
Ugandan parliamentarian Sylvia Rwabwogo knows only
too well the anguish, fear and paranoia of being
stalked incessantly. For almost a year, her stalker

phoned her and sent hundreds of text messages declaring his
undying love - telling her she could never belong to anyone
else. A knock on the door or unknown phone call would make
her panic he was coming for her. 

“I told him to stop calling and I blocked his number but he
would just call and text from another number. For months, I
was confined to my home. I was scared to go to work or even
the supermarket,” Rwabwogo, 42, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “It took eight months before I reported the
harassment to the police as I was worried I would not be tak-
en seriously and the media would blow up the issue and sen-
sationalize it.”

Rwabwogo was right - and the backlash was severe. Not
only was she ridiculed by fellow politicians, local media and
the public for “making a big issue out of nothing”, she was
accused of ruining the life of a “love-struck” man by seeking
justice for the trauma. Women’s rights campaigners say fear
of backlash is one of the main reasons why the #MeToo
movement has been more of murmur than an outcry in
African nations.

Although women and girls face a plethora of threats -
ranging from child marriage, female genital mutilation, sexual
and domestic violence, campaigners say, few are able to
speak out fearing they will be blamed, criticized and stigma-
tized. “We witnessed #MeToo in pockets across Africa -
especially with university students in some countries speak-
ing out about being forced to have sex with lecturers,” said
Agnes Odhiambo, women’s rights researcher at Human Rights
Watch. “But it has been slower to take off in Africa. Women
are still shamed for speaking about sexual violence. The retal-

iation they face can be brutal and their character is assassi-
nated - and yet there is little support available to them.”

Slow, but not absent
The #MeToo movement that began in the United States in

late 2017, in response to accusations of sexual assault and
harassment in the entertainment industry, has emboldened
women from Britain and France to India and Iran to speak
out. Tens of thousands have taken to social media recounting
their experiences of being verbally abused, groped, molested
and raped by bosses, teachers, colleagues and family.

Top company chief executives, actors, journalists, politi-
cians and celebrities have been accused of sexually harassing
colleagues and subordinates - leading to sackings, resigna-
tions and court cases filed against many powerful men. In
Africa, where women across Africa have been protesting over
physical and sexual abuse for years, the movement - while
not totally absent - has been much slower to take off, say
campaigners.

“I would agree it’s not been as big on the continent as it
probably was in the U.S. and in other parts of the world,” said
Comfort Mussa, Cameroonian journalist who started an
online campaign against sexual harassment in the media
industry. “But at the same time, the movement is not insignifi-
cant. “The feedback we’ve had as media women and media
houses in Cameroon is amazing. There has never been a time
in our history where we’ve had more than 20 female journal-
ists talking about the same thing at the same time and coming
out to say #Metoo.”

In countries such as Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria and Sierra
Leone, the movement prompted female university students to
protest against sexual violence by their lecturers on social
media. The African Union had its own version of #MeToo

when an internal probe in November revealed that short-term
staff, youth volunteers and interns were being sexually
harassed by their superiors. The investigation found 44 cases
and said the young women were being “exploited for sex in
exchange for jobs”.

Accountability missing
Even so, the cases have been few and far between - due

largely to fear of a backlash, but also to a sense that sexual
harassment claims are not taken seriously. “Women in Africa
have been at the receiving end of most grievous gender-
based violations - from rape to femicide - to the extent that
there’s a little bit of desensitization when it comes to sexual
harassment,” said Judy Gitau, a human rights lawyer with
campaign group Equality Now. “Although it is as serious as
every other form of gender-based violence, women here
often see it at the lower end of the spectrum and would rather
just let it go than deal with it.”

Campaigners said the fact those accused of sexual vio-
lence were rarely held to account also discouraged women
from speaking out. Many countries do not have laws specifi-
cally against sexual harassment in the workplace, while most
corporates, government bodies and universities do not have
guidelines or committees to deal with such cases, they said.
For Rwabwogo, the nightmare continues. While her stalker
was sentenced to two years in jail for cyberstalking in July
last year. He has appealed against the verdict.

But she remains defiant. “I suffered first because of this
man, and then because of how people trivialized the whole
thing,” she said. “But I have no regrets. I encourage women to
seek support from other people such as women’s rights
groups. We all have to stand together and speak out. Only
then, this will end.”  —Reuters
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Shameful attack 
that backfired

By Dr James J Zogby 

What happened to Congresswoman Ilhan Omar was
troubling. On the one hand, because she dared to
challenge the way supporters of Israel have worked

to silence debate on US policy toward the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, she became a victim of incitement, and the target of
legislation meant to shame her. At the same time, however, the
heavy-handed tactics employed against her by some pro-
Israel members of Congress backfired, exposing new fault
lines in the US-Israel relationship. 

