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“In order to carry on with life in prison,
you must believe you will be there forever.




— Introduction —


We first met Nawal Baidoun in the summer of 2018, when the two of us were in Lebanon working on a research project, interviewing women about their stories of the Lebanese Civil War. Nawal Baidoun not only had stories and experiences to relate in her interview, but also a manuscript she had penned during the war. Her handwritten memoirs were preserved on lined paper and written just after her release from the notorious Khiam Prison where she was detained for suspicion of involvement in an Islamic resistance plot to assassinate Israeli collaborator and agent Husayn Abdel-Nabi. Reading Nawal’s memoirs reminded us once again how few stories of militant women in the Lebanese Civil War—especially believing Muslim women who participated in armed resistance—have been widely shared. We then endeavored to edit the manuscript, have Nawal herself update it and check it, and publish it in Arabic. But as our project involves a broader scope, we also have translated it into English, to make this story available beyond Lebanon and broader Arabic language readerships. We believe it is inspirational and reveals a great deal, not only about one woman’s militant activities, but women’s participation in resistance struggles more generally.


Background to the Project on Women in the Lebanese Civil War


Based at McGill University, our larger project—titled Women’s War Stories: Building an Archive of Women and the Lebanese Civil War—received Canadian government funding in the form of a grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. A major part of building this archive of stories and histories has been conducting interviews and recording oral histories of women who lived through the Lebanese Civil War. We talked to women with experiences they were ready to relate about their lives in the war, and this has become the basis of a large archive of recordings, which we have begun to study using historical and literary methods of analysis. We are publishing parts of this study in an ongoing way, and post updates on our website: https://womenswarstories.wordpress.com/.


Our ongoing project aspires to collect as many stories as possible related to women’s experiences in Lebanon during this war, and its impact on them and their families. Our goal is to make these stories available to audiences in Arabic and English. We hope to share with people the struggles that women faced during the war, and their militancy and resistance especially, because such stories are understudied and so rarely told.


Nawal Baidoun and Women in the Resistance


The daily lives and social conditions of women during war, and the tools they used to fight for themselves, their families, and/or their country, occupies very little space in prevailing narratives of the history of modern Lebanon. Moreover, women are conspicuously absent from studies that specifically explore the Lebanese Civil War. This is an especially glaring gap when we look at the crucial role they played in the resistance to tyranny and violence in the areas occupied by Israel after the 1982 invasion.


We believe that women’s participation was and is crucial to the resistance against occupation and contributed in important ways to its success in South Lebanon. As Nawal Baidoun’s memoir makes clear, their roles were not simply limited to offering logistical support to resistance fighters, or providing them with food, clothes, and medical aid, as we usually tend to think. Indeed, women were at the heart of difficult and dangerous missions that required courageous mental and physical effort.


As this memoir demonstrates, Nawal Baidoun’s experiences in prison included creative and skillful ways to cope with interrogation and torture, cleverly managing to safeguard the sensitive military and security information that she possessed. She developed the ability to endure both psychological warfare and physical torture by military interrogators. All of this clearly shows Nawal Baidoun’s firm convictions, her belief in the justness of her cause, and her willingness to sacrifice her own life for her principles.


Nawal’s experience of detention and imprisonment are crucial elements of the memoir you are reading. Her story sheds light on the life of women who were deprived of sunlight, fresh air, decent food, and the pleasure of living with loved ones for years. But these women did still have a life inside prison. Despite constant surveillance by military and civilian prison authorities, imprisoned women found ways to show each other solidarity and sisterly companionship. Their strategies for doing this are inspirational. For example, they brilliantly devised a system for sharing news between different cells in the women’s side of the prison and then also between the women’s and men’s sides. Moreover, they developed a series of signs, symbols, and songs that they used as warnings, alerts, and calls so they could know to be prepared in cases of emergency. The codes and communication network they invented demonstrate the utter failure of the prison authority’s attempts to break the women prisoners’ resolve, crush their will, and make them feel weak and psychologically defeated.


