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only be realized if women work hard to amend the
existing discriminatory laws and legislations.  

Once the Palestinian state was declared and after 
signing the peace accord with Israel, a new role for
women became evident. A large number of specialized
feminist organizations mushroomed in Palestine. Their
objective was to formulate a feminist agenda aiming 
at raising the marriage age to 18 years, and 
increase women’s political participation. Women’s 
organizations started forming pressure groups that
focused on drafting a new personal status law to
replace the discriminatory Jordanian and Egyptian
laws. At present, the law is ready for review. 

The political, economic, social, and health conditions
of the Palestine population is deplorable. Poverty is on
the rise as a consequence of the territorial closures
imposed by the Israeli authorities. Most Palestinians
working in Israel  lost their jobs due to the escalation
of the conflict. Moreover, a large number of
Palestinians are suffering from psychological and
emotional difficulties. Reduced economic activity,
higher unemployment rates, movement restrictions, as
well as absence of vital needs, have all affected the
general well-being of the Palestinian population. We
Palestinians are pessimistic. It is obvious that there is
no chance to reach a peace agreement in the foresee-
able future. The ongoing violent confrontations
between Israel and the Palestinians might go on for
years and hence we believe that the prospects of
renewing the peace process are nil. 

Omar Nashabe, an instructor of human rights at the
Lebanese American University (LAU) and an instruc-
tor of Sociology at the American University of Beirut
(AUB) and Haigazian University, is currently working
on a voluntary basis, to improve the situation of human
rights in Lebanese prisons. Nashabe earned his BAat
the American University of Beirut and MAin Social
Policy at the State University of New York (SUNY),
and it is in those university years that he got interested
in crime, deviance and rehabilitation.

In cooperation with the Goethe Institute, Nashabe
organized two symposiums and a workshop on human
rights in prison. The symposiums took place last year
in Tripoli and Beirut and were attended by judges,
lawyers, representatives from various NGOs working
with correctional facilities, ex-detainees, ex-convicts,
as well as a representative from the Attorney General’s
office, and LAU students. The aim of those sympo-
siums was to orient Lebanese policy makers with
respect to the importance of rehabilitation and the
impact that rehabilitation programs would have if they
were to be adopted in Lebanese prisons. 

Given that the symposiums were very successful, a
follow-up workshop was planned. However, the target
audience of the workshop was confined to the prison
authorities. A visit to the head of the Internal Security
Forces, General Marwan Zein was pertinent. After the
visit, a one day workshop (due to lack of funds) was
organized in Roumieh prison. According to Nashabe:
“General Zein appreciated the initiative and granted us
his approval  immediately. However, not everyone is
as dynamic as General Zein. In fact there is, in gener-
al, minimal interest in improving the situation of
human rights in prisons. This is mainly due to the pre-
dominance of the “less eligibility principle” regarding
prisoners. The main argument according to this princi-

ple is that incarcerated persons should be treated and
should have a standard of living that is less advanta-
geous than the lowest classes of society. It is believed
that incarcerated persons harmed society and that they
should be treated accordingly. However, Nashabe
argues that it is unfair to apply this principle in
Lebanon because almost 50 percent of incarcerated
persons are in pre-trial detention i.e., they are innocent
until proven guilty by a fair court hearing where they
have the right to appeal and the right to an attorney.
The labeling theory applies here also: prisoners are
labeled criminals regardless of their legal status; this
complicates things and makes correction and rehabili-
tation almost impossible. It also encourages first time
offenders to engage in career crime.”

Nashabe explains that the workshop was divided into
two parts: theoretical and practical. The German Law
professor, Dr. Herald Preusker who served as a judge
and as director of three prisons in Germany, conduct-
ed the training. He was chosen because of his exten-
sive knowledge of human rights and of the treatment
of prisoners. Preusker started off with a presentation
on human rights in German prisons, listing and
explaining regulations and methods used in German
prisons in general, and more particularly, prisons in
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married in 1987, six years after we met. We lived
together only for three months after which my husband
was imprisoned. At that time I was pregnant with our
first child. My husband saw our son only six years
later after being released from prison. My relationship
with my husband is very unconventional, in fact it has
nothing traditional about it. Our relationship is mature
and solid because it is based on respect. However, this
does not mean that we do not disagree, but my hus-
band never imposes his opinions. He supports me on
all counts, we share the responsibilities of housework
and of raising the kids. My husband strongly supports
the women’s rights movement for he strongly believes
that women should have an active role outside the
household. 

