
The Lebanese parliamentary election was a very deci-
sive moment in the country’s history.  As a result of this
election, a new parliamentary majority and discourse
dominated the political scene. The election was also
peculiar concerning the disability cause in Lebanon.
For the first time in the history of Lebanon’s elections,
disability became an issue. In fact, the Lebanese dis-
ability movement succeeded in launching two differ-
ent but complementary campaigns during the elec-
tion. The first one was engineered by both the
Lebanese Physical Handicapped Union and the Youth
Blind Association. Under the title “Haqqi” or “My
Right,” the campaign focused on the right of people
with disability to practice one of their most important
rights: the political right to vote. Such a right needs to
have accessible polling stations, something that the
Lebanese government did not contemplate in the
process of the preparation of the election. According
to the statistics around 30,000 adults suffer from dif-
ferent kinds of physical disability. Accordingly, 30,000
persons are denied the right to vote due to the lack of
accessible polling stations. The campaign focused on
highlighting this right and on pushing the government
to respect and to implement the clauses in Law
220/2000 concerning the right to accessible polling
booths.

The second campaign was launched by the Lebanese
Council of Disabled People (LCDP).  As a coalition of
organizations of people with disability in Lebanon,
LCDP decided to work on two objectives. The first was
to get people with disability to use their vote as a polit-
ical bargaining chip in the interest of the disability
cause.  Accordingly, people with disability were encour-
aged to negotiate a full commitment to the implemen-
tation of Law 220 with political candidates in exchange
for supporting them in the elections. The second objec-

tive was to nominate people with disability to run for
election.  The idea was to negotiate the possibility of
including disabled candidates in different election lists
in different  regions. According to LCDP, if people with
disability are elected to parliament, they will have
enough power to push for the implementation of the
Law. Furthermore, the presence of persons with disabil-
ity in parliament would drastically change societal and
governmental attitudes towards disability. In pursuit of
such an endeavor LCDP declared the candidacy of three
persons with disability.  As a result of negotiation, one
person officially declared himself a candidate and ran
for election in the second district of North Lebanon in
one of the two competing lists there. By the end of the
election, Nawaf Kabbara, the writer of this editorial and
the LCDP candidate did not win but got around 64,000
votes. It was a very exciting and successful campaign.
To begin with, people dealt with the presentation of a
disabled candidate very normally. The wheelchair was
not a negative issue for the voters. In addition, disabili-
ty became a serious issue in the election. Finally, history
has recorded that a candidate with disability has run
and conducted a serious campaign helping in changing
people’s attitude towards disability. 

The disability cause has changed quite positively in
Lebanon, although the government is still behind in
meeting the minimum aspirations and rights of people
with disability. However, disabled people’s organiza-
tions can use this positive societal attitude and the
results of their election campaigns to push for the
implementation of the Law and meeting the aspirations
of Lebanese people with disability. Disabled people in
the Arab world who are witnessing an increase in
democratic practices in their countries can use the
Lebanese experience to further enhance the conditions
of Arab people with disability.       

Volume XXII, No. 108, Winter 2005Volume XXII, No. 108, Winter 20052 3

Editorial

On Disabilities
Nawaf Kabbara

President of the Arab Organization of Disabled People and the National Association for the Rights of Disabled People in Lebanon 
Professor of Political Science, Balamand University 

Lebanese girls with special needs have to come a long
way in their struggle for social justice. Psychological,
physical and often sexual abuse of special needs girls is
not limited to Lebanon. 

The United Nations Development Program reported that
the Arab region ranks among the lowest concerning
human development. One of the main reasons behind
the development setback is the weak participation of
women. As Mona Khalaf, Head of the Institute for
Women’s Studies in the Arab World, says: “Women’s lib-
eration in Lebanon is an ongoing struggle between mod-
ernists and radical religious conservatives, and tribal rules
are still in place in the society.”

Regarding access to social protection schemes and enti-
tlements, special education, health care and a sheltered
workplace, women and girls with special needs in
Lebanon still have to go a long way to reach their goals.

What kind of world are girls with special needs looking
for? Our world seems preoccupied with technology, nat-
ural disasters and war. Nature and the world of the spirit
seem distant. In the Arab world there is a tendency today
to treat girls as models (“Haifa”- syndrome and Star

Academy) and to expect them to cope easily with so
much of our shallow modern world: a variety of media,
strong impressions all around, big commercial centers.
The qualities of childhood – taking their time, being play-
ful, active in space, vital and spontaneous – are less and
less welcomed in the adult world of aims, efficiency, fill-
ing up time and achieving results, and the response to all
of this is hyper-activity, aggression, attention-seeking,
depression and other mental and health problems.

Children need to be given the space to grow up slowly,
and the chance to be accepted and wanted. 

“Hala” is a 34-year-old woman with special needs.
Initially she appears to be a teenage-girl, waving her
hands in eternal attention-seeking, mumbling: “I am
good, I am really good.” Hala was expected to be a boy,
being the youngest sister of three girls, and thus would
have carried on the name of her grandfather. At the age
of one she started to have seizures, showed develop-
mental delay and later was unable to cope in regular
school. Physical punishment did not change her cognitive
abilities and she was sent to an association that takes
care of mentally retarded students. At 12 she was kept at
home because she got her period. The Association was
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unable to cope with this natural phenomenon and asked
the mother to teach her daughter about hygiene. There
was no explanation and understanding of Hala’s situa-
tion; nobody cared for her well-being and she was seen
as a problem. So she was kept at home, pushed around
and beaten when she did not fulfill the demands of her
family. Meanwhile the civil war was over and Hala not
only suffered from health-impairment, mental retardation
and behavioral disorders, but was also mentally sick. Hala
is working today at an eco-management workshop tak-
ing care of small rabbits. Recovering her connection to
nature helped her to feel valued again and she also
learned to better value and even enjoy what she is doing. 

