MAISONS

DU MONDE

MOBILI & DECORAZION|

M i News Opinion Video The Big Story DISCOVER
Sudan coup Syria War Occupation

MIDDLE EAST EYE

'Where to, Marie?': Lebanese
comic book tells forgotten stories

of country's feminist struggle

A new comic book distils a century of overlooked feminist battles
through the stories of five fictional characters

Naima Morelli
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"Lebanese feminists are hot vectors of westernisation," write the founders of Where to, Marie? Stoties of Feminisms in
Lebanon, a comic book launched this yeat. Feminism itself, they argue, is not a foreigh ideology "imposed by colonialism”, but
is instead indigenous to Arab societies. "Wommeh have long been struggling against colonial powers for equality and social




Focusing on the stories of five fictional female characters, the book traces the history of the Lebanese feminist movement in
particular. (All images courtesy Where to Matie?)
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‘We were working on many fronts. Preparing for the Beijing Conference, the Fourth world Conference on Women.
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Before that though, we founded the “Arab Women's Court”, a coordinated effort with organizations across the Arab world.
That's what readied us for Beijing. Otherwise, we had no proof even of the existence of domestic violence!
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The stories, which are written by Bernadette Daou and Yazan al-Saadi and translated by Liha Mounhzer, ate based on research
carried out between 2010 and 2015. Sources range from "semi-guided interviews with feminist actors of different generations"
as well as archival photographs, films, books, and articles.

The project came about as researcher Daou, who had just completed a PhD on women's rights movements in Lebanon, and
writer and comic zealot al-Saadi reflected on how to make Daou's tesearch motre accessible to a wider public. “We thought
comics would be ah amazing educational tool,” al-Saadi told MEE. “In the summer of 2019 we started to discuss the idea of a
comic book, and when the uprising erupted in Lebanon, we thought it was the right time.”
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The project came about as researcher Daou, who had just completed a PhD on women's rights movements in Lebanon, and
writer and comic zealot al-Saadi reflected on how to make Daou’s research more accessible to a wider public. “We thought
comics would be an amazing educational tool,” al-Saadi told MEE. “In the summer of 2019 we started to discuss the idea of a
comic book, and when the uprising erupted in Lebanon, we thought it was the right time.”
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Issa says she chose to draw Marie’s story because she felt she could relate: “[Marie would be] the same age as my grandmother,
and as a kid 1 felt very close to her. She used to tell me a lot of stories which I treasure to this day, and inspire me in my work.”

She also wanted to shed light on this particular experience, since she feels that many young women in Beirut feel
disconnected to the older generation. “They think they are not real feminist,” Issa tells MEE. "1 don't agree and while as
younger people we, of course, have different necessities and demands, there's no denying that older women paved the way for
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Artist Sirene Moukheiber, who works with a feminist coalition, says that when she first received the draft of the script of
Where to, Marie?, she was immediately drawn to the dialogue written for the character hamed Noora. The young
protagonist’'s story revolves atound her struggles with her overbearing parents.

“The way she spoke was so familiar and each phrase felt like something 1 would say. I fell in love with her!” Moukheiber tells
MEE.




Using a 70s and 8os aesthetic was fun for comic book artist Tracy Chawan, but working on Nidal's story was particularly
intense, especially as it involved illustrating a full-page frame to sum up the country’s civil war, with all its layers of
complexity. “It wasn't easy to decide what to represent from such a complicated war. 1 discussed it with friends, and
decided to keep some of the most visually ‘iconic’ events [like] the Holiday Inn burning from the Hotel wars,” she says.

“It reminded me a lot of what my own mother went through: the horrors and disillusions of the civil war, all her personal and
external traumas that came with it [...] 1 realised that many of those issues still affect our lives: a wave of displacements, a
catastrophic economic ctisis, hortible violence and just a general loss of hope. 1 have been going through a lot of it myself
while working on Whete to, Marie?, digesting all the events of the past few years.”

Artist Razan Wehbi illustrated Lara's story, which sees the protagonist, Lara, trying to enter a political discussion with her
male comrades, before being immediately shut down. She says drawing some of these scenes was therapeutic. “I see this
happening all the time,” Razan says. “Cis women, trans women and hon-binary people are often dismissed with a very
misogynist, condescendihg opposing power.”

When she drew Lara, Wehbi imagined this was her own first protest: “I really felt it was important to represent that anger and
frustration she experienced from the get-go.”
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The book was completed during a tumultuous petiod for Lebahon in the summer of 2020, including mass protests, an
unprecedented economic collapse, the Beirut blast, and a pandemic. “The challenging envitonment affected us physically,
mentally, financially. It has been a constant battle to keep the momentum going,” says al-Saadi. “The completion of this work
is a testament to each person involved, who really believed in this project, and was able to push through the difficulties.”

One of the final pages from the book is a sutteal vision of Beitut goihg up in flames and being flooded at the same time. “It
was the hardest page to draw, hot just from a technical point of view, but especially on an emotional level,” says Wehbi, who
illustrated it.

“I was drawing it right after the Beirut explosion in August [2020], and there was something so hard to represent - my city on
fire, in contrast with the water flooding in, devastated by both. That’s how it feels when you are living in Beitut. The opposing
feelings of rage and hopelessness, despair and anget, hoping for something to wash away all pain.”

The authors say that they hope the book will help spread awareness of the feminist movements in Lebahon, as well as
acknowledging the univetsality of this hidden history. “We want people to understand that women's rights are not
disconnected from the larger struggle in society, regionally or internationally. They are part of it, inherently linked,” says
Yazan, adding that comics are today one of the stronger weapons to produce grassroots narratives.

“I hope these stories will give people extra motivation to continue this struggle across generations,” says al-Saadi “And finally,
to build appreciation for our little corner of the globe that is on fire.”

Read more
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What does it take to be an Arab feminist
in 2019?
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