
Welcoming an 
Abusive Husband 
back from Jail

Rabiaa ponders her choices and chooses 
to give him “one last chance”

In two months Rabiaa’s husband will be out of prison. He
will be returning home, and she hopes that he will keep
his word – and that he has really changed, and will no
longer abuse her. This is not the first time he has made
that promise.

Rabiaa, 22, met her husband when her mother was hospi-
talized with a nervous breakdown, and he too was visiting
a relative. Soon she learned that he was raised by an abu-
sive father, and Rabiaa sympathized with him. She assumed
that coming from similar backgrounds he would be as
determined as she was to start a better life. They were soon
married. Rabiaa dreamed of home sweet home, and of liv-
ing happily ever after. Only it wasn’t going to be, and soon
enough she was reliving her childhood, but this time the
abuse came from her husband, instead of her father. 

At The Lebanese Council to Resist Violence Against
Women (LECRVAW) Rabiaa nervously wrung her cold and
damp hands, and hesitantly and in almost a whisper, con-
fided: “My husband b…beats me, you know.” Her father
used to beat her mother. The beatings eventually led to
the mother’s nervous breakdown and finally to her sui-
cide. One day, as Rabiaa and her siblings looked on, their
mother walked out to the balcony and jumped into the

street and to her death. That image is stuck in Rabiaa’s
memory.

Today, Rabiaa is not comfortable discussing her painful
childhood and what she sees as her “current shame”
with a stranger, particularly with a journalist.   She is
quick to want to divert the conversation to the fewer,
happier moments in her life. Pressed, asked about her
memory of the beatings, and the thoughts that rushed
into her mind while curled up in a corner, her large black
eyes go blank and her face cold and expressionless.  

“To revive the details of a painful memory, to have to
relive it, and describe feelings in words is extremely diffi-
cult,” said Ms. Romy Nassif, Rabiaa’s psychotherapist,
who declined to discuss her client’s case due to patient
confidentiality. She added that women in similar situa-
tions will go through different phases; at times they
might remember and want to discuss, but at other times
they shut out the painful memory. “It is easier for them
to think of the happier moments to be able to go on.”

A couple of years ago, Rabiaa’s 28-year-old husband
served a one-year sentence, and after getting out for a
few months, he was soon back in jail for stealing a car. In
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When Dr. Paul Salem, former Director of the Lebanese Center for
Policy Studies, called me shortly before the 1996 parliamentary
elections to ask if I was ready to write a study on the participation
of Lebanese women in politics, my first reaction was, “Paul, I am
no woman activist. You know that.” He laughed and said, “That’s
why I’m calling you. I want an objective view.”

I asked myself why such a request generated this reaction on my
part. I found the answer in the way I was brought up as a child, the
personal experiences I had during my adulthood, especially as a stu-
dent at the Lebanese University in the early seventies when it was the
hub of political activism, and a personal definition and understand-
ing of activism resulting from those personal  experiences. This
answer, however, came later – after conducting extensive research
on women’s participation in politics. But at the time Dr. Salem made
his request I had no interest whatsoever in the topic and used to
believe that those involved in activities – including research –
demanding gender equality were mostly women who had suffered
discrimination at a certain stage in their lives or careers, and even
worse were those with an inferiority complex. Was I naïve? Maybe.
But here is a brief account of the reasons behind this.

Being the youngest in a family of nine children, eight girls and a boy
who ranked second in the count, I never felt discriminated against,
nor, at least to my knowledge, did any of my sisters. I remember the
days, when as a kid, I used to bring home my report card for my
parents’ signature and my father refusing to give it back to me on
the same day. He used to say, “No, you can’t return it tomorrow. I
have to take it to the bank first and cash it.” He made me believe
that by being the first in my class I was contributing to the family
earnings. He never failed to give me my share of the hard earned
cash. Besides building my self-dependence, this simple fatherly
behavior taught me at an early age that the well-being of the fam-
ily is the responsibility of all its members with no discrimination
between males and females, neither in rights nor in duties. It also
taught me to judge people by their achievements and personality.

Throughout my years as a university student and professor, both in
Lebanon and abroad, I did not witness any experiences of gender
discrimination. A few incidents, however, did involve unsuccessful
attempts at discrimination on the basis of sect or national origin.
This, coupled with the succession of events in Lebanon during the
seventies and eighties made me more concerned with broader
political and national issues than with issues of gender discrimina-
tion. The mediums I chose to work through were first and foremost
teaching and research. Although I did participate in conferences
and workshops, organize, lecture at, and join in sit-ins, work with

some politicians as a member of unofficial advisory or support
teams, my participation was sporadic, more a response to calls
from others for my services, rather than being, except in a few
cases, a result of personal initiative. 

Did all that make an activist out of me then? While some may say
yes, I refused to be termed an activist due to a certain personal per-
ception of activism inscribed in my head during my years as a stu-
dent at the Faculty of Law, involving the use of direct confronta-
tional actions and being synonymous with protest and dissent. 