The weapon of choice utilized by Omar’s opponents was to
demonize her as an anti-Semite. Her “sin”, it appears, was her
continued umbrage over the double-standard that exists in
American policy toward Israel and its treatment of
Palestinians. During Israel’s assault on Gaza, for example, she
criticized the failure of the US media to pierce through Israeli
propaganda and see what was actually happening to
Palestinians in that impoverished strip of land. Once in
Congress, she was deemed to have “sinned” again when she
challenged the power of AIPAC to intimidate politicians and
silence debate on Israel/Palestine.

New to Washington and the “acceptable language” one
should use to discuss these issues, she admitted that her word
choices had been unfortunate and apologized for the pain she
may have caused. Despite her apology, she remained a target.
Because she is a hijab-wearing Muslim, who was critical of
Israel, the GOP sought to exploit her in their continuing effort
to drive a wedge between the Jewish community and
Democrats. For their part, some Democrats reacted with
hyperventilated outrage. Extreme language was used to
denounce Omar. Her words were described as “bigoted,”
“vile,” and, of course, “anti-Semitic slurs.” 

Never, in all this time, was there a critical examination of
what she actually said. In fact, she never accused the Jewish
community of controlling the media (unless one assumes that
Israel’s ability to dominate media coverage of events occurring
in the occupation can be attributed to the Jewish community).
Nor did she accuse the Jewish community of using money to
buy influence in Washington (unless one suggests that AIPAC
speaks for and acts on behalf of the entire Jewish community).
It didn’t matter, her opponents continued to call her an “anti-
Semite,” and did so with such frequency that the term stuck,
putting her at risk to threats of violence from bigots. 

The entire affair came to a head when, at a town hall last
week, Omar attempted to explain herself. Asked to address the
controversy that had erupted over her advocacy of Palestinian
rights, Omar’s colleague, Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib,
spoke first noting that to her the question of Palestine is per-
sonal - her grandmother still lives in the West Bank and
Congresswoman Tlaib desires that she receive equal justice
and recognition of her rights to live in dignity. Reacting to
what she had just heard, Omar said that she couldn’t agree
with those who fight for human rights and dignity for others
and yet exclude Palestinian rights and dignity. 

For her part, she said, the focus should be universal - leav-
ing no one out. She then chided those in Congress who have
pressed her to reject her commitment to call out Israeli abuses
and ignore Palestinians rights. Because she is a Muslim, Omar
said, her criticism of Israel has been automatically seen as
anti-Semitic in order to silence her. 

Even more troubling she noted was that, as a result of the
manufactured controversy over her words, the discussion
became whether or not she was an anti-Semite, while ignoring
“the broader debate about what is happening in Palestine”. At
that point, Omar said that she resented those who are pushing
her to demonstrate allegiance to Israel. She concluded by say-
ing that she wanted to have this conversation about “the polit-
ical influence in this country that says it’s okay to push for
allegiance to a foreign country.”

The reaction to this newest “sin” was near hysteria.
Without ever listening to what she actually said, some mem-
bers of Congress accused her of saying that the Jews had
dual-loyalty - despite the fact that she had said no such thing.
They demanded that Omar be censured or removed from her
committee posts. And the chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Committee proposed a resolution that would have denounced
anti-Semitism in a way that was clearly directed at the con-
gresswoman.   

What was disturbing about this proposed resolution was
that none of “Whereas” clauses included had anything to do
with what Omar actually said. She never accused Jews of “dual
loyalty because they support Israel”; nor did she display “prej-
udicial attitudes” towards Jews; nor did she ever make “menda-
cious, dehumanizing, demonizing, or stereotypical allegations
about Jews”. What she did do was: challenge official American,
and in particular, Congressional silence on the suffering of the
Palestinians; the efforts by pro-Israel groups to silence debate
on this issue; and the way that some have sought to create a
virtual identity being pro-Israel and American interests.

Despite the obvious falseness of their claims, Omar’s
opponents in Congress plowed ahead with their proposed bill
in order “to teach her a lesson.” 

