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INTRODUCTION

On 13 September 1993, when Palestine Liberation
Organization [(PLO} Chairman Yassir Arafat and israeli Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin shook hands on the lawn of the White
House in Washington, their startling and quite unexpected
gesture signaled not merely the beginning of the end of old
hostilities but the opening of a new and potentially exciting
chapter in Palestinian state-building. At last the vears of
struggle  and pain which had gone into forgoing a
Palestinian national entity seemed likely o be rewarded.
Palestinian women, too, waiched in wonderment. But their
pleasure was tinged with a touch of unease, They were
asking themselves how an independent state would
accommodate the diversity of their accumulated needs.

For Palestinians, the prospect of self-determination has been
the central focus of therr lives since early this century. Now it
is time to weave together the diverse threads. the plans and
longings, the embryonic institutions and the many sacrifices
made by ordinary people over the years. But how can this
solitary symbolic act in a distant foreign country possibly do
justice to the dreams of the Palestinian nation? How can it
contain the ambitions of secularists and Islamists, the hopes
of feminists and traditionalists?

There is also a deeper question and it concerns the nature
of statehood. The particular historical experience of the
Palestinian people informs the cument phase of their
struggle. One needs to bear in mind that, although the
Palestinians have developed a vision of stalehood, it is
neither specific nor unanimously shared. There have been
vague commitments to "democracy” and "human rights" but
these have not been fully defined, and the future state form
remains open to question. Much depends on the breadth of
vision of the new leadership and its willingness to apply
innovation.
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Secondly, after the signing of the Oslo Agreement, the
Palestinians began to move from astate of revolution -in
which they perceived themselves as a “nation” in the
process of struggle - into a transition phase on the way to
statehood. However, while one segment of the population is
prepared to commit itself to putting into effect the
imperfect and sfill evelving mechanisms of “statehood”,
other factions reject the solution and prefer to believe that
the revolutionary stage has not yet ended.

Thirdly, since models of "nation” and "state” tend to be male-
defined, one has to enquire how women can be
accommodated within the pre-existing and exclusivist
ideology of those in power. It has been argued that "gender
issues were central to the information of nationalist
responses’! in the early days of the struggle and, to some

extent, this remains true. In their efforts fo envisage a
national entity, women and men were spatially and
functionally separate and their responses were similarly
conditioned. "lslam", as a religion and a defining culiure,
was the framework in which appropriate male and female
activities took place. Yet "while the boundaries of Islam and
the nation are indeterminate and their juxtapositions
variable, the cenfrality of women in guaranteeing the
integrity of both is not. The compelling association between
women's appropriate place and conduct, however
defined. and notions of cultural authenticity is a persistent
theme"2 The difficulty now, almost a century after the

genesis of the "Palestine problem", lies in the practical
expression of "peoplehood" in a form which both does
justice’ to the sophistication of the Palestinian state vision

| katz$heila Hannah, "Adarm and Adama, ‘Ird and Ard’: En-gendering Political Conflict

and Identity in Eary Jewish and Palestinian Nofiondlisms”, in Deniz Kandiyeti, ed.,
Gendering the Middle Fast, London: 1 B Tauris, 1996, p. 85.

2 Kandiyoli, Deniz, ed. "Infroduction”, Women, flam and the Slafe Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1991.p. 7.
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and also is able to satisfy the relative diversity of its present
component parts.

The 1993 pedce daccord, from the outset, was by no means
universally popular. and many rejected it outright as a
betrayal of Palestinian national aspirations. Yet it was still a
visible sign of progress for a hithertc embattted and
increasingly desperate populace. It indicated a shift of
emphasis. The mass of ordinary women responded to this
sudden ray of sunlight with renewed expectations.
Crganized women started to plot future strategies.

To appreciate the momentum of that optimistic day in
Washington, one must examine women's efforts in the
period before the Intifada, their vigorous participation in the
popular uprising and their various notions of state-building.
As far as the Palestinian women's movement is concerned,
there has been widespread disappointment in the wake of
Oslo.  Although they have been massively involved in
Intifada-related  activities and institution-building, many
women activists now conclude that they are being
marginalized as male political leaders jostle for power.
Politically-involved Islamist women are also disappointed by
the outcome of the peace negotiations. They feel, on the
one hand, that the agreement fails to satisfy even minimum
Palestinian demands and, on the other, that the envisaged
future state would depart too radically from Islamic
principles. They are reluctant, therefore, to co-operate in
implementing the agreement.