Since that first study on the participation of Lebanese women in
politics in 1996, most of my research has centered on this topic and
related issues. With this drastic shift in my research interests, from
international politics mainly, to women’s issues, friends and col-
leagues were wondering whether I had turned into a women’s
activist. But for reasons very much different from those mentioned
above this term doesn’t seem to fit me either.

Not only did my research on the topic over the last decade increase
my interest in it and lead me to reconsider some of my earlier posi-
tions, especially that regarding the call for a quota for women in
elected and appointed public office, it also made me look back at
many earlier experiences from a different perspective. The end
result was that many of what I used to consider simple aspects or
manifestations of natural human relations or problems with a per-
son’s personality and character appeared to be the result of a deep-
rooted patriarchal, gender discriminatory culture that has to be
changed and with it all the laws that consecrate it. How can I con-
tribute to this change? My choice of mediums stayed the same
with a small addition: Gender equality, feminist ideology, and relat-
ed issues became integral parts of some of the courses I teach.

In-depth interviews with women candidates in successive parlia-
mentary and municipal elections (1953-2005) were a major method
I used to collect data for my published works on the topic. In an
interview conducted with MP. Mrs. Nayla Mouawad in 1996, she
asked me if I was a member of any NGO or civil society association,
a question raised later by many of the interviewees. The conversa-
tion that followed my negative answer made me recognize how far
I was from being an activist. The more women candidates I inter-
viewed and the more local and regional conferences I attended, the
more jealous I became of those women for having something I still
lack: the drive, devotion, and long-term commitment.

Finally, the more I learn about the works of famous Lebanese and
Arab women activists the longer I see my road towards activism.
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believe it is important to begin to archive this activism as
it happens.

With the tri-partite polycentric forums planned for
Caracas (Venezuela), Bamako (Mali), and Karachi
(Pakistan) in January 2006 and the first US Social Forum
scheduled for Atlanta in 2007, the Social Forum process
is on the cusp of gaining new visibility in the US media.
This, therefore, seems a precipitous juncture for gather-
ing our thoughts and recollections about this evolving
phenomenon.

Please submit your contribution to the editors no later
than April 30, 2006 following the guidelines posted on
the JIWS’s website at www.bridgew.edu/JIWS
Laura Roskos roskos@masscedaw.org
Patricia Willis pwill06@coastalnet.com

Center for Women’s Health and Human Rights
Suffolk University
8 Ashburton Place
Boston, MA 02108

The Journal of International Women's Studies is an on-
line, open-access, peer reviewed journal that provides a
forum for scholars, activists, and students to explore the
relationship between feminist theory and various forms
of organizing. JIWS is currently indexed with the Library
of Congress, the MLA International Bibliography, The
International Bibliography of Social Sciences, Elsevier
Bibliographic Databases, Ulrich's Periodicals, the Gale
Group, and at http://webster.bridgew.edu
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Call for Papers
Journal of International Women’s Studies
Special Issue: Women’s Bodies, Gender Analysis,
and Feminist Politics at the Fórum Social Mundial

Since its inauguration in 2001, the World Social Forum
(WSF) has gained increasing importance as a venue for
strengthening alternatives to the neoliberal agenda for
globalization. The WSF has been described as both a
process and an event, following an agreed upon set of
principles in its planning and convening in order to foster
new forms of organization and movement building.
Nevertheless, this is an evolving, fluid phenomenon as
the World Social Forums have given rise to several region-
al, local and thematic social forums.

Many women and some feminists have participated in
various ways in these forums: as organizers, workshop
presenters, participants and malcontents. Along with the
Association for Women’s Rights and Development
AWID’s triennial global conferences, the WSF offers
women’s organizations predictably scheduled opportuni-
ties to network with activists from distant locales and
other sectors. However, the experiences of women work-
ing in this expansive and sometimes overwhelming envi-
ronment have been uneven and contradictory, and the
roles played by gender analysis and feminist politics often
ambiguous.

For this special issue of the Journal of International
Women’s Studies we are seeking contributions in a range
of genres from women who have direct experience with
organizing or attending one or more of the World Social
Forums or regional/local forums organized under the aus-
pices and according to the principles of the Fórum Social
Mundial. Submissions might include theoretical or analyt-
ical essays, reflective narratives, activity reports or evalua-
tions, manifestos, press releases, posters or other
ephemera. JIWS’s intention is to collect materials docu-
menting the range of experiences and activities occurring
under the tent of the WSF so that feminist practice with-
in the Social Forums can gain in effectiveness. We also

Films 

Afghan Alphabet by Mohsen Makhmalbaf
Iran/ Afghanistan 2001, Documentary, color, 45’

In this poignant visual diary, Makhmalbaf interviews chil-
dren in villages near the Iranian-Afghan border, question-
ing those who are not going to school after the fall of the
Taliban. One young female Afghan refugee attending
classes held by UNICEF reveals her unwillingness to
uncover her face even though she cannot see clearly.
What she fears is the horrifying God created by the
Taliban, particularly if she were to unveil. 