Their creativity in inventing methods of resistance inside of the prison, and the spiritual and moral connections they constructed with their brothers and comrades across the prison walls, gives the reader an idea about what life was like for women detainees in Khiam Prison. Nawal Baidoun and her comrades were not miserable and sad. In fact, life there defied the misery of prison routines. They remained firm in their hope for victory, throwing off the chains that had oppressed them and defeating their enemy, however long it took.


The Assassination Attempt in Context


Nawal Baidoun’s memoir opens as she is preparing for a military operation, planning the assassination of an Israeli agent and collaborator in occupied South Lebanon named Husayn Abdel-Nabi, who was eventually killed in 1994.


To give some context, we will provide a brief sense of the historical background and political conditions that prevailed in South Lebanon at this time. In 1976, Israel’s occupation army had sponsored the establishment of a proxy army, composed of Lebanese soldiers and officers stationed in Southern Lebanon whom they’d encouraged to defect. This separatist army was called the South Lebanon Army (SLA); its main task was to assist Israeli forces in ruling the occupied Lebanese territories following Israel’s first invasion of South Lebanon in 1978. In particular, it was tasked with pursuing and detaining nationalist, leftist, and Islamist cells who had opposed the occupation and launched an armed resistance against them and their Lebanese collaborators. The SLA built a security apparatus that meted out severe forms of abuse and torture to resistance fighters and their families. It spied on anyone who rejected the occupation and its policies, propagating an atmosphere of terror and fear throughout South Lebanon. They destroyed the homes and property of anyone they even suspected of violating their policies.


Why was Husayn Abdel-Nabi the target?


Husayn Abdel-Nabi was far from the only agent or collaborator in occupied South Lebanon but merely one part of the functioning security apparatus. In addition to him, other prominent symbols include Aql Hashim (executed in 1999) “whose reputation for fear and death precedes him;”1 Abdel-Nabi Bazzi, also known as Al-Jalbout (executed in 1994); Fawzi Abdel-Karim al-Saghir (executed in 1999); and Joseph Karam, nicknamed ‘Aloush (executed in 1999).2 Another list of operatives known for espionage and terrorism has more recently emerged, including Jawad Zalghout, Faris Abisamra, Ghassan Nahra, and others, most of whom were eventually assassinated.3


Husayn Abdel-Nabi was one of the most senior officials in this security apparatus, which spread havoc and terror wherever they went among innocent people living under occupation, not to mention how they encroached on people’s lives and properties. Abdel-Nabi was born in 1960 in a village called Bra’ashit, eight kilometers from Bint Jbeil in Southern Lebanon. He spent his childhood in this town, but he and his family were displaced to Hayy Madi in the southern suburbs of Beirut at the beginning of the 1970s. In Hayy Madi, when he was about 15 years old, he started spending time with a group of boys who were drug users and dealers. He spent about four years in this setting, after which he joined a Palestinian organization called the Arab Front for the Liberation of Palestine (AFLP).


But the AFLP didn’t provide him with the necessary cover and protection needed when the Burj al-Barajneh bureau of the Lebanese police force learned he was using and dealing drugs to young people. They sent a patrol to arrest him, but he managed to escape from a police raid and slip into another building unnoticed. He didn’t evade the eyes of the police for long, however. One police officer found him and they exchanged fire. Abdel-Nabi managed to kill him and escaped to Bra’ashit. At the time, this village was under the protection of international emergency forces. The youth from the nationalist movement learned that he was wanted by the Lebanese state because he was dealing drugs, so they refused to let him join their ranks. He then took refuge with Ali Abdel-Nabi, also known as Abu Subhi, who had strong ties to Ali Qasim Anany. Anany was working at the time as an operative for Saad Haddad, the head of the South Lebanese Army who lived in Kunin, an Israeli occupied village just four kilometers from Bint Jbeil. He helped Husayn Abdel-Nabi and his mother Naima Anany, the sister of another operative called Nabil Anany, escape to Kunin.