At present, I am working on a part time basis for the
sake of my children, with whom I try to spend as much
time as possible. I am also active in a women’s 
organization called the Women’s Committee for Social
Work. I have always been interested in women’s
issues. One cannot deny the active role that Palestinian
women play in the Intifada. They have a truly revolu-
tionary spirit and were able to fill the gap created by
men’s absence when those were arrested, detained and
imprisoned; then women had to take on family and
community responsibilities. Therefore, society cannot
expect women to return to their traditional roles once
the political emergency would be over. We should
actively participate in shaping the features of our soci-
ety, and in molding it to respect more women’s rights,
gender equality, justice and true partnership. This can
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Dresden. After that, an examination of case studies
took place followed by a discussion. The case studies
involved harsh treatment of incarcerated persons and
ways to deal with escape attempts. The workshop last-
ed around 7 hours and was attended by around thirty
Internal Security Forces officials who work in prisons
all over Lebanon. Most officers were very cooperative
and showed a lot of interest in the workshop. 

According to Nashabe, when discussing human rights
in prison it is not only incarcerated persons who are
addressed. Nashabe asserts: “By attempting to amelio-
rate human rights conditions in prisons we hope to
benefit not only the inmates but the entire body of staff
working in prisons namely guards, officials, civilians
working inside the prisons, civilians living around the
prisons, as well as ordinary individuals in society.”  

Nashabe explains that in Lebanon, prisons are under
the authority of the Ministry of Interior, and the
Internal Security Forces (ISF) are in charge of the
incarcerated. Nashabe believes that this ought to
change and a specialized governmental division with-
in the ISF should be created to deal with incarcerated
persons and the security of prisons. According to
Nashabe: “All police officers working in this special
section should undergo extensive training in human
rights issues, prison administration, controlling violent
outbursts, etc. Hence, funding is needed for special-
ized human rights courses to be given within the
Police Academy. The ISF officers sometimes revert to
violence to mask their ignorance in handling situations
(that have gone wrong).” However, Nashabe recog-
nizes that the Internal Security Forces have a very dif-
ficult situation to deal with because of the limited

resources available. Lack of funding, excessive levels
of overcrowding, inhuman prison conditions, as well
as violent outbursts threaten the life of prison guards,
staff and officials. Nashabe admits: “I am realistic and
even though I am in favor of change, I don’t expect it
to happen over night.”

According to Nashabe, while it is generally agreed that
the crime rate is often higher among males than among
females, there is no plausible explanation for that in
Lebanon. Sociologists in Lebanon have failed in pro-
ducing concrete evidence because of research limita-
tions. Nashabe affirms: “Given that Lebanese society
is a male dominated society, crime is usually seen as a
male exclusivity. Moreover, it seems that judges are
sometimes biased in favor of women since they
receive more lenient sentences than their male coun-
terparts.” 

Finally, Nashabe expressed his hope to be able to orga-
nize more workshops targeting the improvement of
human rights conditions in prison. He adds: “If ade-
quate funding is available , this workshop will pave the
way for future work in this domain. I contacted the
Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Interior and
received positive feedback from both. However, there
are no concrete projects on the ground yet.”

The Dresden Ministry of Justice in Germany recently
sent an invitation to a number of ISF officers working
in prisons to attend a one week workshop on human
rights in prisons which will be held in Germany in
May 2002, following Nashabe’s request. Hopefully,
this exchange of expertise will help in improving the
difficult conditions of Lebanese prisons. 

and imprisoned without trial,
despite their having no prior knowl-
edge of the coup d’etat attempt. 
This episode opened the way for the
subsequent years of moral, emo-
tional and physical affliction. But
also, it marked Malika forever in
the sense that it was her father,
whom she had come to know and
adore in her last years at home, who
had tried to kill her adoptive father.
And her subsequent “punishment”
for her father’s act had been perpe-
trated by the king, who had always
shown her boundless affection. 

