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Women and War
in the Arab World

Frequently today’s conflicts are internal - fought within a
country between different ethnic or political groups of the
same "nationality" - rather than international, fought
between countries and across borders. This has led to the
civilian population becoming increasingly "caught up" in
the conflict and/or targeted by the parties to the armed
conflict as part of a deliberate strategy. War at home
rather than abroad has had a major impact on women as
members of the civilian population. Furthermore, women
are increasingly taking up arms as members of the armed
forces.

Much attention has been given in the past few years in
academic debate and the media to sexual violence, par-
ticularly rape, inflicted upon women and girls during war,
as well as the protection afforded to women under inter-
national humanitarian law. As conflicts have illustrated -
and the media have reported - this attention is fully justi-
fied. However, it has tended to be confined to sexual vio-
lence and less attention focused on the other issues of the
impact of armed conflict on women. This article aims to
draw attention to the multifaceted ways in which women
experience armed conflict and, to a limited extent, to
some of the activities of the International Committee of
the Red Cross to assist and protect women.

Women Taking Part in Hostilities
Women have tended to be classified within a single cate-
gory "women and children", and as "vulnerable". Yet
women are not necessarily vulnerable and certainly have
needs, experiences and roles in war that differ from those
of children (although it must be stated that in many con-
flicts children are coerced into taking on adult roles).
Women are actively engaging in many armed conflicts
around the world and have played a part in wars through-
out history. 

It was the Second World War that highlighted their role
primarily in reservist or support units (including work in
munitions factories) in the German and British forces and,
in the case of the Soviet Union, their direct participation
in the fighting as members of all services and units "con-
stituting 8% of the total armed forces".1

Since then, women have assumed a much greater role
and are more frequently joining the armed forces, volun-
tarily and involuntarily, performing both support and
combatant roles. To give a few examples, in the United
States military, "overall, 14% of active duty personnel are
women", and of the US forces who served in the 1990-
1991 Gulf War, 40,000 were women.2 It is estimated that

Women and War 
An overview*

Charlotte Lindsey
Responsible for the ICRC's Project on Women and War. As a delegate she carried out missions in many parts of the world. 

In wars, some women choose to take up arms but,
for most, war is about coping with the disruption of
normal life. Women are the carers, the sustainers,
the mediators. Throughout history, women and chil-
dren constitute 75 percent of war refugees.
Unfortunately, even after fighting ceases, the issues
driving the conflict are often disregarded or swept
under the rug once the ink has dried on a peace
accord, prolonging instability and misery for millions. 

In Arab countries, many people have suffered from
war. This issue of Al-Raida highlights the situation of
women in the Arab world in conflict areas. It begins
with an overview of the situation of women during
war. The article prepared by Charlotte Lindsey of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
sheds light on the multifaceted ways in which
women experience armed conflicts. Shahrazad
Mojab takes on the plight of Kurdish women by
addressing the issue of  genocide and gendercide.
Maria Holt attempts to shed light on the past and
future struggles faced by Palestinian Women under
occupation. Nada Mustafa Ali discusses women’s
human rights in war torn Sudan and the struggle to
restore democracy. Darine Al-Omari and Lynn
Maalouf concentrate on Lebanon. Al-Omari inter-
views four women fighters from different political
backgrounds, who relate their experiences in combat

during the Lebanese war. Maalouf addresses the
‘case of the disappeared’ and highlights the active
role women played through the Committee of
Families of Kidnapped or Disappeared in Lebanon. 

Hazem Al-Amin writes about the current state of
affairs of Iraqi women and Diana Mukalled exposes
the unfairness surrounding the trial of Samar Alami
and Jawwad Botmeh. Mukalled also uncovers the
past and future conditions of women in Algeria, Iraq,
Kuwait and Western Sahara based on her many jour-
nalistic missions to various conflict areas. Fawwaz
Trabulsi in his piece “Losing Sense” analyzes the
award winning photo ‘The Madonna’ of a woman
grieving the loss of her loved ones after a massacre
in Algeria. 

This issue of Al-Raida also contains two conference
reports and a book review. Marie-Christine Aquarone
reports on a Sudanese women’s advocacy mission to
New York and Washington and Abby Jenkins, Megan
Brown, and Sian MacAdam discuss the Women’s
Learning Partnership Conference on human security.
Last but not least, Valerie Morgan reviews the book
Women and the Politics of Military Confrontation
edited by Nahla Abdo and Ronit Lentin. 
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