It is clear that there is o confusion of agendas here.
Everyone recognizes that a national agenda exists but,
while feminists insist that it must incorporate a social
component, Islamic women are pressing for the integration
of an islamic one. Although the majority of women are
situated between these extremes, it raises the question of
whether a synthesis s possible between apparently
confiicting agendas. Without a consensus dbout the best



Chapter One
WOMEN AND THE PALESTINIAN REVOLUTION.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTNE

1.1 British Mandate Period {1918-1948}

The Palestinian national struggle began in the early part of
this century. Its origins are frequently traced to 1217, when

the infamous "Balfour Declaration™ was issued. At this point
in their history, Palestinians were litle prepared for

statehood. Unfil the end of World War |, Palestine was a
province of the vast Ottoman Empire, ruled from Istanbul. Its
identity - in religious, social and political terms - was closely
bound up with that of the larger Arab world and its
inhabitants unacquainted with the nationalist zeal sweeping
across Europe at that time. Palestinian society, with its
tradifional Arab-lslamic culture, was a conservative one, in
which men and women, on the whole, confined themselves
to separate spheres of action and observed quite different -
although complementary - patterns of behaviour. These
rigid social structures, it has been suggested, account for
women's relative uninvolvement in what became the
nationalist struggle for the land of Palestine.

At the end of Word War |, the victors - Britain and France -
shared out the remnants of the shattered Ottoman Empire
between them. Having misled the Arabs with false promises
of independenc:e,2 the two imperialist powers now took

1 on 2 November 1917, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour, in a letter to aleading
British Zionist Lord Rothschild wrote: “His Mdjesty's Govemnment view with favour the
establishment in Palestine of o National Home for the Jewish people, and will use their
best endeavours to faciliote the achisvermnent of this object, it being clearly
understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious
rights of existing mon-Jewish communities in Palestine or the rights and political status
enjoyed by Jews in any other couniry”.

See, for example, the corespondence which took place between July 1915 and
February 1916, in which the Brifish government - through Sie Henry McMahon, the British
High Commissioner in Egypi, negotiated an agreement with Sherif Hussein of Mecca to
launch a revalt against the Turks. in return, the Sherif was promised Batish support for
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control of the Near East in the form of League of Nations
Mandates.? However, since the British government - in the
shape of the Balfour Declaration - had also made o
commitment to the Jewish Zionist movement and increasing
numbers of Jewish immigrants were dlready entering
Palestine, a note of alarm started to creep into Palestinian
political life. It was to become dramatically more intense in
the course of the next two decades.

Role of women

When embarking on a study of Palestinian women, there
are a number of constraints to bear in mind. One should
also distinguish between traditional Muslim society and the
increasingly particularized nature of Palestinian  history.
Arab-islamic civilization in based on the words of Islam's holy
book, the Quran, together with the acts and sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad, the spectacular spread of islam - as a
religion and a civilization - from the seventh century
onwards, and the formal law-making of later centuries. But
the emphasis on an Islamic ummea (community of Muslims)
tends to ignore the specificity of its component parts.
Palestine, as a result of its fraumaltic experiences, developed
a character which. in many respects, set it apart fromits
neighbours. This, of course, became considerably more
pronounced in the early twentieth century when the British
took control of the country and Zionist encroachment
began in earnest.

Another distinction occurs along class lines. Although
Palestine was a largely agriculture-based economy, there
were also several urban centres. Significant variations

Arab independence. See also the agreement between Sir Mark Sykes of Britain and
Georeges Picot of France, in 1917. in which the whole of Syria and iraq and also
portions of southem Turkey were divided into spheres of British and French influence.
For further details see Peter Manstield, A Hislory of the Middle Ecsi, London: Viking, 1991,

The "mondates were not colonies but a form of trust in which the mandatory power
administered the territory under the supervision of the Leogue of Nations through a
Permanent Mandates Commissien” (Mansfield, A Hisfory of the Middle Easl, ibid., p.

196).



Women in Contemporary Palestine

existed between the lives of upper and middle class women
in towns and cities and those of peasant women in rural
settings. At the beginning of the nationalist struggle, their
responses were also notably different. Political consciousness
and embryonic political activity started in cities such as
Jerusalem and Haifa, where the mass illiterate village
women reacted 1o the occupation in ways which may be
described as spontanecus and culturally appropriate.

During the early period, to highlight a further split. education
- especially for gils - was available only fo a small elite
segment of the population. Athough Palestinian women
were "influenced by the education boom in the Arab world
during the late 19th century which resulted in the spread of
schools especially missionary institutions”.4 the vast majority
of girls received no education whatsoever. During the entire
Mandate period, the British-run government established only
two secondary schools for girls and, in consequence, public
education for girls actually declined. Since the majority of
rural Palestinians prefemred not to send their daughters to
mixed schools, the inequality between male and female
sectors of the population was reinforced.”

