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Young WOJDeIl in Past-War L.ebaJMJa 
Interviews conducted by Ghena Ismail 

Since the end of the Lebanese war in 1990, many books and 
articles have been published by scholars and journalists 
explaining the roots and repercussions of the war. The causes of 
war are still not clear to most people, not even the most sophis
ticated and well-educated. Obviously, they cannot be any clear

er to individuals whose births coincided with the beginning of 

the war. Young women born during the period 1974-1976, who 
first opened their eyes to see their country in ruins , could not 
comprehend what the real cause of the war was; they did not 
have any active role in it. Their only role was that of recipients 
of the negati ve consequences of the war. In order to understand 
how war influenced these young women 's views, attitudes, and 

behaviors, I carried out interviews with ten female university 
graduates and students in various branches of the following uni
versities: Lebanese American University, American University 
of Beirut, Lebanese University, and Beirut Arab University. 

Reema, born in 1974, is a Sunni Muslim Palestinian girl who 
has just finished a B.A. in Political Science at A.U.E. For the 

last two years of her education, Reema has received financial 
aid from the university. Reema's family consists of four chil
dren, two girls and two boys, of whom she is the eldest. 
Concerning war's influence on her views of national and con
fessional identity, Reema says that her national identity is a 
problem with or without a war. However, the situation was, of 
course, worse during the war. As a group, Palestinians were 
persecuted, and hence had to hide their national identity. 

Regarding her perception of Lebanon 's role in the region and in 
the world, she carelessly shrugs her shoulders and says, "they 
say it's going to replace Hong Kong as the center of trade, but 
I don't care." 

With respect to women's reactions to war, Reema believes 
that women's responses to the crisis took place mainly in their 

homes. Men, on the other hand, either participated in the war or 
were busy finding the economic means to enable their families 

to survive. As for sustaining Lebanese society, Reema thinks 

that neither men nor women played a significant role. "Each 
was more concerned about the members of his or her own fam
ily." Reema estimates that many women must have abandoned 
their jobs during the war because they were primarily con
cerned with protecting their families. "Now that the war is over 

and there is more safety, women are able to put their children in 
day-care centers, and hence, are going back to work." 

If Reema could sit with young girls from Somalia, Chechenia 
or the former Yugoslavia, she would advise them to be trained 
in self-defense because women, according to Reema, are pri-
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mary victims of violence. She would also encourage women to 
participate in decision-making and in the rehabilitation of their 
nations after war. "Women's participation can be very benefi
cial, since I view women as less obsessed with power than men. 
Moreover, being more sensitive to their family 's needs, they 
can consider the nation's needs better than a. man." 

As for the obstacles Reema faces as a woman, she says that 
she has a double problem since she is a Palestinian woman. 
Reema's greatest satisfaction in her field would be to feel that 
she is performing well and that she is not marginal. 
"Accomplishing things for women would definitely satisfy me 
a lot." Her hope for Lebanese society focuses on awareness 

campaigns concerning various issues, and the best she can hope 
for the Lebanese women is that they start viewing themselves, 
and being viewed by others, as human beings. Finally, Reema 
does not foresee that the situation in Lebanon will be much bet
ter in ten years. 

Yasmine, born in 1976, is a Sunni Muslim Lebanese girl who 
has just finished her first year of business at Beirut Arab 

University. Her family consists of six children, of whom she is 
the fifth. During the war, her father worked in Kuwait in order 
to support their family. 

Yasmine asserts that war had a great influence on her. "First 
of all, during the war I lost my house, as did many people. 
Second, my sister was born retarded due to the shock my moth
er received when the house was bombarded during her preg

nancy. Third, our financial status deteriorated. Fourth, people 
in the West no longer respect me and they view me as a "ter
rorist". Due to all of this, I no longer feel secure and I feel rather 
disappointed since I had to give up many dreams because of 
our financial difficulties." Yasmine doesn ' t deny that during the 
war she sympathized most with the Lebanese belonging to her 

sect. However, she asserts that she views herself mainly as a 
Lebanese. Concerning the war's influence on her views of 

Lebanon's regional and international role, Yasmine felt that 
Lebanon was weak and didn't know how to defend itself. 
"What we as Lebanese did to ourselves and to our country was 
very backward and shocking!" 

