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1. Inwhat circumstances, if any, are Lebanese women who have been divorced by their
husbands ostracised by their communities?

Family and personal status issues, including child custody and divorce, are governed by
religious courts, which often discriminate against women.* In divorce cases, women’s rights
are not always upheld, often leading to difficult custody battles. It is argued that the religious
courts often fail to consider women’s needs. In Muslim courts, men are able to divorce their
wives with ease, while it is much more difficult for a woman to divorce her husband. Divorce
can therefore be a traumatic experience for women.?

A number of sources refer to the stigmatisation of divorced women in Lebanese society. Al
Arabiya News reported in August 2011 that now divorced woman, Suha, had for years
suffered in silence as she had felt ‘stuck’ in her marriage. Suha stated that ““I could not go
back to my parents’ home because to them, divorce would bring shame to the family”. Suha,
a Sunni Muslim, was subsequently granted a divorce by a Sunni court after providing a
medical report showing that she had been severely beaten by her husband.®

In a 2010 documentary following three women leaders from the Middle East, a divorced
mother from Lebanon, Ghina Hammoud, explains that there is a stigma surrounding divorce
and divorced women in Lebanon and the Middle East.* A 2009 article describes the story of a
woman from Bekaa in southern Lebanon, who “had to deal with the prevalent social stigma
against divorced women” after her husband left her alone with their four children. The article
claims that “[a] divorced woman in this society is vulnerable. Some turn to prostitution to

make ends meet, or else they would have to remarry and abandon their children”.”
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A legal services officer at Lebanese women’s rights group KAFA (Enough) Violence and
Exploitation, Leila Awada-Dawi, advised in 2007 that “the image of divorced women [in
Lebanon] is still generally negative”.’

2. Are conservative Muslim women expected to remain in violent relationships in
Lebanon?

Violence in Lebanon is reportedly “deeply embedded in social (particularly familial)
culture”.” Religious courts that preside over domestic violence cases, and often discriminate
against women, can legally require victims to return home despite abuse.? As Islamic
religious laws do not recognise marital rape as a crime, and custody of children in divorce
cases is often awarded to the father, many Muslim women choose to remain in violent
relationships for the sake of their children.® Furthermore, women’s rights advocates have
stated that social attitudes in Lebanon which allow men to exercise almost complete
domination over their wives'® prevent many women from accessing the courts.™

Domestic violence is widely perceived as a private, family matter. Discussion of the issue is
considered to be taboo. As a result, many victims stay silent “for fear of causing a scandal and
bringing shame on the family”. Ghida Anani, the program coordinator for KAFA, explains
that women are required to “be obedient and keep family secrets”.*? A legal services officer at
KAFA, Leila Awada-Dawi, advises that many female victims of domestic violence who
contact the organisation choose not to pursue their claims due to the fear of family members
that “legal proceedings will cause a scandal”.™ In addition, the US Department of State
reports that women are at times “compelled to remain in abusive marriages because of

economic, social, and family pressures”.**

State intervention in private matters such as domestic violence is seen to violate ‘the sanctity
of the home’,™ and threaten the patriarchal authority in the family.*® A number of prominent
Muslim leaders have recently espoused such views in their objection to draft legislation
currently before the Lebanese Parliament,'” which seeks to transfer cases of domestic

violence from religious courts to specialised civil courts.’® ** Such views indicate that
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conservative Muslim women would be expected to remain in a violent relationship, rather
than seek protection from the state.

For example, Lebanon’s highest Sunni religious authority, Dar Al-Fatwa, has publicly
claimed that the proposed Family Violence Bill contradicts Islamic (Sharia) law, and intends
“to break up the family similar to Western ways, which are foreign to our society and
values”.?? It also stated that “[c]loning Western laws that encourage the breakdown of the
family...will have a negative impact on Muslim children...who will see their mother
threatening their father with prison, in defiance of patriarchal authority”.* Dar al-Fatwa
argued that the bill would therefore “diminish the father’s authority in the family”.?? The
Higher Shi’a Council reportedly supported Dar al-Fatwa’s position.*®

The deputy head of Shiite militant group Hezbollah, Sheikh Naim Qassem, has similarly
objected to the Family Violence Bill on the grounds that it “interfere[s] in the affairs of
husband and wife.?* Qassem recently stated that “[t]he suggested law is far from ending
domestic violence, and closer to sabotaging the family from the inside...We are against
domestic violence...But we don’t approve of fragmenting the family with complaints that
open the door for courts to interfere in any small or trivial dispute”. He further stated that
families should not be obliged to answer to civil courts regarding “private internal

affairs. ..between husband and wife or between parents and children”.?

3. Do Muslim women who experience domestic violence in Lebanon receive state
protection?

Domestic violence and marital rape are not criminalised under Lebanese law. The prosecution
of perpetrators in domestic violence cases is limited to the application of general forms of
violence under laws such as the Penal Code. However, these laws do not consider the private
relationship between the perpetrator and the victim in domestic violence cases. The Penal
Code also fails to recognise rape within marriage and does not punish perpetrators of rape if
the victim is his wife.?° %/

According to Lebanese women’s rights group KAFA, prosecution for domestic violence and
spousal rape is rare.?® In addition, the punishments handed out to perpetrators of honour
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crimes are lenient.?® The lack of protection offered to domestic violence victims under
Lebanese law is exacerbated by the fact that the police often fail to report domestic violence
cases. Although police may record violent incidents against women, their reports often do not
identify the perpetrator.®® In most cases, allegations of domestic violence are ignored by the
police,* and the victims are instructed to sort out their problems at home.* The lack of a
specific law relating to family violence, and the perception that such incidents are a family
matter, informs the reluctance of the police to intervene. In addition, hospitals often report
cases of abuse as ‘home accidents’ without making any further investigations.®*

Furthermore, cases relating to personal status laws such as family violence are dealt with by
each sect’s religious courts,®® which are not required by the state to protect women from
violence by prosecuting or punishing perpetrators of domestic abuse.*® Although battery is
punishable by up to three years imprisonment, many religious courts require female victims to
return home despite the risk of further abuse.*” ® A cleric of Dar Al-Fatwa, Lebanon’s
highest Sunni religious authority, recently stated that Islamic law “did not and could not
criminalize ‘non-brutal beatings’ by the patriarch of a family”.* Rights lawyer Ghada
Ibrahim advised in August 2011 that “[t]he vast majority of abused women do not resort to
the courts...because they have no faith that the court will protect them”.*°

In April 2010, draft legislation that seeks to criminalise domestic violence and marital rape,
known as the Family Violence Bill, was approved by the Lebanese Cabinet and submitted to
parliament.** * The Family Violence Bill aims to transfer cases of domestic violence to
specialised, civil law family courts, thereby addressing the discriminatory provisions against
women in both the personal status laws of religious courts and the penal laws regarding
family violence. The bill would therefore give women of all religious denominations equal
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rights under the law, as well as require the state to take responsibility for the protection of
women who are victims of domestic violence.*® *

Specifically, the draft law would establish specialised family violence units within the police
force, prescribe fines and prison terms for perpetrators of violence against women, and
require public health centres to report suspected cases of abuse. Women would also be able to
seek a restraining order against an alleged abuser, and receive a decision within 48 hours.*®

However, the Family Violence Bill has not yet been passed by parliament, after being stalled
by widespread religious opposition in June 2011.*° As mentioned in the response to question
two, Muslim leaders claimed that the bill contradicted Islamic law, interfered with the private
affairs between husband and wife,*’ and “would deprive Muslim women of the ability to turn

to religious courts for protection”.*®
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