Honour and Shame

Palestinian society, as elsewhere in the Islamic world, is an
intensely patriarchal one, in which female honour is a
primary motif. However, although women are responsible,
by maintdining a spotless reputation and remaining sexually
pure, for the honour of the family. it has traditionally been
"men who ensured women's chastity by keeping them
covered up and out of sight as much as possible”.é One of
the mdin functions of the ideclogy of honour "was to

4 Rishrmawi. Mona, The Legal Stetus of Palestinian Women in the Cccupied Tenitories”,
in Nahid Toubia, ed. Women of the Arab World: The Coming Challenge. London: Zed
Books, 1988, p. B1.

Sayigh, Rosmeary, "Introduction”. in Orayb Aret Najjar, Poriraits of Palestinian Women,
Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992, p. 15.

warncck, Kitty. Lond before Honour: Palestinian Women in the Occupied Teritonies,
Bosingsioke and London: Macmillan Education Lid, 1990, p. 23.

10
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support the internal structure of the family: to be precise, to
idealise men's control over women".”

The question of control is a vital one and has led fo a much-
remarked paradox in the Palestinian national struggle. While
the formal structure of the society prevented its female
members from playing @ more overtly active role, some
commentators have argued that it also resulted in the mass
flight of Palestinians from the land in 1948. For many men,
“saving their women from rape was more important than
defending their homes or showing personal bravery and
defiance"? in the early days of the struggle. Palestinian
society had not developed the ferocity and single-
mindedness needed to triumph over the Zionists and the
British. As they encountered the stark contradiction between
traditional behaviour and new, more pressing demands,
men were reiuctant to sink every resource - including the
honour of the family - into the battle, for this would have
meant loss of dignity. Viewed in this way, the "catastrophe”
of 1948 contains two opposite symbolic interprefatfions: it
implies a loss of honour "because the community was
unable to defend itself® against Zionist conguest; at the
same time, Palestinians prefemred to flee so as "to ensure
their women's honour in face of potential violations". 10

However, despite its initial unwillingness, Palestinian society
was forced to evolve rapidly in order to deal with the
extremity of its situation. But it continues to define itself in
terms of honour, and women still hold a disproportionate
responsibility. In addition, as the 20th century draws to a
close, Palestinians find themselves facing an Islamic
backlash: within the Islamist movement is located a
tendency to return to central notions of honour as a
defining motif,

7 Ibid.. p. 22,
8 bid., p. 23.

Peteet, Jule M., Genderin Crisis; Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement,
New York: Columbia Uriversity Press, 1991, p. 184,

10 14id., p. 186.

11
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Women's Organizations During the Mandate Period

After the British took control of Pdlestine, a rapid
fransformation started to take place. To begin with, Jewish
population rose from 56,000 in 1218 1o 83,794 in 1922, 174,610
in 1931 and 608,230 in 1944. Although this group still
represented a small minority in Palestine, it was highly
organized and even developed o well-frained and well-
armed milifia.

In response, the Palestinians - women as well as men - were
determined to fight against this change to their ancestral
homeland which was unfolding both against their will and
without their participation. The first decision was how best to
combat the onslaught. Appropriate ways were sought to
express Palestinian protest and opposition. However, in the
first days of nationalist expression, a conundrum arose.
Palestinian men had to choose whether to allow their
women to become more active - and therefore more visible
- even though such locsening of personal conduct might
lead to demands for even greater freedom and an ensuing
breakdown of traditional male-dominated society. But the
men did not have the opportunity of making this decision.
Instead., they were overtaken by events.

In any case, it would probably not have been realistic to
have expected women o remain entirely on the side-lines,
hidden away and passive. They too were responding to the
rapidly growing desperation of the situation. They acted in
ways which might be described as formal organization and
informal action. Grasping the nettie of necessity, women
started to explore what for them was largely unknown
territory: the public arena. Centuries of cultural conditioning
and the existence of a mass of unspoken taboos and
assumptions made this a fraumatic experience - for men as
much as women. Nonetheless, women took part in national
demonstration, formed organizations and embarked upon
embryonic political activism. Yet,even as their lives changed
in fundamental ways, the basis of society - with its norms and
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prohibitions - remained firmly in place.

Let us look more closely af the differences between formal
and informal modes of participation, in order to assess how
these changed and interacted over time. In the early years
of the 20th century, various "good works" were undertaken
by efite, mainly urban women, who formed charitable
associations. These, by and large, were concerned with
social welfare issues since political matters, in those days,
were the exclusive preserve of men.