Yasmine does not think that women 's reactions or roles dur
ing the war were necessarily different from those of men. 

"Many women entered political parties and tried to defend their 
communities. In fact, women and men played an equally sig
nificant role during the war." As for the war's overall influence 
on women, Yasmine believes it was positive as it encouraged 
women to become stronger and more enlightened about their 
capacities and their rights. 

--- AL-RAIDA Vol. XII Nos. 70 & 71 Summer & Fall 1995 --



If Yasmine were to give advice to young girls from Somalia, 

the former Yugoslavia or Chechenia, she would advise them to 

be strong and not to be shaken by war, for war is only a tempo

rary state. The biggest challenge Yasmine faces as a girl are the 

traditions of her society, which try to control her whenever she 

wants to do anything. However, she asserts that this doesn't 

weaken her. "I can and should always defy the unfair rules." 

Yasmine says that the way she sees herself in ten years depends 

on her country. If it improves, she would see herself in a very 

good position in her field of work. As for the future of 

Lebanese society, she hopes that discrimination based on gen

der will be completely eliminated. However, Yasmine doesn't 

expect her hopes to be realized since she doesn ' t trust the inten

tions of the people in power. 

Mona, born in 1976, is Greek Orthodox Lebanese girl whose 

family consists of one boy and two girls, of whom she is the 

youngest. She is studying education at L.A.U. with the help of 

financial aid. Mona believes that war certainly influenced her 

parents' behavior towards her. "They were very protective; they 

didn ' t want us to go out and preferred that our friends visited us 

in our homes." Mona denies that the war had any significant 

influence on her national and confessional identity. However, 

she says that when she went to East Beirut, her friends were 

very surprised that she was able to live in West Beirut among 

the Muslims. As for Lebanon's regional role, Mona believes 

that it has almost no role. "The great powers have been able to 

abuse Lebanon through creating rifts between people and 

encouraging sectarianism." 
Mona thinks that women's reactions to war were different 

from those of men. "My mother, unlike my father, used to get 

so afraid, that after the war she had depression three times." In 

regard to women 's roles, Mona says that their roles during war 

were confined mainly to their homes. "It is men who played the 

leading role during the war, for it is they who resisted, fought 

and worked for the country." The words of advice Mona would 
give to young girls from Somalia, Chechenia, or the former 

Yugoslavia are that they should be strong and not let the war 

affect their education. "Even if they can't go to school, teach

ers should still gather the students anywhere and teach them." 

The biggest challenge Mona faces as a girl is overcoming the 

way society views her, especially when she loves. Her hope for 

the Lebanese society is that people become more loving 

towards one another and to get rid of their sectarian mentality. 

Lina, born in 1973, is a Greek Orthodox Lebanese girl. She 

earned a B.A. in Business Administration from A.U.B. last year. 

Since then, she worked in a company which she recently left. 

Her family consists of three children, two boys and one girl; she 

is the middle child. As for the war's influence on her life, Lina 
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says that her parents were certainly over-protective. She went 

nowhere except to school, and up until today, she hasn't seen 

any part of Lebanon except Beirut. Regarding her national 

identity, it wasn ' t the least bit affected by war. She has always 

been very patriotic. Being a Christian living in West Beirut was 

not a problem for Lina. "[ never felt afraid. As a family, we 

interacted with people from different sects and [ never felt that 

we were threatened." Concerning the war's influence on 

Lebanon's regional and international role, Lina says, "1 always 

felt that Lebanon had no real role. For every decision it makes, 

it has to take permission from 'outside', not only from one 

country, but from many countries." 

Lina believes that women and men played an equally impor

tant role in sustaining Lebanese society during the war years. 

