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bate. We even manage to create a cordial atmos- 
phere and a sense of sisterhood among the women 
themselves. And we team up against the five men 
in the panel telling us what the role of women in 
society should be. 
 The evening takes an unexpected joyful end, 
resembling the end of a school trip when we  
have to share the bus back home. A Dutch male 
journalist is having the time of his life, being sur-
rounded by so many different women discussing 
marriage, sexuality and division of labour be-
tween men and women at home. The laughter  
and fun make me forget that I still can see only 
the eyes of my new friends. At night I realise that 
despite all the new insights, there are still many 
unanswered questions in this conference on how 
women raise their kids, especially their sons.  
In many families it is the mother that tells the 
girls to serve their brothers and father and put 
themselves in second place. Where are the stories 
of fathers encouraging their daughters to study 
and use their talents, if they want to? And when  
it comes to sexual harassment and violence in the 
streets, where are the voices of political leaders 
who say: ‘Our women can safely walk the streets 
and travel safely in buses and trains?’

During a visit to Egypt in the spring of 2012,  
the theme of sexualized violence against women 
comes up in every conversation. A conspicuous 
advertisement for viagra on the front page of 
Almasri Alyoum, a popular Egyptian newspaper, 
catches my attention. The price per pill has been 
reduced from 27LE to 10LE (from € 3,50 to € 1,30), 
a significant reduction, especially in a country 
where the average income is often no more than  
a hundred Euros per month. I ask an Egyptian 
businessman whether this development is a pos-
itive outcome of the Arab Spring. He responds 
seriously: ‘Do you realize that in this country, 
young men have huge sexual problems? Many 
women in Egypt, Muslims and Christians, have 
undergone genital mutilation, nobody has had 
decent sex education and fun in the bedroom is 
unknown to many. You bet they like to use those 
pills’. Other Egyptian friends are less outspoken 
about the ad. According to them, sexual pleasure 
is not really a priority in times of revolutions and 
economic malaise.

The Egyptian-American Mona Eltahawy thinks 
otherwise, according to her article ‘Why do they 
hate us’, published at the end of April 2012 in the 
American magazine Foreign Policy. She argues  
that the political revolution in the Arab world can 
only succeed if a social, cultural and sexual revo-
lution takes place as well. According to her, the 
fear of female sexuality and the hatred of women 
halts the progress of the whole society. I think she 
is right that political freedoms will never take 
root without personal freedoms. Fundamental 
change requires an active strategy of politicians, 
media and educators to ensure that men and 
women can interact with each other as equal  
partners in every field of life. This will certainly 
take time, given the conservative nature of Arab 
societies.
 Zeinab and many other Arab friends have told 
me that this is what they appreciate in the way 
relationships are formed in Europe: the equality 
between partners. As Samir, a Syrian friend, once 
said to me: ‘It is a dream to just fall in love with 
each other, to be able to walk in the park and  
build a future together. Without being controlled 
by our parents, the state or a religious figure.’

Petra Stienen is a writer and Arabist.

Kleinpaste

Literature often mirrors current 
events. In this column Stendhals 
The Red and the Black will be 
discussed: human dignity and 
morality lie at the heart of every 
revolution. 

Europe has been careless with its democracy.  
Ever since the Eurozone crisis broke out, democ-
racy has been the victim of severe neglect. When 
Greek prime-minister Papandreou suggested 
holding a referendum on his proposed austerity 
measures, he was quickly put in place by his 
European counterparts: they would have none  
of Papandreou’s shenanigans. In 2011, when 
Berlusconi was replaced by the ‘technocrat’ Mario 
Monti, many welcomed Monti as the one who 
would finally take the necessary measures. The 
tribute some Europeans paid to democracy seems 
lip-service at most. Democracy doesn’t solve the 
debt-crisis, hampers quick action and is really 
only a hindrance in tackling our worst problem! 
Thank God for technocrats! It is as if some have 
forgotten that the supreme value of democracy 
lies not so much in its ability to manage effec-
tively, as in providing political decisions with  
the highest authority, legitimacy and – most of  
all – decency. Why this is the case, is most accu-
rately illustrated in The Red and the Black (1830) by 
Stendhal (Marie-Henri Beyle), in which the dem-
ocratic, egalitarian promises of the 19th-century 
collide with a slowly dying aristocratic order.

In The Red and the Black, the young, intelligent  
but poor Julien Sorel dreams of making it in a 
world that is still dominated by the aristocracy. 
Stendhal published his novel just a few months 
after the July Revolution of 1830, and it chronicles 
the last years of the Bourbon Restauration. Julien 
struggles to find his way up the social ladder,  
always carrying around a portrait of Napoleon, 
whom he admires. The days of Napoleon stand  
in sharp contrast with the restored old order,  

in which privilege dominated. Stendhal attacks 
the materialism, shallowness and corruption  
of the French aristocratic society. If there is to  
be another Robespierre, the aristocratic elites 
themselves first and foremost are to blame. 

One scene between Julien and his employer,  
monsieur de Rênal, mayor of the small town of 
Verrières, is especially illustrative. One day Julien 
feels humiliated after being publicly scolded by 
monsieur de Rênal, after which Julien angrily 
confronts him. Monsieur de Rênal (involved in  
a petty feud about status with some of the other 
notables in town) is afraid Julien might quit his 
job: the young man is quite popular in Verrières. 
But instead of an apology, he offers Julien a raise. 

However, Juliens dignity cannot be bought or 
sold: ‘Mere money, how banal!’ he ponders. He 
takes the raise because he considers it a moral  
victory over monsieur de Rênal. The latter, being 
rather tight, only worries about the extra money 
he now has to spend on Juliens salary. 

Julian and monsieur de Rênal are living in  
two worlds which are unable to understand each 
other. Juliens highest aspiration is not just mate-
rial wealth. He simply hopes to be regarded as an 
equal so that he can climb through the ranks, and 
become an acknowledged member of the French 
society. The promise of a democratic, egalitarian 
society, stemming from the values of the French 
Revolution, permeates through Stendhals novel, 
and causes the agitation between the world Julien 
wants to live in and the world in which he is forced 
to live in: working in the service of the aristocracy. 

In this sense the novel contains an acute perspec-
tive. It is never just about money, Stendhal says. 
Democracy and democratic cultures are not so 
much about the ‘best’ or most lucrative decisions, 
but about human dignity. When it comes to such 
dignity, Europe doesn’t provide a very hopeful 
view for the future. 

Stendhal, The Red and the Black (Het Rood en  
het Zwart), 563 p. Amsterdam, 2007. Translation: 
Hans van Pinxteren.


