains that "studying what could happen in cyberspace (or anywhere else)

(6) On the 28" of January 2011, Organisations that track global internet access detected a
collapse in traffic in to and out of Egypt at around 10.30GMT. The shut down involved the
withdrawal of more than 3,500 Border Gateway Protocol (BGP) routes by Egyptian ISPs,
according to Renesys, a networking firm.

(7) Vernon B. Lewis. Information Warfare and the Intelligence Community. Final Report of
the Snyder Commission. 1997.

(8) Giampiero Giacomello, "Measuring Digital Wars: Learning from the experience of peace
research and arms control". Infocon Magazine Issue 1.Accessed June 13, 2014. http://www.
iwar.org.uk/infocon/

(9) Thomas Rid, "Cyber War Will Not Take Place". Journal of Strategic Studies, 35-1 (2012):
5-32.
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Our ongoing observation aims at showing that infowar evolves from one
context to another, that new forms of cyberwarfare emerge with new tools and
new usages to create and define new strategic opportunities.

1- Infowar on the Web

The Interdisciplinary Research Unit in Web Science (UIR) at Saint-
Joseph University of Beirut (USJ) answered the 2006Web Science call for
interdisciplinary research® to understand the Web and its impact on society,
with a specific approach: the Web is one, but the experience is quite different
depending on where you are in the world. This "contextual" dimension is almost
inevitable when you observe the Web in the Middle-East. Cultures, languages,
history and politics create distortions and alter the global trends of Web impact
and usage. Web players in the Middle-East include cyber armies and non-states
playerswho use networks, computers, protocols and HTML code to support
their political advantages, protect their assets and control their populations and
supporters. There seems to be no debate about the nature of these actions event
if cyberattacks in the context of digitalinfowars are often considered as weapons
of mass annoyance.

. 4.5
Our previous researches( -

on the use of the Web as a weapon to create
strategic advantages in asymmetric conflicts provided the Web Science research
community with original insights in what War on the Web could look like from a
contextual point of view. The first context was the 2006 war between Israel and
Hezbollah and we demonstrated at the time that the Web was deliberately used by
belligerents as a strategic platform to gain strategic advantage through infowar.
The second study aimed at understanding the rules of engagement on the Web
in the tragic context of the Syrian civil war. Considered as the first example of

"civil infowar", the Syrian war proved that the Web and Social Media platforms

(3) Stéphane Bazan and Christophe Varin."Web Science in the context of the Arab Near East".
Proceedings of the WebScil0: Extending the Frontiers of Society On-Line, Raleigh, NC:
US, April 26-27" (2010).

(4) Sabrine Saad et al. "Asymmetric Cyber-warfare between Israel and Hezbollah": The Web as
a new strategic battlefield". (Paper presented at the ACM WebSci’11, Koblenz, Germany,
June 2011).

(5) Sofia El Amine et al. "Infowar in Syria: The Web between Liberation and Repression."
(Paper presented at the ACM WebSci’12, Evanston, USA, June 2012).
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Introduction

The Middle-East region is known throughout the World for its ongoing
political and military conflicts. Since 1948, the region has witnessed many forms
of confrontations, but recent ones have found new strategic orientations with the
development of Web access and literacy, among local populations. Increase in
networks speeds and democratization of Internet connections since 2005 have
created new opportunities for online mobilization and information warfare.
Organized and efficient usage of Online Social Media platforms has altered the
political landscape in many countries of the region, during the 2009 -2011 period
now called the "Arab Spring""”. Even if the "Google Doctrine’s", described
by Morozov as "the enthusiastic belief in the liberating power of technology
accompanied by the irresistible urge to enlist Silicon Valley start-ups in the global
fight for freedom"®is largely criticized today, it’s an establishedfact that Web
platforms and tools, used by citizens or governments, have created new virtual
zones of conflict. To evaluate what is really going on in these new zones requires
a clarification of several misunderstandings in definitions of information warfare
and cyberwarfare.

This paper offers methodological directions to identify actions and measure
their impact in the specific context of the Web. Research on Information Warfare
on the Web is still at an early stage and the question of the true nature of
cyberwarfare actions that target the Web needs to be answered on both conceptual
and methodological levels. Existing research has proved that the Web is a new
battlefield with specific strategic objectives, but research needs to create new
assessment tools to validate the real impact of cyberattacks, especially when they
target "soft" targets like Web sites or social media platforms.

(1) The term "Arab Spring" was first coined in 2005 by several authors in magazine’s editorials
(Christian Science Monitor, Der Spiegel, Foreign Policy). Dominique Moisi was the first
author to entitle a column with "An Arab Spring?"

(2) Evgeny Morozov. "The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom". (Public
Affairs, U.S., 2011).
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Abstract

The Middle-East Region is presently known throughout the World for its ongoing
political and military conflicts. Since 1948, the region has witnessed many forms of
confrontations, but recent ones found new strategic orientations with the development
of Web access and literacy, among local populations. Increase in networks speeds
and democratization of Internet connections since 2005 created new opportunities
for online mobilization and information warfare. Organized and efficient usage of
Online Social Media platforms has altered the political landscape in many countries
of the region, during the 2009 - 2011 periods now called the Arab Spring! To clearly
evaluate what is really going on in these new zones requires a clarification of several
misunderstandings in definitions of information warfare and cyberwarfare. This paper
offers methodological directions to identify actions and measure their impact in the
specific context of the Web. Research on infowar on the Web is still at an early stage
and the question of the true nature of information warfare actions that target the Web
needs to be answered at both conceptual and methodological levels.

Keywords: Information warfare; Web; Middle-East; players; emerging player;
asymmetric war; Gaza Strip; Arab spring; Web Science.
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