"As for me, both of my parents worked at A.U.B. to improve 

our living conditions and ensure our education in the best uni

versity in Lebanon." As for the war's influence on women 's 

role, Lina says "Women have definitely learned to depend on 

themselves more due to the loss of their husbands or due to the 

great inflation in prices which has made men incapable of sup

porting his family alone. However, at work, men still take the 

more important positions and are paid more than women for the 

same job. In the government, we're still not seeing many 
women." 

If Lina could sit with young girls from Somalia, Chechenia, 

or the former Yugoslavia, she would advise them to fight for 

what they want and inform the world about their problems so 

that they can receive some sort of help. 

The biggest challenges Lina faces as a girl is to be able to 

behave the way she likes regardless of what society might 

think of her. " I want to be able to decide what's convenient for 

myself." When I asked Lina where she sees herself in ten years, 

she laughed, saying, "I can't even say where I will be tomor

row. In general, I imagine that 1 will still be in Lebanon, for 1 

don't like to leave Lebanon. I hope to be in an important posi
tion, having a nice family with at least three children." Lina's 

hope for the future of Lebanese society is that everything 

improves, people learn to care more for one another, and that 

they develop a stronger sense of belonging to their country 

instead of having everyone care only about his/her family or 

sect. Also, Lina hopes that women continue their struggle 

towards liberation. Finally, Lina affirms that "in year 2005 

women will certainly have a greater influence." 

Wafaa, born in 1974, is a Sunni Muslim Jordanian girl. She is 

repeating the first year of law at Beirut Arab University. Her 

family consists of four female children, of whom she is the 

eldest. Wafaa left Lebanon with her family for Oman in 1979. 
They came back three years ago. Although Wafaa didn't live the 

war, she believes that women's behavior during the war was 
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more responsible than that of men, and that women played a 
more important role in sustaining Lebanese society. Regarding 
the war's influence on women's role, Wafaa thinks that it was 

positive. "In addition to the fact that the number of working 
women increased during the war due to dire financial need, the 

Lebanese woman in general became more mature than other 
women. This is because she had to deal with difficult circum
stances which hardened her, unlike women who live abroad. We 
lived a luxurious life in which we didn ' t have to think or worry 
about anything. However, these changes didn't affect the power 

structure of the Lebanese society. In the family, it is still the man 
who makes the final decision. In work and in the government, 
the man is still more influential." 
The biggest challenge Wafaa faces as a woman is to prove that 

women can be better than men and make their own decisions. 

After ten years, Wafaa sees herself being responsible for a fam
ily, having two children and still fighting to reach her goals. She 
adds, though, that if she found that her family needed her, she 

might quit her work. As for her hopes for Lebanese society, she 
says, "I hope that classes and class struggle are abolished, along 
with sectarianism. As for women, I hope that we' ll have more 
female parliamentarians and that women in turn will have a 

greater influence." In ten years, she believes that the situation 
will definitely be better for the Lebanese women because more 

and more women are getting educated. 

working and happily married but without children "I don ' t want 
to have children before I assert myself in society. By the time 
I'm ready, I will not have more than two children." Regarding 

her hopes for Lebanese society she says, "I hope that sectarian 
discrimination shall be eliminated so that we'll have a more 

united country." As for the Lebanese women, Minerva hopes 
that they continue their struggle to assert themselves in society 
and reach the most important positions. In the year 2005, 
Minerva believes that the situation might be better, but she 
doesn't think that by then women will have accomplished all 

that they look forward to. "There will certainly be more women 
in the government, but the number of women will still not be 
equal to that of men." 