A new circle of warmth was built around her from her
peers, teachers and parents. Quality guidance was avail-
able to the parents to consider and accept Hala with her
individual needs and to give her the opportunity for quiet
spaces and social moments.

It is not always possible to resolve problems without dif-
ficulties, yet women with special needs should live where
there is a united world around them without war and
with bridges for communication and examples for con-
structive communities – it’s like helping the 2005 tsuna-
mi victims. Women with disabilities are routinely exclud-
ed from the normal patterns of everyday life; they are still
marginalized, abused, exploited and disregarded, and the
message: “You are a problem” is easily given to them. On
the other hand, the pendulum can swing the other way:
“You are so special.”

Women with special needs have to be acknowledged
and to be seen in a true way, a plain way – not too lit-
tle, not too much – to reach a balance. When we rec-
ognize women with special needs we should have a
sense of proportion and naturalness that can leave
them free.

Finding the way back to ourselves and enriching our
inner lives can have a balancing effect. We need our
energy to do something for girls and women with spe-
cial needs on all fronts and for every human being.

They all need peace, attention, guidance, love, compa-
ny, presence of mind and listening to. Special needs
people today are reacting to the environment. When
we explain away their behavior as due only to their
being special, we may forget to look around and to
take responsibility for the right changes that need to
come about. Each generation and each culture is dif-
ferent, and when we are close to them and understand
their particularity, it tells us what they need. As a result
of a new awakening to girls and women with special
needs in Arab countries, we can recognize and respect
them while holding our place of responsibility as par-
ents, as teachers and lawmakers. As times move on we
find new questions and these call for new research. Let
us create a picture for the future that takes into
account a new awareness of women with special needs
– a world of protection without pressure to create a
counter-balance to the flow of events and think how
we would like it to be for future generations.

on Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of
Persons with Disabilities.“ Although the human rights of
persons with disabilities are fairly well respected in the
actual draft, the gender perspective is missing nearly
throughout the document. The special needs and dis-
criminations of women with disabilities are hardly men-
tioned or referred to. Disabled women remain invisible so
far. Therefore the organisations NETZWERK ARTIKEL 3
and Sozialverband Deutschland (SoVD) started the cam-
paign “Towards Visibility of Disabled Women in the UN
Convention!“ You can support this campaign on:
www.un-disabledwomen.org 

Arab Women's Forum Website:
http://www.awfarab.org
A Resource for Action in the Arab Region
ECWR's Arab Women's Forum is a network of activists
and NGOs from 16 Arab countries convened by ECWR to
support a region-wide Arab women's movement. The
Forum provides partners with mutual support, informa-
tion sharing, trainings and joint action. The AWF's web-
site, www.awfarab.org was launched in Dec. 2004 and is
a center for information on women's political and legal
status in 22 Arab countries - information that is often dif-
ficult to access but absolutely necessary to activists fight-
ing to end the discrimination against women in their
country.

The Day I Became a Woman
In her first feature film, Meshkini visually unfolds the
stages of womanhood in a series of three vignettes.
Hawa is about to turn nine, the age where she has to
cover herself. She can no longer play in the streets with
boys, especially her best friend Hassan. Ahoo is threat-
ened with divorce by her husband, the local mullah and
relatives if she doesn’t stop cycling. Hoora, bound to her
wheelchair, spends her inheritance on everything she
could not afford in her youth. 

Covered Girls
The camera lens focuses on Muslim-American adoles-
cents in New York, wearing full-length dresses and head-
scarves. Preconceptions about a misunderstood culture
are challenged. Tavasha composes rap songs, Kiren is a
basketball coach and Amnah has a black belt in Karate.
Their daily experiences are documented, whether in a
Brooklyn mosque or a recording studio in Harlem. After
9/11 when they were pushed, spat upon and threatened,
these girls find themselves torn between religious extrem-
ism and the American dream.  
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Announcement
The Royal Tropical Institute (KIT) is proud to announce its
forthcoming International Training Course on Gender,
Development and Participatory Governance. We would
be pleased if you could pass on this information to any-
one who might benefit from the course.

The new date for this year's session is: 14 November- 2
December 2005. It will take place at KIT's training centre
in Amsterdam. The course addresses a number of ques-
tions, including: 

- What is gender analysis and why is a rights-based
approach important in development? 
- How can we enhance women’ s political effectiveness? 
- What is the role of civil society in holding governments
accountable for gender equality commitments? 
- How can marginalized groups be assisted to claim citi-
zenship and equal rights?

The course offers participants: 
- Theoretical and practical knowledge of gender, devel-
opment and participatory governance 
- Information about, and analysis of, international instru-
ments for achieving gender equality
- Strategic skills to ensure the prioritisation of gender
equity in the development and governance agenda 
- The opportunity to share relevant experiences and
materials among participants from different countries

For further details on course contents, entrance require-
ments and registration, please visit the course website
http://www.kit.nl/development/html/gdpg.asp 
or write to: gender@kit.nl

Campaign for the Visibility of Disabled Women 
in the UN Convention
Since 2002 the United Nation’s Member States have been
negotiating “A Comprehensive and Integral Convention
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