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T
he bloody confrontation between Tunisian security 
forces and armed terrorists trying to establish an 
Islamic State (ISIS)-style “emirate” in the country’s 
south illustrate the predictable risks as well as the 
surprising developments that can spin out of the war 
against ISIS militants.

Militants believed to be associated with ISIS tried to 
seize control of the town of Ben Guerdane on March 7th. At least 
50 Tunisian extremists were involved. Four weapons caches were 
later discovered, part of the legacy of years of armament smug-
gling since the fall of Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.

About three weeks earlier, US fighter jets struck an ISIS target in 
Sabratha, a small Libyan town not far from the Tunisian border 
where militant training camps were being reinforced with new 
recruits. The 50 people killed in the strike were apparently prepar-
ing to perpetrate terror attacks outside of Libya.

Similarly, in the Jordanian town of Irbid, near the Syrian border, 
heavy clashes broke out in March between Jordanian forces and 
jihadists. As in Tunisia, weapons, explosives and munitions were 
seized from the militants.

“We live in a neighbourhood that is full of terrorist organisa-
tions,” Jordanian government spokesman Mohammad al-Momani 
told Reuters.

Blowback from the war on terror is likely, especially as efforts of 
the international anti-ISIS coalition have taken their toll on the 
organisation during the last few months in Syria, Iraq and Libya. 
ISIS has taken a beating but has not been beaten and is capable of 
expanding and hatching plots outside its original territory.

Unable to establish a viable “Islamic State” in the Levant, ISIS 
launched “spectacular” attacks in Europe and the Middle East, in 
October and November. It has tried to establish an alternative 
base in Libya by exploiting the power vacuum there.

London Metropolitan Police Assistant Commissioner Mark 
Rowley said he expects ISIS to try to carry out “enormous and 
spectacular” attacks similar to those that cost the lives of 130 
people in Paris.

The international community has also lessons to draw. US and 
NATO forces should learn from their 2011 campaign against 
Qaddafi’s regime, which led to the collapse of the Libyan state and 
the creation of a political and security vacuum that facilitated 
jihadist encroachment in Mali and triggered vast arms trafficking 
across North Africa and the Sahel. Ill-conceived exit strategies 
tend to have that effect.

Western powers should know by now that an extended war on 
ISIS in the Levant and Libya would have serious consequences 
across the region. Squeezed out of their bases, jihadists will start 
trickling towards home, if they haven’t already. Their countries of 
origin will be most at risk of terrorist blowback.

In the face of probable additional episodes in this inevitable 
war, Arab countries must reconsider their own strategies and 
develop regionally coordinated approaches. North African or the 
Middle East countries should be aware that none of them is 
immune from the ripple effects of this protracted war. 

To continue foiling terrorism threats, Tunisia and Jordan — 
likely to be perceived as weak links by jihadist groups — need 
international support to help shoulder the burden of military and 
security expenditures as well as the cost of hosting hundreds of 
thousands of refugees. Such support should be seen as a key 
component in the war against terrorism.
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I
nternational Women’s Day 
cannot be allowed to pass 
without reviewing the 
problem surrounding the 
status of women in Arab 
societies, not on the basis of 

pointing the finger or making 
accusations, but rather to help 
our society develop and improve.

Many young women, even those 
actively involved in the fight for 
women’s rights, feel they enjoy 
broadly equal rights with men. 
This is not based on a specific 
concern for women’s rights over 
other rights but is based on the 
understanding that improving 
conditions for women is part of 
improving society as a whole.

Since 2002, the Human 
Development Reports, issued 
annually by the United Nations, 
has listed three main obstacles to 
development in the Arab world: 
freedom, education and women’s 
rights. In modern society, political 
participation is one of the keys 
to development. There needs to 
be more women participating in 
political life, shaping public policy 
and getting involved in the affairs 
of the state.

Theoretically, women enjoy 
precisely the same rights as men 
in modern Arab states. Almost 
all Arab constitutions guarantee 
women — and, indeed, all 
citizens — the right to vote, the 
right to stand for election and 
general freedoms of expression. 
Unfortunately, constitutional 
stipulations of equality do not 
necessarily reflect or guarantee 
political, social and legal equality 
in the real world.

This is a very complex issue 
and there must be no confusion 
between women participating in 
politics and democracy in general. 
The issue is not the right to vote 
or even the number of women 
who hold parliamentary seats but 
what actual effect women have on 
politics and policy.

The number of women who hold 
parliamentary seats 
at the global level is 
less than satisfactory 
across the board. More 
than this, until the 
“Arab spring”, the 
highest participation 
of women in 
parliament was in 
Syria and Tunisia. 
This was nothing but 
a fig leaf for dictators 
to try and put forward 
a good image of their 

regimes. In reality, these women 
had little or no power.

As for women being less 
interested in politics, that is 
something that applies to all 
citizens in the Arab world. 
Entering politics in our countries 
has become an increasingly scary 
prospect and many people feel 
politics today is best left to career 
politicians.

In the Arab world, politics 
is dominated by notions of 
masculinity, along with tribal and 
sectarian considerations. If you 
are part of the opposition, you 
could potentially face suppression, 
arrest and imprisonment. So there 
are major obstacles to political 
participation for any citizen, 
whether male or female.

Politics in the Arab world is also 
intrinsically linked to protecting 
national security and military 
matters. The relationship between 
the state and violence and power 
is intrinsic and one that often 
discourages women. Sure, there 
are women in political party 
ranks but rarely do they climb to 
positions of influence in those 
groups.

There is also a general 
understanding in the Arab world 
that social work is not part of 
politics at large. Most Arab states 
legally differentiate between social 
activism and politics, creating a 
false perception regarding public 
life.

Many changes need to be made, 
not least the roles of education 
institutes and media organisations. 
This is vital if we are to change the 
way future generations understand 
things. Children must be taught 
democracy and civics so they 
understand their duties as citizens, 
creating an environment in which 
they can participate in democracy 
without fear.

This attention to civics and 
human rights must continue 
throughout their education and go 
beyond the classroom to include 
active participation in civil society 
and human rights organisations.

As for the media, they can play 
multiple roles — some positive, 
some negative. The region needs 
media that seek to enrich our 
society, including supporting 
women’s participation in public 
life.

It is important that girls can look 
to successful examples of female 
politicians and businesswomen 
as models for what they can 
achieve — and more — when their 
time comes. The battle is just 
beginning.

Mona Fayyad is a Lebanese writer.
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