Hala is a Sunni Muslim Palestinian girl. Her family consists of 
five children, three girls and two boys, of whom she is the sec
ond. Hala has finished the first year of Business in L.A.U. She 
was born in Abu-Dhabi, and has been living in Lebanon for 

only four years. 
In Abu-Dhabi , Hala never cared about people's sects. ' 'I'm a 

Sunni ; however, I never was aware of the differences between 
Sunni and Shi'a before I came to Lebanon." As for the war 's 

influence on Lebanon 's role, Hala feels that Lebanon was a toy 
in the hands of foreign countries , and that war has caused a 

decrease in Lebanon's tourist activity. Hala believes that 
women 's role, although limited within their families, was more 

Minerva, born in 1975, is a Shi ' ite Muslim Lebanese girL She important in sustaining the Lebanese society. "Although men 
has fini shed the first year of interior design at the Lebanese fought during the war, they were not fighting as Lebanese. 
University. Her family consists of six children, three boys and Most of them were fighting as members of a certain political 

three girl s, of whom she is the third. As for the war 's influence party or religious group." As for the war 's influence on 
on her views of Lebanon 's role, Minerva feel s that Lebanon was women 's role, Hala views it as positive. "During the war, many 
one of the weakest countries; however, this doesn ' t affect the women had to work due to either the loss of their husbands or 

way she views herself as a Lebanese. the pressing financial need." Concerning the power structure of 
Minerva believes that men definitely faced more difficulties the Lebanese society, Hala doesn't think it has changed. 

during the war, since they were more concerned about defend- "From the families I know, the woman is still man's follower. 

ing their country. As regards the war 's influence on women 's She is expected to know how to please her husband in order to 
role, Minerva thinks it was positive. "The man learned to avoid problems." 
depend more on his wife, as he needed her help. Suddenly, The biggest challenge Hala faces in her life right now is to be 
women became entrusted with more tasks within their families able to enjoy her youth in spite of her father 's restrictions. "I 
and had to make more decisions on their own." However, want to live my youth according to my own principles. I don ' t 
Minerva doesn ' t think that this has brought about a significant want to act like an old person from now until I'm old. In the 
change in the power structure of the Lebanese society. "Man is future, when I love someone I want to be able to go out with 

still the decisive power in the family. In work and in govern- him without feeling afraid." 

ment as well , he is certainly more dominant." In ten years , Hala hopes that she ' ll succeed in co-ordinating 
If Minerva had the chance to sit with young women from between her work and her family, be married to a man she 

Somalia, Chechenia or the former Yugoslavia, she would advise loves, have children and be living a luxurious life in a civilized 
them to hold on to their countries and never think of leaving society. "These are my hopes , but I don ' t like to be very opti-
them, no matter what happens. Minerva's biggest challenge is mistic about them so as not to be disappointed later." 
to reach an important position in the field of interior design. Regarding her future hopes for Lebanese society, Hala wants 
In ten years, Minerva sees herself continuing her education, Lebanon to become more advanced and to overcome many of 
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the misconceptions it has, especially those related to women 
and sectarianism. Also, she wants women to have more rights , 
and thus, a greater role. "In the year 2005, I definitely see the 

woman playing a more important role than she does now. After 
all, no society can progress with half of its members paralyzed. 
Moreover, the coming generation is certainly more educated 
and enlightened." 

Najwa, born in 1974, is a Druze Lebanese. Her family consists 
of three girls , of whom she is the second . She has just finished 
her second year of Business at L.A.U. and she works at the col
lege in order to have financial aid. Najwa left Lebanon with 
her family when Israel invaded in 1982. They stayed in Nigeria 
until 1987; hence, they lived the war in 1989, during the "war 