In fime, the dividing line between “social welfare” and
“political® activities began to blur. As early as 1920, a
"growing discontent with Zionist and British policy and
actions in their country was evident in increased organizing
and activities of the women's associations”.!! That year, a
massive demonstration, comprising approximately 40,000
people - including women - took place in Jerusalem to
protest against British and Zionist activities. In addition, a
group of Jerusalem women raised funding to finance trips
by nationalist delegations to other countries to raise
awareness about the Paiestinian cause.!? The following
year, the first women's organization with declared
objectives, the Palestine Women's Union (PWU}, was formed
in Jerusalem.

it is useful, at this point, to examine the increasingly
desperate dimensions of « situation which compelled the
female members of a socially conservative society to
behave in ways which were unfamiliar and even
provocative. First of all. evenin 1921, the uniqueness of the
Palestinian problem was beginning to emerge. It clearly
possessed qualities of unusual extremity and every citizen -
male and female - felt bound, as a matter of honour but
also survivai, to play a part.

s

Ibid., p. 43.

Fleischman, Ellen, Jerusalemn Women's Organizations Duing e British Mandate:
19205-19305, Jerusalem: Palestinion Academic Society for the Study of International
Affairs, 1995, p. 32.

13
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Secondly, the women of Palestine had examples of female
activism elsewhere in the Arab world - most notably in Egypt
- from which to draw inspiration. Some of the organized
women in Jerusalem are known to have had contact with
such  well-known political activists as the Egyptian Huda
Sha'rawi, as well as representatives of wornen's organizations
in Lebanon, Syria and Iraq.’® One should bear in mind,
however, that, at this stage in the struggle, even though
political consciousness had begun to take root in the minds
of Palestinian women, it was still confined fo a tiny elite
minority of the population.

in its initial stages. the work of the PWU was mainly
concerned with welfare and relief services for the poor,
rather than overtly political activities. After widespread
violent disturbances in 1929, however, the organization's
priorities began tfo shift. That year. the First Palestine Arab
Women's Congress, meefing in Jerusalem, attracted 200
delegates from all over the country and submitted the
following statement to the British High Commissioner:

“we, the Arab women of Palestine, having been faced with
great economic and political difficulties and seeing that
aur cause has nof so far received the sympathy and
assistance of which it is worthy, have finally decided fo
support our men in this cause, leaving aside all other duties
and tasks in which we have hitherto engaged ourselves”.

In the opinion of one commentator, the organizers of the
1929 Congress “"demonstrated for the first time «
sophistication and self-conscious purpose about their
specific role as women acting politically” .19 Matiel
Moghannam, who was active at the time of the Congress,
explains the women's motives somewhat differently. At that
fime, she states, "Muslim women would not do anything.

13 iid. p. 32

Graham-Brown, Sarch, Palestinians and their Society: 1880-1946, London: Quarter
Books, 1980. p. 168,

Heischman, Jerusalern women's Organizations, op.cit. p. 22.

14
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They were veiled. But there are times when you cannot do
anything except just go ocut and do something. We had to
do something to help the men".16

It is interesting teo note the language of the time. Despite the
potential for disaster confronting the Palestinian populace,
there remained an assumption of genteel interaction. The
ladies who appealed to the High Commissioner were first
and foremost the female relatives of notable men. This class
shared a conviction that, it they couched their request in
comrect terms, the British should see reason and respond
accordingly. They did not fully appreciate the all-or-nothing
nature of the conflict.

Female Activism

As land sales - and particularly the sale of cultivated land -
to the Zionists accelerated, Palestinian outrage grew more
uncompromising. The strongest sources of grievance were
"loss of land or the threat of it and exclusion from
employment by Jewish labour organisations™!” In 1936, in
responsa to the increasingly oppressive nature of the British
occupation, the entrenchment of Zionist power structures
and soaring immigration, a fullscale revelt erupted in
Palestine. One of the side-effects of this pericd was an
upsurge in mass - including female - activism. It has been
argued that women from all classes and sectors of society
were able fo participate in the armed rebellion because it
had been sanctioned and inspired by Islam. As a result of
"despair, political frustration and a growing awareness of
both national identity and class tensions”, Islam as a
"populist idiom" entered the picture!® during this phase of
the stuggle. It has also been suggested that the elite
Jerusalem women who formed organizations during the
1920s were "highly polificized" and that, in the late 1930s,
"many of the women's organizations in other Patestinian

16 Peteet, Gender in Crisis, op.cit., p. 44,

Graham-Brown, Palestinions and their Sociely. op.cit., p. 168,

Johnson, Nels, istarm and the Folifics of Meaning in Falestinian Nalionalism; London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982, p. 99.

