




BACKGROUND
ABAAD’s report on its November 
2012 regional roundtable ‘What 
Role Do Religious Leaders Have in 
Ending VAW?’ held in partnership with 
Oxfam International and the Forum 
for Development, Culture & Dialogue, 
serves as a foundational outline for 
its approach to working with religious 
leaders to address VAW, as well as 
a window into participating leaders’ 
understanding of the problem and 
their conception of a potential joint 
partnership with civil society actors.

“It is without doubt that religion 
has functioned as one of the most 
important agencies of socialization 
thus determining social norms 
and moral values with regards to 
gender equality in all societies,” the 
report states. “Religious institutions 
possess the moral authority in their 
communities that could shape social 
identities of men and women, but also 
shape policies and legislation. Hence, 
religious groups have the authority that 
could promote women’s dignity and 
dictate equality at the level of rights 
and responsibilities.

“ABAAD, Forum for Development and 
Cultural Dialogue (FDCD) and Oxfam 
strongly believe that communication 
channels between civil society actors 
and religious leaders can be found and 
flourish towards the goal of ending 
violence against women.”

Religious leaders identified several 
causal factors for the prevalence of 
GBV in their communities, among 
them lack of awareness of women’s 
rights and gender equality; current 
laws and practices which hinder 
women from accessing those rights; 
misconceptions in religion teachings; 
and a failure to adequately engage 
men in awareness education on human 
rights. They agreed that societies 
impose “traditional and patriarchal 
social norms in the name of religion. 
This, according to them, is the main 
challenge facing them as well as 
women victims of GBV.”

Elements of a viable effort to address 
VAW in faith communities should 
include: a ‘real and transparent’ 
partnership between religious 
institutions and civil society based 
on ‘common ground to work for the 

benefit of citizens and to promote 
social justice and gender equality,’ 
in turn based on a common vision 
on ending VAW, which should be 
founded on the ‘moral values of Arab 
society;’ demands from civil society 
organizations for new and progressive 
explanations from religious institutions 
regarding fatwas to prevent and 

prohibit VAW; and the provision 
of awareness sessions for religious 
leaders who work directly with their 
communities on issues related to 
women’s rights. Participating religious 
leaders agreed that they have 
preventive, supportive, therapeutic, as 
well as legislative role in addressing 
VAW.
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Separately ABAAD, supported by KVINFO (the Danish Centre for Research and 
Information on Gender, Equality and Diversity), in 2014 developed a manual detailing 
different approaches civil society organisations working on women’s issues can use to 

engage religious leaders in combating GBV and ending violence against women. It was 
developed after conducting a number of focus group discussions with religious leaders 
and representatives from women’s CSOs, and was peer-reviewed by lawyers, religious 
leaders, and activists in the fi eld, a process by which it was made relevant to Lebanese 

society, taking into consideration existing social norms and beliefs.
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A substantive critique was found in 
activist Riwa Salameh’s Gender politics 
in Lebanon and the limits of legal 
reformism (Civil Society Knowledge 
Center, Lebanon Support, September 
2014). She argued that whereas the 
campaign “intended to create a space 
in the religious realm to enhance 
women’s chances in attaining justice 
in the case of violence inside the 
family,” it had the opposite effect of 
legitimizing the authority of those 
religious institutions, “whose main 
role is to protect the patriarchal and 
sectarian system.” Should any reforms 
in fact follow, therefore, they “would still 
have to follow the whims of religious 
authorities, who could manipulate such 
reforms when they start to threaten the 
status quo.” 

For Salameh, campaigns such as ‘We 
Believe’ are symptomatic of a larger 
problem: ownership of ‘women’s 
activism’ by a “group of elite or middle 
class women” who leave “the majority 
of women, the most vulnerable and 
marginalized ones, those who belong 
to the working class or working class 
families, [with] little or no say at all 
in shaping strategies and policies 
purported to represent their interests.” 
Such alienation, she writes, “explains 
the movement’s inability to mobilize 
on the ground” and has steered 
women’s organizations “away from 
engaging with other women, preferring 
to address the powers that be, who 
continue to legitimize the sexist 
structure.”

[Note: ABAAD leaders contacted Ms. 
Salameh in order to clarify ABAAD’s 
strategy, but she declined to meet 
with them; nor did she contact the 
organization before submitting her 
article.]

The ‘We Believe’ campaign was criticized on social 
media and in Lebanese media outlets, particularly for 
its accompanying billboards, which were seen by some 
civil society actors as ‘male patriarchal figures taking up 
space.’  (Ghida Anani, ABAAD Founder and Director, July 2016).

OPINIONS ABOUT THE CAMPAIGN
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RESPONSE FROM ABAAD

In interviews in June and July 2016, ABAAD Founder and Director Ghida Anani and Program Manager Anthony Keedi said  
criticism of ‘We Believe’ shortchanged the campaign’s strategic sophistication in several ways:

In order to be holistic,  
working with religious leaders  

is a must: they’re very influential 
through personal status laws – 

there are 15 in Lebanon – and they 
affect the lives of many women and 

girls in the country.

(Anthony Anani)

“Not all women have the same  
starting point, so we can’t rely only  

on [changing] civil code – we must look 
beyond our own immediate universe. We 
saw the campaign as serving as a bridge 

between two [communities], complementing 
each other and protecting the largest 

number of women in the country that are 
actually married under the framework 

of the Personal Status Law governed by 
religious innstitutions.

 
(Ghida Anani)

Religious leaders can be  
very eloquent in expressing  

values through religious texts,  
and therefore provide a solid basis 

for defending women’s rights. 