prior'ity to 

of liberation" led by General Aoun. 
Najwa asserts that, during that war, the sect meant nothing to 
her. "I cared the most for the people who were suffering most, 
regardless of their sect. During the war of liberation, my heart 
was with the people of Beirut." As for women 's reaction dur
ing the war, Najwa explains, "from what I saw, the man was 
stronger. While the women were screaming, the men went out 
to see what was going on, " She laughs and adds , "But I liked 
to go out." In respect to women 's role, Najwa says, "I wasn ' t 
here for most of the war period, but I don ' t feel that women did 
anything." As for the war 's influence on women 's role, Najwa 
thinks it was positive. "More women started to work, especial
ly those whose husbands had died. Also, you no longer feel that 
girls are as eager to get married as they were in the past. Now, 
the girl gives priority to educating herself." Najwa doesn ' t 
know whether the power structure within the family has been 
altered as a result of war; however, she asserts that, "I don't 
think that the issue is an issue of power. In my family, for 
example, although the final decision is my father 's, my mother 
always gives her opinion. However, she refrains from allowing 
us to do anything if my father doesn't approve of it. She prefers 
that he bears the responsibility. Yet, in other families I know, 
the mother doesn't even give her opinion. The decision is 
entirely the father ' s. I imagine that this was the state before and 
after war." 

Najwa's biggest challenge as a girl is to be able to prove her-

- -- AL-RAIDA Vol. XIl Nos. 70 & 71 Summer & Fall 1995 --

self through her career. "Here, I get really annoyed by the infe
rior way the girl is looked upon, and hence I have made up my 
mind to go for a Master 's degree." Najwa's greatest satisfac

tion in the future will be her feeling of success in her work and 
the fact she is helping her husband. 

Najwa sees herself in ten years as having an important posi
tion in the field of her specialty, happily married and a mother 
of four children. As for her hopes for the Lebanese society and 
the Lebanese women, Najwa hopes that women will have a 
more effective role instead of only talking and chanting slo
gans. However, I don't like to see the woman neglecting her 
family, for the family is very important. As for Najwa's expec
tations for women's situation in the year 2005, she says, "defi
nitely, women will have progressed. First of all , we have 
become more open-minded. Second, the new generation is not 
blindly obeying their parents; it is rather obvious that the par
ent's authority has diminished. The new generation should grab 
this opportunity to correct some of the misconceptions of their 
elders. However, the youths shouldn't forget about morality. 
Many of them are doing so, and this is something that has to be 
dealt with." 

Sana, born in 1975, is a displaced Shi' ite Muslim Lebanese 
who has finished her second year of Communication Arts at 
L.A.U. and works in the college to receive financial aid . Her 
family consists of seven children, four elder girls and three 
younger boys. 

Sana 's family has been displaced for nineteen years. Before 
the war, they used to live on Arax St. in East Beirut; then they 
came and took over an empty house in EI-Sanayea. "After the 
war was over, five years ago, the land lord made us move from 
the 1st floor to the 2nd floor. Nevertheless, we' re not going to 
move out. How can we leave when our house on Arax St. is 
still taken over by a different family ?!" Sana doesn ' t feel that 
the experience of displacement has affected her or made her 
feel afraid or insecure. "We' re not the only people who were 
living in other people's houses during the war. Many other peo
ple did the same thing. This was very normal during the war." 
As for the war's influence on Sana, it was great. "I feel afraid 
of staying at home alone. I even feel afraid to stay at work 
alone. All the time, I feel that something terrible might happen. 
My parents try to help me to stop being afraid, but fear has 
become part of my nature." As for the war 's influence on 
Sana's identity she says, "I grew to hate any person who is 
biased in favor of his/her own sect." Concerning Lebanon 's 

role, Sana feels it became weak, and that it now has no impor
tant role. "When a Lebanese travels abroad, people don't look 
at him highly. They see him as coming from a country of con
stant wars and problems" 

As for women 's reaction to war, it certainly was different from 
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that of men, according to Sana. "When we used to escape 

bombardments and stayed in the shelter, my mother didn't dare 

to leave the shelter at all , but my father went out Also, my 

mother, sisters and I broke down more often than my father did . 

My fat her tried to calm us down. This was the case in most of 

the fam ilies I knew." In respect to women's role during the war, 

Sana says that it was mainly that of keeping their families 

together. Hence, fewer women went to work during the war." 

If Sana were to sit with young g irls from Somalia, Chechenia, 

or the former Yugoslav ia, she wou ld advise them not to give 

up or neglect their future. "Women have to continue their edu

cation and work and learn to depend more upon themselves ." 