15
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cities and tfowns mobilized and became as highiy politicized
as the Jerusalem ones”!'® This combination of formal
organizaticn, legitimized informal participation and «
shared agenda for action briefly provided a focus for
nationalist activity.

Ultimately the uprising, sometimes referred to as the first
Intifada”, failed. This has been attibuted to a lack of
cohesion among its constituent elements and aiso, of
course, 1o the overwhelming forces arayed against the
Palestinians. At any rate, the revolt, which resulted in
thousands of Palestinians deaths, was crushed by the British
in 1939. The participation of women, although briefly
permitted, was never fully accepted. While their efforts were
desperately needed in 1936, these were discouraged when
it became apparent that they might lead to behaviour
which clashed with traditional norms and appeared to pose
a threat to male control. Women were obliged. therefore, to
curtail their activities in order fo preserve a vaguely-defined
notfion of "group solidarity”. The revolt, therefore, qalthough it
"had little outwardly discemible effect on... women's rights...
the seeds of future organizations had been pianted. role
models had been established, and in the name of
nationalism public challenges to the established order of sex
segregation and norms of women's public comportment
had been registered"? Paradoxically, by suppressing
female activism, the population contributed to its own
downfall.

It could be argued that this dilemma has never been
satisifactorily resolved. After their initial experiences of
armed struggle, o few women went on 1o join militant
groups and become active in nationdlist politics. Yet, the
debate has raged as to their "appropriate position" in
society. As late as the Intifada period and beyond, women's
role has provoked a furious reaction, with fraditionalists

19 Feischman, Jerusaterm Women's Organizations, op.cit., p. 3é.
20 peteet, Gender in Crisss op.cit, p. 56.

16
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arguing for a closer identification with Islam and feminists
insisting on the centrality of women's human rights.

This raises the issue of the relationship between politics and
domesticity. Within a traditional Islamic cultural setting, a
woman's first duty would naturally be towards her family: to
the bearing and rearing of children and the support of her
husband. However, in a situation of extremity, this duty may
well be expected to extend to the wider community and,
ultimately, the nation, particuiarly if ifs very survived is at
stake.

The other pertinent question concerns public and private
space. As long as women are confined to the domestic
arena, public involvement, and particularly aggressive
involvement, is problematic. While men might find it useful,
on occasion, to have the practical support of women on
the battle-field, such considerations may well be overidden
by a desire to preserve traditional structures and to keep
women in their place. Even though it is now generally
admitted that land must come before honour, it is more
difficult to translate this into domestic relationships.

By the end of the 1930s, time was rapidly running out for the
Palestinian population. Zionist power, backed up by a
complex infrastructure, had become well established. The
Zionists began fo prepare for statehood. In 1947, having
failled to resolve the problem. the British withdrew from
Palestine, handing over all responsibility to the recently-
formed United Nations. A partition plan was drawn up, to
divide the country between Jews and Palestinian Arabs. This,
however, was rejected by the Palestinians. In May 1948,
when the state of Israel was formally declared, the armies of
the neighbouring Arab states entered the country in order to
wage war against the "Zionist entity”. Their defeat resuited in
the kiling or banishment of hundreds of thousands of
Palestinians. This traumatic experience continues to inform
the Palestinian response. Dispossessed, marginalized and

17
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humiliated, this population determined to continue its
"national revolution” by other means.

1.2 Dispossession {1948-1967)}

" was twelve in 1948 when the Jews drove us out. We fled
from our village when the soldiers came and started
shooting people. My grandparents did not want to leave
their home: they hid in a cave near the villuge and the
soldiers found them and shot them. My father took my
mother and me and my seven sisters into the hills. We hid
for @ month or so and then collected with people from
other villages in a camp UNRWA set up, near where we are
now. It was just tens all crowded together”.2!

After the “catastrophe" of 1948, the Palestinian population
was dispersed far and wide. Approximately 770,000 to
780,000 Palestinians were displaced from their land during
this period.?2 They fled to the remaining parts of Palestine -
the West Bank and Gaza Strip - and to neighbouring Jordan,
lebanon and Syria. During this profoundly distressing
upheaval and beyond, women found themselves assuming
a number of vital roles, not all of which were familiar. They
began to perform “"the crucial function of substituting for
state services”. 23

But the roles which were thrust upon women soon proved
contradictory. In the first place, in line with traditional islamic
practices, they confinved to carry out their principal
function of caring for the family. But this was extended fo
include the vitally necessary social functions of continuity
and the preservation of identity. They nurtured, in other
words, the conscious development of "Palestinianism”, a role

21 mm Ibrahim Shawabksh, a refugee from Beit Jibrain, quoted in Najjar, Porfrails of
Paleshinian Women, p. 30.