Abdel-Nabi and his companions arrived in Kunin on 4 April 1980. The next day, an Israeli military intelligence officer called Abu Noor came and took them to the Israeli military intelligence center in the old telephone exchange building in Bint Jbeil where they were recruited and signed up. Husayn Abdel-Nabi was thirsting for revenge against his hometown Bra’ashit, which had rejected him because of his reputation and behavior. Under the operative Aql Hashim’s leadership, he killed a group of young men from the town. The goal of this operation was for Husayn Abdel-Nabi to prove his loyalty to the occupation army.


They arrived in the central village square and carried out their operation in plain view of the Irish detachment of the UN international emergency forces. The Irish forces appeared to have colluded with them because they didn’t prevent them from carrying out their plan and, on the contrary, provided them safe and secure passage into the village. Abdel-Nabi undertook this criminal act with a group of youth from the village who had been spending time at Adib Obeid’s house, located only 65 meters away from the international emergency force’s headquarters. They hit one house with an Energa bomb and another with seven. Three young men died, Darwish Shihab, Husayn Daher, and Ibrahim Ramadan. More than seven other young men were injured. This attack made Husayn Abdel-Nabi notorious and gave him a reputation for terror. It appears that he was then promoted to an advanced position in the Israelis’ and Saad Haddad’s security apparatus. Abdel-Nabi was responsible for the obliteration of more than twenty houses in Bra’ashit. His infamy and criminal reputation grew, as did his ability to recruit youth from his hometown who underwent military and security training courses. His taste for murder became so addictive that he even killed people who worked with him.


Similarly, on Ashoura in 1983, he kidnapped a group of young men from the village and handed them over to the Israelis. Following this, a farmer named Husayn Naim Farhat was killed, the communist revolutionary Ibrahim Husayn was arrested and subsequently killed in nearby El Marj, and Ali Hassan Shihab and Ahmed Salameh were also murdered. Abdel-Nabi returned to Bra’ashit during the Israeli invasion in 1982 and began abusing both adults and children, detaining and torturing a number of local people from the village. He supervised these torture sessions himself.4


He also extorted things from some families, for example, by asking one of their children to buy him military grade weapons, like a Kalashnikov, and threatening to destroy their house if they didn’t. Or he would send one of his agents to inform them that someone in the village of Haris—fourteen kilometers from Bint Jbeil—had military weapons that they wanted to sell for a certain price. Then the person sent by Abdel-Nabi would take the specified amount of money and go to Haris on the pretext of buying this weapon. You can imagine how many times this one weapon was sold—perhaps more than a thousand times. In addition to blackmail and extortion, Abdel-Nabi expelled families with leftist or nationalist allegiances from the village. He blackmailed others who wanted to stay for huge sums of money. He also stole passing cars, forcing their drivers to abandon them. He would take them away and return them only after being paid a certain amount of money that he decided on.


All of these actions made Abdel-Nabi a man both influential and feared. He was able to build up a base of followers who were either afraid of his power or believed that the enemy would remain in Southern Lebanon forever. Abdel-Nabi’s propensity for criminality was unparalleled—he offered something to the enemy that no Israeli could offer his country. If he ever learned that another of Saad Haddad’s agents was more devoted to the occupation army than he was, he would not hesitate to have him executed.5 A great deal of unethical and immoral conduct has been reported about Abdel-Nabi. His record is full of chilling stories. For example, his wife’s two sisters reported that he forced their third sister to marry him, and that he was so angry with her one day that he put her in an oven to burn her alive. But she managed to escape and was then transferred to a hospital in Israel where she succumbed to her wounds.6 He tried to remarry, this time a beautiful young woman from Bra’ashit. But she refused him. He reacted by pulling her through the village streets by her hair and kidnapping her brother, so he would compel her to marry him. And in the end, she was forced to do and bore him a son a short while later. But she later suffered burns to her leg and was admitted to a hospital in Beirut for treatment. She never went back to him after this—she asked for a divorce and he gave it to her.7