In their remarks rebuking Omar, they unwittingly made her
point. One congressman said, “Questioning support for the
US-Israel relationship is unacceptable.” Another said, “there
are many reasons to support Israel, but there is no reason to
oppose Israel.” While still another said that Democrats and
Republicans, alike, are committed to insuring that the “United
States and Israel stand as one.” It is exactly this attitude to
which Omar objected when she wrote, “I am told every day
that I am anti-American if I am not pro-Israel...I know what it
means to be an American and no one will ever tell me other-
wise...I have not said anything about the loyalty of others, but
spoke about the loyalty expected of me.”  
NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab American
Institute

Tunisia divided 
over equal 
inheritance 

Souad Gharsalli lives in a rented flat in
the center of Kasserine, in western
Tunisia, baking and selling artisanal

bread to make money. But she should be
growing olive trees for a living, she says.
Gharsalli, 47, grew up with three brothers
and six sisters on her family’s 7 hectares of
land in the region of Kasserine, on which
they grew olive trees and grains. When their
father died in 1997, Gharsalli and her sisters
inherited half as much land as their brothers,
in accordance with Tunisian law.

Then one of the brothers asked his sisters
to sign a document. The women, who are
only partially literate, later found out they
had given up any claim to their father’s land.
“We thought we were just giving them the
right to work on our land,” Gharsalli told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “But after
that, we had no right to any of it.”

Despite laws protecting their right to
inherit, many women in Tunisia struggle to
get their allocated share. According to gov-
ernment figures from 2014 - the latest
available - in 85 percent of cases women
got no land at all when their fathers died.
Now, a proposed new law could give
women and men an equal share of inheri-
tance. The proposal, due to be debated by
parliament, has divided opinion across
Tunisia, as well as other parts of North
Africa and the Middle East.

Supporters say the law, which was pre-
sented to the country’s legislature in
February, could give Tunisian women greater
financial autonomy. Government figures
show that less than five percent of women in
Tunisia are registered land owners. National
polls show almost 60 percent of women in
Tunisia are against the proposal, however, as
it seeks to replace legislation that is based
on Islamic law.

After opposition from conservatives, the
original draft law was amended to allow
individuals to “opt out” and continue to allo-
cate inheritance according to the current
rules. “This will be the first Arab country that
will have legislated on this question, which is
sensitive and taboo because it is said to be
written in the religious texts,” said Khadija
Cherif, coordinator of the commission on
inheritance at the Tunisian Association of
Democratic Women (ATFD). “But (for me)
this is not a question of religion. It is a ques-
tion of economic power, which gives men

power in the family and over the women.”

‘You will get land from your husbands’
Advocates of the proposal know that

even if the text is passed into law, social
pressure and informal family arrangements
could still block women’s access to land.
Before Hayet Nasri’s father died, he told his
family he would leave his 14 hectares of land
to only one of his four sons. After their
father’s death, the brothers instead agreed to
share the land between them. Now they have
200 olive trees each, and Nasri and her five
sisters have none.

“The sharing of the land is not legal, it is
not official. It’s done within the family, not
the court,” said Nasri, who rents a house in
Kasserine with her husband and five chil-
dren. To justify their actions, her brothers
told her and her sisters: “‘You are married.
You will get land from your husbands, not
from us.’” 

But if all the land a woman has is from her
husband, a divorce can leave her with noth-
ing, said Ahmed Mbarki, a lawyer in
Kasserine. Tunisian divorce law provides for
an equal split of property acquired during
the marriage, but that applies only to resi-
dences, not land. Even so, “the husband will
try to get around it,” said Mbarki. “The land
is always in the hands of the man, the hus-
band, the father. If there is a divorce - and
there are many - the husband gives nothing
to his wife.” Mbarki has also seen many
inheritance cases where women willingly
give up their rights to a portion of their
fathers’ land. “The sisters say, ‘I love my
brother, I want to give them my part, I don’t
want to cause any problems,’” he said.

First steps
Cherif of the ATFD - which has been

leading the campaign for the new law - sees
the proposed law, and the debate surround-
ing it, as promising “first steps” toward
change. “There is a lot of silence around
injustice against women,” she said. “It (the
law) will allow those who think in silence that
their situation is unjust to defend themselves,
and it will allow others to become conscious
of the fact that they have and can use this
right. That will take time.” She added that the
ATFD is seeing more women fighting for
their inheritance rights in court today com-
pared to 20 years ago.