Abu-lughod, Janet, "The Continuing Expulsions from Palestine: 1948-1985", in Glenn E
Perry, ed. Palestine: Confinuing Dispossession, Belmant, Massachusets: Association of
Arab-American University Graduates, 1986, p. 28.

Giacaman, Rita/Muna Odeh, “Palestinian Women's Movement in the lsraeli-
Occupied West Bank and Gaza Stip”, in Toubia. ed., Wornen of the Arab Worla, op.cit.
p. 58.
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which had decidedly political overtones. However, at the
same time, they also assumed other, non-traditional roles. In
the parts of Palestine which did not fail under Israeli control
in 1948, "women's organizations... extended their efforts
beyond their traditional concem for the poor in their
communities"24 The fresh momentum of the Palestine
question "provided the motive and platiorm propelling
women info a new arena as visible actors"?> It was the
beginning of a more genuine politicization.

Formal Organization and Informal Achievement

There are several views about the development of the
Palestinian women's movement in the period prior to 1947,
According to Julie Peteet, the movement's foundations were
laid in the 19205 and 1930s and it "underwent relatively little
change in structure or ideclogy until the rise of the
resistance in the mid-1960s".2¢ Rosemary Sayigh, on the other
hand, to support her argument that "the impression given in
official literature of a gap between 1943 and the forming of
the GUPW in 1964-65 is incorrect'? identifies four new forms
of activism during this period.

Firstly, several branches of the Palestinian Arakb Women's
Union (PAWU] survived after the uprooting of 1948, mainly in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip. but also in Syria, Lebanon
and Egypt. Secondly, in the absence of adequate social
and relief services, women's charitable associations were
formed to bridge the gap between the efforts of the newly-
faormed United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees in the Near East {UNRWA)} and the desperate
needs of the refugees. Until 1954, unemployment of this
population was over 50%.28

24 |hid, p. 58.
5 bid. p. 58,
8 poteet, Gender in Crisi, op.cit., p. 58.
Sayigh. R.. "Introduction”. in Najjar, Porfraifs of Palestinian Women, op.cit., pp. 5-6.
Najjar O.A., Portails of Polestinion Women, op.cit., p. 28.
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A third and rather different reaction came from a small
minority of educated younger women who opted to join the
various opposition parties, such as the Ba'ath Party, the
Jordanian Communist Party and the- Arab Nationalist
Movement. The recruitment of these women "found its
motivation in the scale of the 1948 disaster, and was
facilitated by the weakening of family control over girls as
they entered university, worked outside the home, and
fraveled"? A final minority form of female activism was
channeled into support for the various Palestinian resistance
organizations, which began in the early 1960s o engage in
feda'yyin operations.30

It must be stressed, of course, that the number of women
who actively participated in formal organizations was o tiny
percentage of the total population. The vast majority
struggled to survive from day to day, coped as well as they
could, and somehow managed 1o keep alive the idea of
Palestine. Yet there are many stories of heroic endeavour
and startling enterprise by individual women.

One such woman, Samiha Salameh Khalil, began her
aclivist career during the British Mandate period and
continues to this day to be actively involved in the
nationdlist struggle. During the 1950s, she was inspired to "do
something” to help the many thousands of refugees. "A
group of women who shared my ideas about self-help,” she
reports,

"met on October 1, 1956, and we formed a society that
came to be called ‘iihad al-Mara'a al-Arabiyyah’ (the Union
of Arab Women) of al-Bireh... Unemployment was high and
we needed to help women eam their living in an honourable
way instead of begging. We gave women cloth and thread
to embroider at home, we would then buy their finished
product and sell it*.3!

2 Sayigh. R.. "Introduction”, in Najjar, Porfrails of Palestinian Wormen, op.cit.. p. 6.
Ibid.. p. 7.
31 Naijiar, O.A.. Porirails of Palestinion Women, op.cit., p. 43.
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In 1965, with other women, Khalit founded "ALJamiat in'ash
arUsra” (the Family Rehabilitation Society). From the
beginning, she says, "we rejected the ideology of all or
nothing. We started on a modest scale and expanded as
our resources permitted”32 From those inauspicious early
days, the in'ash al-Usra Society "has grown into one of the
major educational and cultural institutions in the West Bank,
comprising an orphanage, a vocational training college for
women, a kindergarten providing fraining for teachers, a
food production and catering service, a centre supplying
knitting and sewing home-work to hundreds of women, and
a museum and folklore institute 33

