
BEIRUT: Marching along with hundreds of other
women in Lebanon’s capital, 41-year-old Sahar says
she had twice the reasons to join in the nation’s mass
anti-system protests than any man. “As women, we’re
doubly oppressed,” she said passionately, while
around her hundreds waved Lebanese flags and
chanted against the patriarchy. Women have been at
the forefront of Lebanon’s mass street movement since
October 17 demanding an overhaul of a political sys-
tem seen as incompetent and corrupt.

Like their male counterparts, they have denounced
their inability to alleviate a raft of woes from a deteri-
orating economy to unclean water and endless power
cuts. But in a country viewed as one of the most liber-
al in the region, they are also crying out against dis-
criminatory laws and religious courts governing their
lives. “On top of everything we suffer as Lebanese
people, there’s a whole bunch of laws that are unfair
for women,” said Sahar, bouncing on her toes in a
green T-shirt and jeans.

In a country where 37 women have died from
domestic violence since the start of 2018, female pro-
testers are demanding better prevention and applica-
tion of a 2014 law to punish battery. Instead of what
they see as antiquated religious courts, they want a

national law for all Lebanese-whatever their sect-to
grant civil marriage, and rule on issues of divorce and
child custody. They ask for the amendment of a centu-
ry-old law governing citizenship that does not allow
Lebanese women to pass down their nationality to
their children.

Custody battles 
During a women’s march on Sunday, protesters

held up a long banner inscribed in red paint with the
words: “Our revolution is feminist”. “I can’t get my
mother’s nationality, but I can defend her revolu-
tion,” read another sign, referring to the 1925 law
that deprives children of Lebanese women from
their rights as citizens. Zoya Jureidini Rouhana, head
of a the Kafa non-governmental  organizat ion,
explained the challenges ahead in the tiny multi-
confessional country.

“There is no single law for personal status but dif-
ferent legislation for each court from 15 different reli-
gious sects in Lebanon,” she said. Among the most
contentious issues is child custody, with religious
authorities for each community applying a different
limit to a divorced mother’s custody. In the Catholic
church, children in theory must be handed over after

the end to breastfeeding or at around two years of
age, but a court decides in the interest of a child.

For Greek Orthodox Christians, a mother loses per-
manent care of the child when they reach 14 years old
for boys and 15 for girls. After widespread pushback,
Sunni Muslim divorcees have been granted full custody
until their children turn 12. But in the Shiite community,
children are whisked away to live with their fathers
when they turn two for boys and seven for girls. Similar
differences also apply on matters of inheritance, as
well as in setting the minimum age to wed, with no
national law to ban unions under the age of 18.

‘Part of the revolution’ 
Rim, a 24-year-old student, said she has been taking

to the streets since October 17 - for cleaner water,
fewer power cuts and an end to perceived state graft.
“As a young Lebanese woman, I demand a secular sys-
tem and for religious courts to be abolished,” she said.
Women have been at the forefront of the protests since
they started last month, sparked by a proposed tax on
phone calls via free applications like WhatsApp before
blowing up into general rage against the system.

In the movement’s first few days, a woman who
kicked an armed ministerial bodyguard in the groin

became a symbol of the growing protests. In recent
days, female high school and university students have
eagerly spoken to local television stations to ask for
politicians to stop wasting their future. Women have
taken to Beirut’s main square after dark holding can-
dles and banging pots and pans, in a clamoring racket
that echoed around the capital’s homes.

Debate around women’s rights has gained momen-
tum in recent years, but activists says much remains to
be done. In 2014, parliament passed a law to punish
domestic violence, but rights advocates have demand-
ed it be reformed to accelerate trials and increase
sentences. Among the protesters, Roba, 33, a lawyer,
said women’s rights were crucial for radical change.
“Women’s issues are an integral part of the revolu-
tion,” she said. “Any revolution that doesn’t address
women’s issues is wanting.”

Meanwhile, Lebanon’s grand mufti, the top cleric
for Sunni Muslims, called yesterday for the forma-
tion of a new emergency government of technical
experts and for those in power to meet protesters’
demands. The country is in political and economic
turmoil after three weeks of nationwide protests
that prompted Prime Minister Saad al-Hariri to
resign last week. — Agencies 
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BEIRUT: Lebanese students wave the national flag during a demonstration in the capital Beirut yesterday as protesters keep up their three-week-long movement against a political class regarded as incompetent and corrupt. — AFP 

Lebanese women denounce ‘double burden’
Grand mufti calls for protesters’ demands to be met

Earthquake hits
Iran killing 5;
300 injured
TEHRAN: An earthquake rocked north-
western Iran before dawn on Friday, killing
at least five people and injuring more than
300 in crumbling and collapsed buildings.
The 5.9-magnitude quake struck at 1:17 am
about 120 kilometers southeast of the city
of Tabriz, in East Azerbaijan province, the
Iranian Seismological Centre said.  

Described as “moderate”, the quake was
eight kilometers deep and was followed by
five aftershocks. The provincial governor,
Mohammad-Reza Pourmohammadi, told
Iranian media that rescue operations were
underway in 41 villages, but the damage
was largely concentrated in two, Varnakesh

and Varzaghan. According to the emer-
gency services, nearly 340 people were
admitted to hospital for treatment, but all
but 17 were discharged by Friday noon.
Some 40 homes were leveled by the quake
and over 200 head of cattle killed. Around
100 injured residents were pulled out of
the rubble of their damaged or flattened
homes. Around noon, emergency teams
distributed survival kits, stoves, blankets
and tents in 78 villages.