Joining the Islamic Resistance: Nawal Baidoun’s Journey


This brief account of Husayn Abdel-Nabi’s attributes and behaviors gives context to the Islamic resistance movement that Nawal Baidoun joined. The movement tasked her with ridding the people of occupied South Lebanon of him and his evil. Nawal shared with us that one of the main reasons compelling her to talk to us about her experiences in the Islamic resistance is to refute the common and prevailing idea and assumption that most of the key players in the Islamic resistance were and are male youth.


Before delving too far into Nawal Baidoun’s own path to the resistance struggle, we find it necessary here to offer a brief summary of her early life and how it relates to the nationalist movement—including defending both Palestine and the Lebanese homeland from continual Israeli aggression.


Born in 1924, Nawal Baidoun’s father was a member of the Palestine Liberation Organization (Fatah). From childhood, she knew he had a weapon at home, a Browning pistol. It would be lying next to him, and she would fix her eyes on it. She asked her father the reason he had this weapon at home, and he explained to her that it was important to have on hand in case he had to defend the family from Israeli attacks. Nawal was raised with Israel’s continual threat to her and her family being very real. She lived in an atmosphere of nationalist resistance. She often listened to conversations between her father’s Lebanese and Palestinian nationalist activist friends when they visited.


“I was very aware of this,” Nawal reports. Her political evolution developed as a teenager, when she would listen to Palestinian revolutionary songs, like Marcel Khalifeh’s nationalist tunes, especially “You are my Enemy, Leave Every House, Neighborhood and Street.”


Nawal had one brother who was a martyr for the cause and another who was a prisoner in an Israeli detention center. As she puts it, she was born into a nationalist atmosphere, within a family environment that was always involved in the resistance against Israeli attacks on Lebanon. Nawal’s family, which consisted of her mother, father, five brothers, and three sisters was very tight knit. This helped Nawal develop herself as an activist and militant.


Arrest, Detention, and Release


On the night of her arrest, Nawal mentally went over each of her family members and how she expected they would react when they heard the news. She first thought about her father who was 65 years old, and then her mother. She thought about her younger brothers who might set out to avenge her when they found out what had happened. She hoped they wouldn’t, out of fear they would be harmed. She thought about her youngest brother Jihad who was only eleven years old. When she was released, he was fifteen, and she didn’t recognize him at first. Nawal expected that her family would be proud of her and she was not disappointed. The first thing her brother Yasser, who had also been in prison, said when he saw her again was, “You made us proud!”


But Nawal did regret one thing, which happened a year and a half after she was arrested—that her brother Jamal was martyred while she was in prison and she was never able to see him in person again. She did, however, see him on the day he was killed—in her dreams—as if he had come to bid her farewell while she was asleep. She dreamed of him in a spot near the cemetery. She saw them open fire and fatally wound him. She awoke from this nightmare screaming out loud, frightening the prison guards who ran into her cell to find out what was happening. Jamal’s martyrdom became a recurring dream on the nights that followed, but what Nawal didn’t realize was that it had actually happened. Her female comrades who were imprisoned with her learned about his martyrdom from F.Y., a prisoner and informer. But they didn’t confirm the news to Nawal out of concern for her morale and psychological wellbeing. Even Nawal’s neighbors and relatives and the people who came to congratulate her on her release didn’t tell her about it either. They’d been asked not to because everyone knew how attached she was to her family and how much she loved them.


Nawal asked about him when she saw his wife and son. They replied to her in vague terms, telling her he’d travelled to Germany. But she had many doubts. Later, she became increasingly suspicious. For example, when she was searching for some of her clothes in her mother’s closet, she found black mourning clothes hanging there. She thought it was strange and asked her mother why she had them. But out of concern for Nawal, her mother still didn’t come clean. Everything stayed like this until the day came—one month after her release—when she was out visiting the family of a friend from prison, Ahlam Awada, in Beirut with her father and brother Amer.