The mid to late 1960s "marked a turning point for women
and their movement'3* The formation of the Palestine
Liberation Organization [PLO) in 1964 and, more specifically,
its women's wing the General Union of Palestinian Women
(GUPW)] "presented women a unified format within which to
organize. promote women's development, and support the
national cause"3 In particular, the GUPW "played an
important role in mobilizing women in the refugee camps
outside Palestine”.3¢ It has been argued, however, that "most
of its activities have been mare or less traditional and have
encouraged the participation of women in political life as
active housewives rather than on equal terms with men".37

Perhaps this is not altogether surprising given the generaily
conservative climate of the fimes, among Palestinians as
elsewhere. But it could be argued that the central use of the
traditional had the effect of legitimizing a specific type of
activism at the expense of other forms. It also resolutely
placed nationalist concerns far ahead of any nofion of
women's rights or development, The focus on the national -

32 |bid, p. 43,
Warnock, Kitty, Land Before Horowr, op.cit., p. 162.
4 petaet, Julie, Gender in Crisis, op.cit. p. 63.
S bid., p. 63.
Warmack, Kitty, Land Before Honour, op.cit., p. 184,
7 Ibid., p. 184.
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rather than the specific - struggle has persisted to the extent
that Palestinian women in the 1990s are still having to fight -
and often with great ambivalence - to have female
concerns taken into account. Now, however, they have
moved from fashioning their agenda to put nationalism
before feminism - because the primary issue was one of
Palestinian survival - o being forced to retreat from issues of
women's rights out of fear of an Islamist backiash.

If we are considering women as an especially oppressed
sector of the community, the organizational developments
befween 1948 and 1967 - although they indicate some
movement by women into non-fraditional areas - must
remain necessarily partial. While there can be little doubt
that women's achievements during that period were
impressive and "laid the foundation for women's legitimate
participation in social, pelitical and economic life, they
were nevertheless straightjacketed by the conceptual
formula that equated colonialism and/or occupation with
the debasement of women's status".3®

Wwomen engaged principally in “charitable” or welfare work
because they were familiar with it, well equipped to do it
and felt comfortable that it did not challenge the
entrenched prejudices of their society. However, such work
has a pronounced class element in that middle-class
women "defined the needs of, delivered services to and,
indeed, were charitable towards village, refugee camp and
poor women".39 But such activities were not able, on the
whole, to confront the reality of shared oppression, in the
sense that women, from whatever background, were all
victims of a harsh colonialist regime. Slowly, as we shall see,
this began to change.

38 Giacaman. R./M. Odeh, "Palestinicn Women's Movement in the israeli-Occupied
west Bank and Gaza Stip”, in Toubia, ed.. Women of the Arob World, op.cit., p. 58.
¥ 1hid. p. 59.
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1.3 Despair and Thwarted Revolution {June 1967-
December 1987)

"The Arab lands have been humiliated... We are defeated...
We lost the war... Our grief is insupportabie... the wind plays
with the white flags on our roofs... We have been occupied
by the Israeli army... The shock has removed us from the
realm of reddity... | am sick into death with griefl”.40

The June 1967 War brought further upheavals to the lives of
Palestinians. Now a new dimension - [sraeli military
occupation - entered the picture as all that remained of
historic  Palestine was swallowed up. Thousands more
Palestinians fled from their land and the remaining
population - whether they resided in camps, towns or
villages - was reminded anew of the urgent threat of the
extinction of Pdalestinian national identity. The incoming
Israeli military authorities declared every reference to
"Patestine” illegal. The new regime was harsh, as if the Israelis
were hoping that the Palestinians with thelr clamour for self-
determination would quietly go away.

This new redlity could not help but affect every member of
the community. Women, although discouraged by defeat,
redoubled their efforts to uphold their essential "Palestinian-
ness. Despair alsc encouraged many women to broaden
the scope of their activities. Israeli occupation "was followed
by a sharp rise in women's participation in all kinds of
resistance, from demonstrations and sit-ins to sabotage™ 4!
But the Isrqeli response was severely repressive; all
embryonic political activity was swiftly crushed.

Palestinians had already begun to talk of their cause as a
“revolution”. In the wake of the 1967 war, certain political
factions began to engage in spectacular activities, such as
the hijacking of diriners, which linked the images of

40 Tuqan, Fadwa, A AMouniainous Journey: The Life of Palestine's Oulstonding Women
Poef London: The Women's Press, 1990, p. 190.