In Varnakesh, an emergency shelter was
set up. State television broadcast images of
people who had fled their homes warming
themselves around a fire lit on a public
highway. But the damage appeared to be
less widespread than initially feared. The
United States Geological Survey (USGS)
had issued an alert warning that “signifi-
cant casualties are likely and the disaster is
potentially widespread”. In many areas
people had returned to their homes by
daybreak after the initial panic subsided
and the aftershocks petered out. — AFP

NATO! not 
dead yet
BRUSSELS: Emmanuel Macron’s declara-
tion that NATO is experiencing “brain
death” prompted angry rebuttals from
across the alliance, but should be seen in the
context of the growing debate about
European defense. Here are some key ques-
tions raised by the French president’s inter-
view with The Economist.

Is NATO’s Article 5 under threat? 
Macron asked what NATO’s mutual self-

defense pact, enshrined in Article 5 of its
founding treaty, might mean in the future,
and pondered whether it could be invoked if
President Bashar Al-Assad’s forces retaliate
against Turkey’s military operation in north-
ern Syria. Under Article 5, NATO members
agree that an attack on one is an attack on
all and commit to taking “such action as
(they) deem necessary” in such an event. 

This may include force, but Article 5 does
not oblige allies to go to war - they could
choose to offer political, diplomatic or logis-
tical support. And, in any case, experts and
diplomats say it would almost impossible to
imagine it being used in the Turkey-Syria
case because Ankara initiated the conflict.
“Article 5 won’t be activated since you need
unanimity (of the 29 NATO members) for
that. And of course Article 5 is designed for
the defense case and not if a country invades
another country,” a NATO diplomat told
AFP after the operation began last month.

What is Macron doing? 
NATO Secretary General Jens

Stoltenberg warned that “any attempt to

distance Europe from North America” risks
weakening the alliance and dividing Europe
— a striking rebuff to Macron’s criticism of
Washington for failing to coordinate strate-
gically with allies. France has shown ambiva-
lence about US-dominated NATO almost
since its inception, notably withdrawing
from its military command structure
between 1966 and 2009 to maintain inde-
pendent control of its nuclear weapons. 

But French officials insist Macron’s com-
ments are not intended to undermine NATO
- instead he is trying to wake allies up to the
current strategic reality that the US under
President Donald Trump will act in its own
interests and Europe must learn to fend for
itself. “This crisis is real. It must be
addressed. As messengers, we expect our
president’s message to be heard and taken
seriously within our Alliance,” Muriel
Domenach, the French ambassador to
NATO, tweeted.  French officials say that
NATO works well at the military and opera-
tional level, but on the political, strategic side
it needs work. Even so, after Macron’s “brain
death” comment, one French source insisted:
“We believe in resurrection”. And the call
found an echo from US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo, who acknowledged in Berlin
that “NATO needs to grow and change, it
needs to confront the realities of today and
the challenges today.” 

Why now? 
Some Brussels diplomats see a careful

choice in the timing of Macron’s comments
- a month out from a NATO summit in
London and as a new European
Commission prepares to take office with a
pledge to make the EU a more significant
“geostrategic” player. The London meeting
has been billed as a celebration of NATO’s
70th anniversary, but the run-up will now
be dominated by debate about Macron’s

incendiary remarks.
Diplomats also see Macron as attempt-

ing to set the agenda for a debate just
starting within the EU about the bloc’s own
strategic role, as it steps up military coop-
eration and defense initiatives. France will
seek to ensure Macron’s call for European
“strategic autonomy” - a longstanding pil-
lar of French diplomatic thinking - takes a
central role as the debate develops over
the coming months. France also wants
more European help for its military opera-
tions against Islamist militants in the Sahel
region of Africa - a region where NATO
has not got involved.

Can Europe manage without US? 
Despite Macron’s forthright argument

that American unilateralism under Trump
shows that Europe must stand on its own
feet, there is deep scepticism among many
Europeans that this can be achieved in mili-
tary terms. A report by the UK-based
International Institute for Strategic Studies
(IISS) earlier this year suggested that, if the
US pulls out of NATO, European members
would need to spend between $288 billion
and $357 billion to fill the capability gaps in
order to prevail in a “limited regional war”.

Elsewhere, diplomats point out that,
despite Macron’s claim that Europe “has the
capacity to defend itself”, the EU’s civilian
operation in Afghanistan was only possible
because of security provided by NATO
forces. And among NATO’s Eastern
European members, where memories of
Soviet domination are still fresh, there was
anger at Macron’s comments. “NATO
remains our absolutely most important
instrument to defend ourselves from exter-
nal threats and we should not give anyone
on the outside the slightest doubt that it will
remain so in the future,” Lithuanian
President Gitanas Nauseda said. — AFP 

VARNAKESH: A picture shows the debris of buildings in the Iranian village of Varnakesh,
about 120 kilometers southeast of the city of Tabriz, in East Azerbaijan Province, following
a 5.9-magnitude earthquake. — AFP 