During the visit, Ahlam’s mother asked to speak to Nawal alone in another room. Ahlam’s mother launched an introductory speech about the Civil War and its horrors. She showed Nawal pictures of her son and daughter who had been martyred during the war. From this she segued into the topic of martyrs who had died in the war, and the meaning of martyrdom more generally. She started telling Nawal that she knew what a good, believing woman Nawal was, and that she knew that Nawal had decided to join the struggle and resistance knowing that on this path you expect to be martyred one day. She finished by emphasizing that Nawal’s brother Jamal had chosen the struggle too—he’d belonged to the AMAL movement and risen within its ranks to become an important figure of the resistance. He was martyred in a resistance operation against a patrol by Israel’s proxy army the SLA on July 15, 1990. Nawal did not immediately understand what Ahlam’s mother was saying to her. She only realized it when she rejoined her father and brother in the living room. She fainted at that moment from the sheer trauma of the shock.


Nawal learned later that her martyred brother, Jamal, had written in his will that he did not want them to hang up his picture as people do of those who sacrifice themselves for the cause. This showed the depth of his belief in the nationalist cause and his willingness to sacrifice his life for it. Nawal’s father also believed that this national struggle necessitated sacrifices and that they should not be rewarded with money or material possessions. He refused to receive a stipend the Lebanese State’s Council of the South provided to families of arrested or imprisoned women. He did the same when they offered him compensation after Jamal was martyred for the cause. His principles demanded he refuse any trade in his son’s blood and sacrifice. He always said, “Only a corrupt person would sell out their own country.” Nawal completed his thought herself, in our interview, “A person who sells out their land and principles, sells out completely.”


In her memoir, Nawal expresses that people should bear the consequences for the paths they have chosen in life. She described the time she spent in the Khiam Prison as a rich experience, which tested the sincerity of her faith and the principles she believed in. She describes people, from the time of her arrest in the late eighties, as having firm convictions and commitment to a cause. They believed in its justice and were prepared to make sacrifices for it.


Nawal was brought up in a family devoted to the nationalist cause, and her mother was religiously committed. They lived among ordinary people, men and women who were believing Muslims, brethren in the true meaning of the word. She recognizes that the popular surroundings of Bint Jbeil, and her family’s house specifically, had a great impact in determining her political direction and choice to join the struggle. To demonstrate her family’s attachment to nationalist issues and causes rather than sectarian, identitarian or regional ones, she points to her father’s affiliation with the Palestinian Fatah movement. Nawal was very young when she started listening to the Voice of Palestine radio show and reading whatever PLO publications she could find, to support the notion that both nature and nurture play a fundamental role in forming a person’s political consciousness. Nawal notes that her own political consciousness developed through the influence of the Islamic resistance. This was the main party in Bint Jbeil after the Israeli invasion of 1982. Hezbollah was weakened and even the influence of the Fatah movement and the rest of the Palestinian and Lebanese organizations in the region were flailing.8


In the period leading up to the plot to assassinate Husayn Abdel-Nabi, Nawal was having a difficult time pursuing her law degree at the University of Saida, the capital of South Lebanon. While studying, she had to work as a teacher in the Bint Jbeil School so that she could afford to pay for both university and transportation between Bint Jbeil and Saida.9 Like most people living in South Lebanon at the time, her life was very difficult. She woke in the morning to the sounds of missiles being launched by Israeli forces against villages and towns in South Lebanon. Her day might turn into hell; violence and murder could interrupt any sense of normalcy, safety, or even survival at any time. Nawal reports how this was a part of daily life in South Lebanon, but that these abuses of ordinary people increased dramatically with the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the summer of 1982.