I still respected the adoptive father
he had once been, but now I hated
the despot he had turned into the
day he started persecuting us. I
hated him for his hatred, I hated
him for my shattered life, for my
mother’s sufferings, for my brothers
and sisters’mutilated childhood. I
hated him for the irrevocable crime
he committed when he locked up,
for so long and in such inhuman
conditions, a woman and six chil-
dren, the youngest of whom was not
even three years old.  

The ensuing account of the years in
prison is really the heart of the book;
Malika, her two brothers, her three
sisters and her mother were first
held in an abandoned fort, where the
detention conditions were relatively
lenient, as they immediately tried to
resume a simulacrum of their for-
mer lives, helped by the presence of
books and clothes, and where food
and air were unrestricted. But as
soon as they were transferred to the
remote desert prison of Bir-Jdid, the
worst torments began; the family
members were immediately separat-
ed from each other (the young child
with his mother, the three girls
together, Raouf, the eldest son

alone, and the two faithful gov-
ernesses together). They spent over
10 years separated by their prison
walls, without being able to meet or
to see each other - doomed to their
cells, left to starvation, darkness,
disease and rats. Only their incredi-
ble resilience, their humor and
inventiveness allowed them to sur-
vive. To the point where, when they
finally saw each other, they were
hardly able to recognize each other
...

Another vital rescuer was a radio,
which they had managed to keep
and conceal from their guards ever
since the time they were arrested;
its programs were in fact their sole
pledge to sanity, keeping them
informed about the outside world,
listening to “normal” topics, peo-
ple, games. At one point during a
talk show, the name of “Oufkir”
would pop up; for Malika, this was
enough to prove that they still exist-
ed, that “they could, one day, be
reborn again.” 

At many times however, the
Oufkir’s hopes were harshly
crushed. One of the book’s
strongest moments is when the
author recounts the terrible night of
March 3, 1986. This date marked
the 25th anniversary of the King’s
coronation; the family firmly
believed that the King would par-
don them on this occasion.
Nevertheless, his failure to do so
threw the family into utter despair
and concerted suicide attempts.  

Finally, teetering on the edge of
madness and aware that they had
been left to die, Mailka and her sib-
lings managed to tunnel out using
but their bare hands and teaspoons. 

Endnote
* La prisonniere won the French 
Award of Maisons de la Presse in
1999 and has been published in the
USA in 2001 under the title Stolen
Lives. It is a remarkable book of
unfathomable deprivation and the
power of the human will to survive. 

Malika Oufkir’s phenomenal story
is worthy of the best political
thrillers - but sadly, it is no fiction.
It is the account of one family’s rise
to power, its sudden downfall into a
20-year process of annihilation and
then its incredible journey to free-
dom. 

A well-established Moroccan fami-
ly, the Oufkirs were very close to
the royal court; so close in fact, that
Malika, the eldest daughter, was
“adopted” at the age of five by King
Muhammad V to serve as compan-
ion to his daughter, Lalla Mina.
This adoption, which
conveyed the king’s affection for
Malika, was nevertheless a forced
separation from the girl’s family,
bringing her into a life of utmost
luxury and lavishness, but also into
a knot of complex relations
between her adoptive and her true
family. Although she enjoyed a top-
notch education, sternly dictated by
a German governess, and was treat-
ed as family, she was secluded and
deeply suffered from the separation
with her mother. This, she insists,
helped her gain a higher level of tol-
erance compared to the other mem-
bers of her family, when their actu-
al imprisonment came about. 

On August 16, 1972, General
Oufkir, Minister of Defense and
General of the Royal Air Forces,
attempted a coup on the life of King
Hassan II of Morocco. That same
evening, he is taken to the King’s
palace in Skhirat, and the official
announcement comes out that
General Oufkir had killed himself
(regardless of the fact that his body
had 5 bullets, including a deadly
one in the neck). His wife and six
children (the youngest hardly three
years old) are immediately arrested
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