Gharsalli is still waiting. After divorcing
her husband in 1998, she did not re-marry
and now lives with her son. Last year, her
brothers promised to give her a plot of land
but later changed their minds. “My wish is to
get the chance to own some part of this land
to plant even just 20 olive trees to live off
of,” she said.  —Reuters
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Africa’s #MeToo more a murmur than outcry

A woman holds a placard as she participates in a women’s march in Amsterdam yesterday, one day after International Women’s Day, to stand up for equality for women and other
minorities. —AFP

On tiger trail, 
Indian women 
roaring ahead

Bobbing along a dirt track in a central
Indian tiger reserve, Varsha Hinge sur-
veyed the landscape for pawprints and

listened out for deer calls warning of tigers
before holding up a finger for silence - as a
tigress appeared in front of her jeep. Hinge is
one of 10 women safari guides at the Pench
Tiger Reserve who are earning their stripes
through long days helping tourists catch a
glimpse of tigers, leopards and wolves.

From entrepreneurs to restaurateurs,
dozens of women living near the national park
are breaking with tradition in Madhya
Pradesh, where village women veil themselves
in front of men and are usually confined to
their homes as mothers and homemakers. “In
the beginning, I was very hesitant and I
doubted myself, thinking I wouldn’t be able to
do this,” said Hinge, ahead of International
Women’s Day on Friday. “I live in a village
with my in-laws and (initially) I just couldn’t
get comfortable with the idea of wearing
pants and shirts in front of them,” the mother-
of-two told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

The journey has not been easy for these
women. Girls in Madhya Pradesh often drop
out of school young and wed soon after to live
a restricted life bound by age-old customs.
The female guides are helping to upend sexist
views in India, which has one of the fastest
growing major economies globally but star-
tlingly few female employees, in large part due
to prejudice against working women.

Only about one in four women work in
India - home to 1.3 billion people - which is a
lower rate than in most countries, according to
the World Bank. With no prior work experi-
ence and homes full of children and in-laws,
the women had to overcome not only their
own anxieties but also stiff opposition at home
and in their new workplace. Hinge said it took
a lot of coaxing to get her husband’s support.
“I realized that as a homemaker, I would be
limited to the four walls of my house and
wouldn’t grow or contribute anything to my
family,” she said. “So, I decided to convince
everyone and go for the job.”

Evil eye
Forsaking their traditional saris and kurta

tunics, the national park’s first 10 female
guides underwent months of training in spot-
ting big cats to prepare for their unusual jobs,
where they spend hours cooped up in jeeps
with strangers. “Before this, I didn’t even know

how to interact with people properly ... or
know what the word for ‘tree’ or ‘bird’ was in
English,” said safari guide Sunanda Kawal, 24.
“But after joining, I’ve seen a great improve-
ment in myself. I’ve gained a lot of knowledge
and my fears have started to fade away.”

As a series of safari jeeps lined up to enter
the park, one male guide advised a tourist to
stick with the men “if you really want the best
experience”, saying his women counterparts
were not as qualified. The women guides said
such comments were common. Most of the
50-odd male guides remain bitter, three years
after the women joined their ranks, saying
they are not up to the job and are taking their
share of safari rides and pay, the women said.

Guides can earn up to 12,000 rupees
($170) a month - far exceeding the average for
a rural Indian household. “The male guides
didn’t want us to work here at all. Even now,
they keep to themselves and talk to each other,
but not us,” said Kawal, adding that her male
colleagues accuse the women of “casting an
evil eye” on the park. Hinge’s husband Pradeep
Kumar, also a safari guide, said he was ostra-
cized by his workmates for supporting his wife. 

Yet he believes female safari guides have
something new to offer - to their communities
and customers. “We have seen a change in the
women since they got these jobs. It allows
them to earn money and that automatically
makes a difference at home and within the
family,” said Kumar. “Plus, there are always
some women guests who come here and say,
‘We want a woman guide, not a man’. That
way it is a win-win.”

Change
While male guides may still be icy, the

women say villagers have started warming up
to them after noticing the extra money they
bring home, with many now supportive of
their girls working outside the home. That was
one of the main goals for the Satpuda
Foundation, which helps women to make and
sell everything from pickles to takeaway meals
as part of its community-based conservation
work in the area - one of the world’s largest
tiger landscapes.”We have seen a change in
attitude of locals,” said Kishor Rithe, the char-
ity’s founder. “The tiger definitely plays an
important role in the women’s economic
development.” 

Studies show that women who have finan-
cial control invest more in their children’s edu-
cation, healthcare, businesses and communi-
ties, which can be a step out of poverty. One
of the Satpuda Foundation’s latest initiatives is
the Mowgli Restaurant - a small, dimly lit
roadside eatery named after the boy in
Rudyard Kipling’s childhood classic “The
Jungle Book”, which is believed to have been
inspired by Pench. —Reuters