Nawal lived under occupation for years, and like everyone else suffered from its cruelty. She became increasingly aware of how necessary it was to build a resistance against the occupying army. Nawal’s militant spirit came to life with every strike against the occupation. She began to feel it was her duty to help her sisters and brothers in struggle. So she decided to volunteer for clandestine organizations, at first by collecting information about the movements and positions of the occupation forces and their local operatives. She memorized and retained information, hoping the day would come when it could be used in service of the resistance. Initially, the nationalist resistance actively fought the occupation forces, but as soon as the Islamic resistance began to appear, Nawal grew more enthused about joining the battle to liberate her country.


In the first period of her work with the resistance, from 1984 to 1988, Nawal’s activity was limited to facilitating logistical matters, including smuggling and hiding weapons into the occupied areas. There was an escalation of resistance operations in this period, and consequently the occupation forces increased the frequency of arrests and the detention of innocent people, accusing them of violent actions they weren’t responsible for. After each action carried out by the resistance, there would be more arrests of militants, activists, and their family members, on the basis of mere suspicion of involvement. This was an intimidation tactic. There was such an enormous increase in arrests that the areas living under the occupation were emptied of young men. Thus, young women started feeling a responsibility to take action and struggle against arbitrary arrests and prevent the occupation from emptying the region of their sons and brothers.


In 1986, occupation forces randomly arrested one of Nawal’s brothers, who wasn’t even sixteen years old, along with a group of other young people. This was after an armed resistance operation against an occupation position in Bint Jbeil. After his release from prison, there were signs of torture still visible on his body. This was difficult for Nawal to witness and increased her determination to work with the resistance to rid the region of the occupation once and for all. Thus, with women comrades in her town, she began communicating with the young men in the Islamic resistance outside of the occupied area. Nawal grew more and more committed to participating in resistance operations because of her belief, as she put it, “that young women are able to do things... Because we young women weren’t being watched as much, we were able to avoid drawing the attention of the occupation forces.”10


The Assassination Plot


Nawal’s most serious task was to orchestrate the assassination of Husayn Abdel-Nabi. According to her, he “had a notorious reputation for criminal behavior and abuse.” The plan that Nawal devised was to carry out the assassination with a silencer pistol. This meant planning, surveilling the target, collecting intelligence about him, weapons training, and then finally implementing the plan. Studying law at the university in Saida, sixty-eight kilometers from Bint Jbeil, made Nawal better able to contact the resistance, train as an operative, and get the weapon she needed. She managed to procure this weapon so secretly that even the other young women who were participating in the operation with her didn’t know what kind of gun it was or even that she had taken possession of it. Nawal confirms that this secrecy, even from other members of the group who were participating in the operation, was necessary for its success. The reader of this memoir will notice that secrets—like not letting it be known she was in possession of the pistol—ended up playing a key role in misleading investigators and protecting resistance operatives. The process of monitoring, tracking, and gathering intel about the target, Husayn Abdel-Nabi, took seven months. A mistake made by one of the participants in the operation, however, led to its ultimate failure and the arrest of the entire group.


This small error turned out to have a significant impact and result. One of Nawal’s female comrades made this mistake while she was gathering information about Husayn Abdel-Nabi. The young woman charged with this task lacked experience in clandestine actions and had a “less developed activist consciousness,” as Nawal put it. She had a friend from school whose home she used to visit from time to time. By chance this friend was related to Abdel-Nabi. One time, this young operative asked her friend about Husayn Abdel-Nabi. She posed questions about when he would typically come for visits, what kind of car he used, what people were part of his entourage, and how many they were.


This caught her friend’s attention and she told Abdel-Nabi that there was a girl at school asking a lot of questions about him. Abdel-Nabi took this very seriously and asked her to keep talking to the girl so he could get a better idea of the purpose of her questions and learn more. Once he had a full picture of the situation, he arrested two young women in the group, with the initials F.Y. and K.Z.11 This happened on a Wednesday in the month of Ramadan in 1988. Nawal figured that her turn was inevitably coming next, but she didn’t expect it to come so quickly. People in Bint Jbeil began spreading the news of F.Y. and K.Z.’s arrest, but Nawal changed nothing about her normal daily routine, and the next day she went to work at school as usual.