Cousins, by Lyess Salem
France/Algeria 2003, Short fiction, Color, 32’
Driss is to spend a month in Algeria, his native country,
which has deeply changed ever since he left. He meets
Nedjma, a distant cousin, who is slightly conservative and
timid. He awakens in her a desire for independence and
freedom, yet her hand is promised to Amran.

two months, once he serves his year-long sentence, he
will be coming home to Rabiaa and their two children; a
five-year-old son and a two-year-old daughter. 

Rabiaa believes that her husband physically and verbally
abused her under the effect of alcohol and drugs. “I love
him and pity him. He’s everything to me… Deep down he’s
a nice person, he writes poetry, likes art and music.”
Rabiaa believes that when treated for alcoholism and
abuse, her husband will change. “I want to give him one
last chance,” she says. She wants to look at his return
home positively, unclear as to the alternatives. The chil-
dren’s father was finally returning home to his young wife
and family. The alternative, after all, seemed to be a
divorce that would separate a mother from her children,
and the likelihood that the woman would be blamed. And
then she would need to make a living, find a job and sup-
port herself and most likely the children. Caught between
hope and reality, she preferred to hang on to hope.

The prospects that her husband had actually changed seem
doubtful. “He refused treatment in jail by Oum el Nour*, he
gets alcohol and drugs smuggled in, and although he
promises to recover when he’s out. I highly doubt it,” says
Ms. Raghida Jhamlouch, one of the social workers at 
LECRVAW where Rabiaa goes for help. Still Rabiaa wants to
give him one last chance.  “Women still living with their
husbands, deny or more precisely accept their situation to
be able to live with this person,” said Ms. Nassif. 

Ms. Jhamlouch explains the emotional cycle that abused
women go through. It starts with hope and bliss between
the couple, then as the misunderstandings and anger
accumulate, there is a period of violence, when the vio-
lent husband feels guilty and the woman loses trust, he
apologizes and she has hope again. “Sometimes women
go through this cycle for twenty years,” said Ms.
Jhamlouch. “Rabiaa has to make a decision before she’s
caught in the cycle and it’s too late.”

“I would tell all women in similar situations that the law pro-
tects them,” said Ms. Nassif, “once they overcome feelings
of guilt, women seek help. And there are professionals who
will help them confidentially.” In theory, the law may protect
abused women, but in practice, matters are different.

“The law needs to be implemented to protect the
women,” says Ms. Amira Abu Mrad, Law professor at the
Lebanese University, who is also lobbying in the parlia-
ment and with the council of ministers to secularize per-
sonal status laws. According to Ms. Abu Mrad there are
various reasons for the lack of implementation; some
women actually don’t know they have rights, others who

have complained to the police are sent back home
because the police don’t want to interfere with personal
and familial issues; at times when the police have inter-
fered, the women have faced more severe violence from
the husband. In worse cases, a woman is blamed by her
family and immediate society for the violence she has to
bear. “Ironically, women in abusive relationships raise
their children to accept abuse and succumb to the situa-
tion,” adds Ms. Abu Mrad. 

“Psychiatrists follow theories. Realistically speaking a
woman (in a similar situation) feels humiliated by society,”
says Ms. Abu Mrad, hence, she prefers to tolerate the 
torment and anguish for the sake of her children so that
her family won’t blame her and society won’t disgrace her.

“Clause seven of the Lebanese Constitution states that all
Lebanese are equal under the law,” says Ms. Abu Mrad,
but when it comes to personal issues, every Lebanese cit-
izen has to resort to a religious court which contradicts
the core idea of clause seven. This implies that rather
than belonging to the nation, citizens belong to their reli-
gious sects. Ms. Abu Mrad advocates that women law-
makers take part in the process of secularizing personal
status laws, such as civil marriage and a high quality pub-
lic education be mandatory, and that women have the
tools to be economically independent before marriage.

Rabiaa is one of the few who had the courage to report
her case.  While there are no official statistics, an average
estimate of 65 new cases have sought the assistance of
LECRVAW in the past six months. 

“All I want is stability, just like anyone else. Not to be beat-
en or humiliated.” This is Rabiaa’s ultimate wish, but she
believes that she should give her husband that one last
chance. At least for the children’s sake, especially her five-
year-old son. “Every time I tell him how much I love him,”
says Rabiaa, he asks: “dad also loves me too, right?”

Rabiaa has scars from broken glass on her body. But her
husband has been away long enough for her to be selective
in her memory about him. She is determined to believe that
maybe this time when he’s out of jail, there will be a happy
ending. It should not be long before Rabiaa finds out.

Endnotes 
* An NGO that provides help for addiction recovery.
The interview was given on the condition of anonymity;
Rabiaa is not the abused wife’s real name. 

                                     


