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In the context of the Euro-Arab Dialogue be
gun in Malta last year, a Euro-Arab Women's 
Seminar was held in Beirut between July 26 
and 30, 1995. Jointly organized by the 
Progressive Youth Organization, representing 
the Arab Youth League, and the Youth Forum 
of the European Union, the seminar gathered 
yotmg European and Arab Women, each rep
resentative of youth or women's association 
in their respective countries. The women were 
eager to voice their opinions and discuss their 
concerns forty days before the Beijing 
Coriference, the outcome of which will set the 
framework for women's activities and strug-
gles for the next decade. The dialogue cov
ered an exhaustive list of women-related top
ics, such as the participation of yotmg women 
in education and their situation in the labor 
market; sexuality and health; women in civil 
society (participation of women in politics, le
gal Tights); and the influence of religion on 
women's roles in society. 

The main objective of 
the seminar was to en
courage the participants 
to discuss frankly the 
problems facing young 
women and to formulate 
plausible solutions and 
tangible actions to en
compass common prob
lems in Europe and in the 
Middle East. The goal was 
not only to describe the 
status of young women, 
but more importantly, to 
establish a basis for a 
continuous exchange of 
experiences, methodolo
gies and strategies aimed 
at enhancing young wom
en's position in every as
pect. A major socio-

cultural challenge, how
ever, quickly arose: that 
of overcoming the tradi
tional stereotypes and 
prejudices that each held 
about the other, whether 
Arab or European, and 
transcending the obsta
cles to understanding the 
other's views within their 
socio-economic and cul
tural contexts without 
passing any moral judg
ment or making self
serving comparative anal
yses . This ideal, though 
noble, was not actually 
attained because politics 
entered the picture. Some 
partiCipants were blamed 
for their governments' 

poliCies by those who had 
assumed (and here comes 
the stereotype) that indi
viduals always agree with 
their governments' poli
cies. Especially salient 
challenges appeared in 
those sessions related to 
religion and sexual 
education. 

Overall, the dialogue 
reflected the inherent dif
ferences among the par
tiCipants. Differences were 
remarkable , not only be-
tween Arabs and 
Europeans, but also 
among Europeans and 
Arabs themselves. Yet, the 
dialogue proved that dif
ferences are not and 
should not be regarded as 
obstacles to effective 
communication and coop
eration, but rather, can 
be viewed as sources of 
diverse experiences from 
which both parties to the 
dialogue can benefit. 

Indeed, despite these 
cultural differences, rec
ommendations were 
unanimously agreed up
on. Resolutions empha
sized the condemnation of 
every type of violence 
against women, whether 
domestic violence, genital 
mutilation, sexism in the 
media, at work and in 
public places; or terrorism 
against women, as was 
recently witnessed in 
Algeria. Also, partiCipants 
demanded the empower
ment of women through 
education and called for 
programs to provide wom
en with access to resourc
es; to release immediately 
all women "prisoners of 
conscience" and guaran-
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tee them fair trials. 
Participants were unani
mous in calling for soli
darity with women who 
have been unjustly de
nied self-determination 
and independence, as in 
South Lebanon, Bosnia, 
the Golan Heights and 
Palestine. An extensive 
list of discussion topics 
was also suggested in
cluding the development 
of a culture of dialogue 
among women and be
tween genders; the key 
role of women in identi
fying and overcoming 
prejudices (as evidenced 
during this seminar); and 
the role of the media in 
creating an appropriate 
image of women. As to 
the proposed actions to 
be taken, they included: 
consciousness-raising 
campaigns; newsletters; 
confidence-building and 
training for women; drop
in centers for women; 
clearing-houses for the 
dissemination of crucial 
information, and the ex
change of documents, 
statistics and work 
methodologies; language 
courses; and organizing a 
follow-up seminar on the 
Beijing Conference. The 
participants also insisted 
on presentil1g an advoca
cy paper to the Barcelona 
meeting in November 
1995 in the context of the 
economic cooperation ef
fort between the 
European Union and the 
Arab Mediterranean 
countries. 

In the wake of the dia
logue, we must ask: 
What's in it for us as 

young Arab women? 
Undoubtedly, the seminar 
was a very important op
portunity for Arab women 
to speak out openly and 
to divulge the secrets of 
their suffering as a result 
of violence and discrimi
nation, i.e., the arbitrary 
terror inflicted upon 
Algerian and Palestinian 
women and girls; and to 
talk exhaustively about 
cultural taboos; e.g. , re
ligion, the patriarchal sys
tem, circumClSlOn and 
honor killings. 
Furthermore, and per
haps most importantly, 
the dialogue gave young 
Arab women an opportu
nity to rectity many of the 
prejudices the Europeans 
held about them. 

The dialogue also pro
vided important insights 
into the problems of our 
own region. Dr. Fahmia 
Sharafeddine, a professor 
at the Lebanese 
University, discussed the 
glaring differences be
tween the Arab govern
mental plans of action 
and the NGOs' documents 
prepared for the Beijing 
Conference in respect to 
their divergent priorities 
for enhancing women's 
status in the Arab world. 
According to 
Sharafeddine, governmen
tal reports, unlike those of 
the NGO community, un
derstate the importance of 
fostering democracy and 
protecting human rights; 
they also fail to reveal the 
long-term implications of 
gender discrimination, 
technology transfer, in
debtedness and conflicts, 

and thus propound in
substantial and vague 
strategies for the integra
tion of women in overall 
development efforts. The 
NGOs, however, forcefully 
call for the ratification of 
conventions for the elimi
nation of all forms of dis
crimination against wom
en, and affirm women's 
right to development by 
linking the atrocious con
ditions of women to the 
structural underdevelop
ment of their societies. 

Another pitfall evident 
in Arab governmental re
ports is that issues spe
cific to young women were 
not addressed in these 
documents at all. As 
usual , no young women 
attend their governments' 
preparatory meetings, so 
their concerns were nei
ther voiced nor recorded. 
Does this mean that 
young Arab women 
should carry, in addition 
to the first burden of debt, 
a second burden, that of 
being subject to decisions 
we never participated in 
making? Should we un
questioningly accept to be 
doubly marginalized, first 
as women, and secondly 
as young people? Or 
should we instead think 
of ourselves as winds of 
change, and thus get or
ganized to lobby for our 
opinions to be heard and 
adopted? I conclude this 
report with an invitation 
to every young Arab wom
en to look deeply inside 
herself, and to look bey
ong her social and politi
cal walls, and to decide 
whether she wants to 
make a change or not. 
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