After work, she returned home and her two sisters, Ghada and Nadia, noticed that she seemed a bit off. Nadia asked her why and Nawal answered that perhaps she was feeling a bit irritable because of the Ramadan fast. Nawal remained clear-headed, despite the many thoughts rushing through her mind at the time. She decided that she shouldn’t flee town and would stick to the plan. She would simply have to deal with the results and consequences of the decision she’d made.


She knew from the moment she’d joined the resistance that she had to expect to face difficulties, but she didn’t want to burden her family or cause them any problems. That same evening when Nawal was reading the Qur’an waiting for the call to prayer to break her fast, she heard knocking at the door. She opened it to find the Israeli agent Husayn Abdel-Nabi accompanied by two other operatives, one of whom—Abdel-Nabi Bazzi, nicknamed Al-Jalbout—was from Bint Jbeil. The other was Fawzi al-Saghir.12 Husayn Abdel-Nabi asked her right off if she was Nawal Baidoun. She replied in the affirmative and he asked her to come with them to their headquarters for questioning about a serious matter. Nawal asked him to give her a couple of minutes to finish her prayers and change her clothes, but he started immediately swearing, blaspheming, and waving his gun around as if he were going to open fire. Nawal found she had no choice but to ride with them in a military vehicle that drove them to the security forces headquarters in Bint Jbeil.13


Khiam Prison, Torture and Interrogation


Abdel-Nabi himself began Nawal’s interrogation. She was subjected to all kinds of torture, along with the constant threat of being raped.14 The interrogators used psychological and physical torture. They forced her to listen to obscene language about what they would do to break the will of a religious woman like her; they ripped off her hijab and wiped their dirty shoes with it. They put a bag over her head so she couldn’t see their faces—meaning that, despite their power and authority, they were afraid she would recognize them and expose their identities. They then began Nawal’s physical torture, using different methods, including electric shocks and pouring cold water over her.


Despite harsh and violent torture, Nawal never changed her answer to their questions: “I don’t know.” She was so convincing that they suspected that they might have had the wrong person or that there was perhaps another Nawal Baidoun out there. Nawal maintained her composure and didn’t give up anything until the other young women from her cell began to confess things and reveal secret information and intelligence. When the interrogators confronted her with certain bits of information, Nawal began confessing to only things that her comrades, F.Y. and K.Z., had already told them. She confessed to small and unimportant things like how they sent and received encrypted information through the packaging on loaves of bread. She did not, however, confess to the most important thing raised in this investigation—how she had gotten the pistol.


One thing that helped Nawal here is that none of the other operatives or women in prison mentioned the gun under interrogation because they actually didn’t know anything about it, including where it was hidden. Nawal’s interrogators also used psychological torture against her, which was very painful especially when they told her that they had detained her younger sister Nadia and demanded that she confess, promising to release her if she did. Despite this, Nawal didn’t break under pressure or surrender to their demands. She realized that these were empty threats. Nawal asserts here that the prisoner who justifies giving in under torture and confessing everything they know because its horror has made them weak is a liar. To her, it is only the love of family that can truly affect a detainee and make them give in.15


Nawal expresses in the memoir that after her interrogation she felt she had begun a new life. All she had to do was adapt to this new lifestyle in prison. As she puts it, “I was created in that place, and I might have died there. I didn’t know if or when I would be released.” She carries on discussing this, saying that you must keep on living and convince yourself that you will be detained in prison forever. This is how Nawal lived in Khiam Prison. She got used to the prison routines, survived physical torture and the anxiety that she sometimes felt when the collaborators and agents would arrest someone who knew something about her work. For example, someone would be arrested who knew details about the military operation that she was supposed to carry out, or one of her female comrades imprisoned with her would suddenly confess to something new. That’s when the prison authorities would reopen her case and start interrogating and torturing her again.16
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