Sana never fe lt that being a gi rl was an obstacle in her way, " I 

act the way r li ke and I don't care about society. My parents 

"Women became 
stronger and more 

mature" 
always trusted me and gave me total freedom." 

In ten years, Sana sees herself in an important position, mar

ri ed and the mother of four children. What she hopes for 

Lebanese society is to li ve in peace, never to have wars again , 

and that the Lebanese women progress in their movement and 

become more capable of making their own decisions. In the 

year 2005 , Sana expects th ings to be better because right now 

she can see that there is "a trend toward improvement" 

Rabab , born in 1974, is a Greek Orthodox Lebanese gi rl who 

has just rece ived a B.A. in Communication Arts-Journali sm 

from LA.U. Rabab 's family consists of five children, four girl s 

and one boy, of whom she is the eldest 

Desp ite the war, Rabab a lways fe lt proud to be a Lebanese. "I 

never felt as hamed of my identity, maybe because I li ved 

abroad and wasn ' t reall y aware of what was go ing on in 

Lebanon. I hadn ' t the least idea about the Lebanese people 's 

sickening behavior. When I came back, I was shocked to find 

that most of the Lebanese workers steal and most of the com

munity is accustomed to lying. Nevertheless, I don ' t blame the 

Lebanese entire ly. After all, they ha ve been through such an 

ordeal." Rabab affirms that the war has strengthened her patri

otism. "I did n't become sectari an, perhaps because [didn't live 

here during the war. Yet, I can understand why the Lebanese 

people are sectarian." 

As for women's role in sustaining the Lebanese soc iety, Rabab 

thinks it was more important than that of men. "Men fought, but 

unfortunately they accomp li shed nothing. In contrast, women 
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did a great job by being responsible for bringing up the new 

generation." Concerning the war's influence on women's role, 

Rabab thinks it was positive. "Women became stronger and 

more mature. Being subject to the hardships of war, women 

were forced to consider matters which they hadn 't considered 

before. Today, after the war is over, we find many women call

ing for their ri ghts." Rabab does not think, however, that thi s 

change in women 's role has led to an alteration in the social or 

political power structure. "We still have a very long way to go 

before we can have a non-patriarchal society." 

Among the biggest obstacles Rabab faces as a woman is the 

viabi li ty of being financiall y independent "Since I'm not 

allowed by my parents to travel abroad to work, I can' t see how 

it wou ld be possible for me to make money in this country." 

Another obstac le Rabab faces as a woman is the viability of li v

ing alone. She asserts, however, that "one day I' m going to 

li ve alone regardless of what my parents or soc iety would 

think ." In order for the Lebanese soc iety to improve, Rabab 

hopes that all the laws concerning women wi ll be changed and 

that c ivil laws wi ll be improved and estab li shed to protect 

women's ri ghts . "Civil laws are the on ly so lu tion for the injus

tice done to women. Also, I hope that our society overcomes 

many of the misconceptions it has . We, as Lebanese, appear to 

be very civi li zed. Yet, I believe that we're still very backward 

in our th inking." In year 2005 , Rabab expects an improvement 

on the lega l leve l since she knows of many people who are 

working hard to improve women's status through legis lation . 

However, she doesn' t expect much on the soc ial level. "Up 

until today, there are many women who are not even aware of 

their poor situation! " 

As we all know, Lebanese wo men, except in a few cases, did 

not engage in actual combat during the war. The majority, 

though, believed that women's role was equall y important to 

that of men if not more important. Some of the girls questioned 

the value of fighting and had to wonder if it d id the country any 

good. As for war's influence on women 's rol e, most of the 

young women believed that war has set a new course for 

women. They he ld more respons ibilities, both inside and out

side the home. It is in the hands of us young women to carry 

thi s progress a step further, to improve the status of women on 

the poli tica l, economical and social levels. This is yet to be 

seen. 
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