(Anani)

The religious leaders we  
worked with were against VAW,  

which had emerged as a problem in their 
communities – that was the common 

denominator and, therefore, the platform. 
We regarded them as stakeholders, and 

didn’t want to miss an opportunity to 
work with progressive ones.

(Keedi) 

It was not a systemic  
approach, but a sporadic one. It  
needs time to develop. Changing 

attitudes is very challenging. We 
wanted both a religious and rights-

based approach that was more universal. 
At the end of the day, the religious 

leaders needed us as much as we  
needed them – this was a way for  

them to reach women and  
girls.

(Anani)

Our approach was to determine  
points of agreement, and from there  

to pursue dialogue. We weren’t trying  
to force points of intersection. We’re  

not saying you can end patriarchy simply by 
working with religious leaders. Instead, 

we used this initiative as a situational 
strategy to promote human rights. Not 
to talk with them assumes things can’t 
change, as well as a lack of ingenuity  

and creativity.

(Keedi)

£		  It failed to grasp the value of 
accessing large numbers of both 
men and women, many of them 
members of the very working 
class that Salameh argued weren’t 
reached by women’s organizations: 

£		  It assumed a lack of genuine interest 
in addressing VAW on the part of 
religious leaders:

£		  It implied that ABAAD had been 
coopted by religious leaders (and 
perforce their defense of patriarchy) 
and therefore compromised its 
integrity:
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CONCLUSION
The time period of the ‘We Believe’ 
campaign was too brief to assess 
its long-term, measurable impacts 
on targeted religious populations in 
Lebanon and their attitudes toward 
violence against women. 

However, reaction to the campaign 
was instructive: Initiatives such as ‘We 
Believe’ challenge actors interested 
in addressing societal problems like 
VAW – faith-based and secular alike 
– to prioritize affected populations 
over the defense of norms and power 
dynamics which feed those problems; 
to hold in abeyance the blanket 
dismissal of engaging with opposing 
viewpoints for fear of diluting principles 
or unintentionally empowering the 
opposition, which often attend such 
partnerships; and to seek out common 
values – be they faith-, human rights-
based, or a combination of the two – to 
frame their initiatives in ways that respect 
both the human rights and faiths of 
their targeted populations, and express 
those commonalities in ways that can 
be usefully and hopefully embraced by 
those populations. 

CONTEXT: LEBANESE 
ATTITUDES TOWARD 
GENDER EQUALITY 
AND ISLAM, 2012
A June 2012 survey of six Muslim-
majority countries in the greater MENA 
region – Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Pakistan, Tunisia and Turkey – by the 
Pew Research Center helps to situate 
Lebanese attitudes toward gender 
equality, Islam and democracy within the 
region.

Lebanese support for gender equality 
far exceeded that in the five other 
countries: 93 percent of overall 
Lebanese respondents said women 
should have equal rights as men (Turkey 
was next-highest at 84 percent, the 
average of the other five countries 71 
percent), and within that total 88 percent 
of Lebanese men and 98 percent of 
women supported it. Asked ‘What is 
important in a democracy?’ 76 percent 
of Lebanese respondents said equal 
rights for women was ‘very important,’ 
outpacing runner-up Turkey by 11 
percent.

Lebanese also distinguished 
themselves among their neighbors 
for low support for:

•  Belief that men has more right to 
jobs when scarce;

•  Belief that men make better political 
leaders; and 

•  Belief that family should have a say 
over women’s husbands; and high 
support for:

•  Belief that women should be able to 
work outside the home

Other findings: 

•  Belief that nations’ laws should 
follow the Koran or its principles 
was particularly low in Lebanon 
(population 55 percent Muslim, 
40 percent Christian), and fully 42 
percent said laws should not be 
influenced by the Koran at all;

•  All countries believed Islam played 
a large role in politics, but Lebanese 
respondents stood out for their 
regard for that influence: only 43 
percent said it was ‘good,’ compared 
to a 65 percent average in the five 
other countries;

•  The appeal of democracy was 
especially strong in Lebanon, where 
84 percent said it was preferable 
to any other kind of government; 
on this point, there was broad 
agreement among Sunni Muslims 
(90 percent), Shia (84 percent) and 
Christians (83 percent).

CONTEXT II: 
PERSONAL STATUS 
LAW IN LEBANON
Lebanon does not have a civil code 
regulating personal status matters. 
Instead, there are 15 separate personal 
status laws for the country’s different 
recognized religious communities 
including twelve Christian, three 
Muslim, the Druze, and Jewish 
confessions, which are administered by 
separate religious courts.

Religious authorities often promote this 
judicial pluralism as being essential to 
protecting Lebanon’s religious diversity. 

In reality, the multiplicity of laws means 
that Lebanese citizens are treated 
differently when it comes to key aspects 
of their lives, including marriage, 
divorce, and custody of children. This 
variation has prompted rights activists 
in Lebanon to advocate for an optional 
unified civil personal status law that 
would guarantee that citizens are 
treated equally, while ensuring that 
their freedom of belief is respected.

A 2015 report by Human Rights Watch 
discerned a clear pattern of women 
from all sects being treated unequally 
with men when it comes to accessing 
divorce and primary care for their 
children:

Across all confessions, 
women faced legal and 
other obstacles when 
terminating unhappy 
or abusive marriages; 

limitations on their 
pecuniary rights; and the 

risk of losing their children 
if they remarry or when the 
so-called maternal custody 
period (determined by the 
child’s age) ends. Women 
were also systematically 

denied adequate spousal 
support during and after 
marriage—with religious 

courts often unfairly 
denying or reducing 

payments, including if 
a judge found a woman 
to be “recalcitrant” by 

leaving the marital home 
and refusing to cohabit 

with her husband or filing 
for severance.
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