4 Sayigh. R. "Infroduction”, in Najjar, Portraits of Palestinian Women, op.cit.. p. 7.
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Palestinian revolution and terrorism in the minds of many
people around the world. One of the better known figures
from this period was a woman: Leila Khaled, who

"achieved in a few hours what the lives and deaths of
hundreds of other Palestinian fighters have failed to do
either before or since: she grabbed the attention of the
world's media and held it enthralled. The way in which she
did it - hijacking an aircraft, evacuating the passengers,
then blowing it up - made her both a supremely dangerous
woman, but also, paradoxically, romantic and brave at the
same time".42

it should be stressed that Khaled's role was exiremely
unusual. Nonetheless, women were inspired to diversify their
primary focus in response to the trauma of the situation. In
the occcupied West Bank and Gaza Strip, they concentrated
on organizational structures within the very narrow confines
of what the military authorities were prepared to allow.
Overtly militant activities - whether by men or women - were
forced to relocate, first to Jordan {unftil 1970} and then to
Lebanon. However, the lsraeli invasion of Beirut, in 1982,
"uitimately had the effect of recentering Palestinian
resistance away from the diaspora and back to the
Occupied Teritories", 43 in the run-up to the 1987 Intifada.

It is worth pointing out that, although women's political
consciousness had been developing rapidly. it had been
forced to do so under conditions of unusual constraint. On
the one hand, it was forming within  a framework of
colonialism and the suppression of national feelings and, on
the other, it was seen as antithetical to the fraditionally
appropriate position of women. Many were frustrated by the
perceived lack of support from Palestinian popular
organizations, which were enftirely male-dominated, and
resistance from a predominantly conservative Palestinian
society.

42 pacDonald. Eileen, Shoof the Women First, London: Fourth Estate, 1991, p. 97.
Sayigh, R., "Intreduction”, in Najjar, Portraits of Palestinian Women, op.cit., p. 9.

24



Chapter One

On an ideological ievel, “the resistance never did adopt a
decisive stance on the question of gender equality”, 44 and
this  had inevitably had a debilitating effect on the
enunciation of a purely female - or “feminist” - agenda.
Women, by and large. sought "to participate in the national
struggle, but the emphasis was on national struggle to
confront  externally imposed forms of repression and
domination, not on social fransformation and intemal forms
of domination".4> This, broadly speaking, has been the
position of Fatah, the largest of the Palestinian political
factions within the PLO. The Popular Front for the Liberation
of Palestine (PFLP} and the Democratic Front for the
Liberation of Palestine {DFLP) tend to take a marginally more
class-based approach.

By the lafe 1970s, women had begun to redlize the need for
more overtly political forms of organization. A

‘new generation of women. many of whom had been
politicized in the student movements at the Palestinian
universities, founded grassroots women's committees that,
in confrast to the charitable society network of women's
organizations, sought to involve the majority of women in
the West Bank who lived in villages - along with women in
camps, the urban poor, and women workers as well as
intellecutals and urban middle-class women - in a united
women's movement". 46

In its early stages. this "'movement” expressed itself as a series
of appendages to the male-dominated political factions.
Although the Palestinian Union of Women's Work Committee
[PUWWC]), the “first grass-roots women's committee to be
established under Israeli rule”4 was formed under the

44 pojeet, Julie, Gender in Crisis, op.cit.. p. £5.
49 1hid, p. 65.

Giacamoan, Rita and Penny Johnson, "Palestinian Women: Building Baricades and
Breaking Barriers”, in Lisa Albrecht and Rose M Brewer, eds.. 8ridges of Power: Women's
Muiticulfural Aliances. Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1990, p, 133,

Sosebee. Stephan ). "The Palestinian Women's Movement and the Intifada: A
Historical and Cutrent Analysis’, Amenican-Arab Affairs, No. 32, Spring 1990, p. 87.
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slogan "towards a unified popular women's movement" in
March 1978, the wunified approach to the “women's
movement" very quickly faltered. The crganization split into
four groups which represented the ideological division with
the Palestinian political establishment.

The PUWWC's successor organizations are the Federation of
Palestinian Women's Action Committees (FPWAC)}, which
identifies with the DFLP; the Union of Palestinian Working
Women's Committees [UPWWC), which supports the
Palestinian Communist - now renamed People's - Party: the
Union of Palestinian Women's Committees (UPWC), which
adheres to the PFLP line; and the Women Committee for
Social Work ({WCSW), which aligns itself with the largest
faction, Fatah. Of these, the WCSW "is the closest
ideoclogically to the earlier charitable societies in that it
provides services to women rather than mobilizing them" 48

In the period leading to the Infifada, there was a general
acceptance among women activists that a more explicit
recognition of a distinct "women's movement” would distract
from the central issue of nofienal liberation, and thus
weagken it. But one could argue that, on the contrary. such
reasoning was more likely to contribute to the creation of
confusion, dissatisfaction and cleavage. Although the

“importance of mass mobilization based on national
political lines cannot be overemphasized... the problem is
one of providing a balance between national aims and
aspirations on the one hand and the creation of a more
equitable social order on the other' 4

By the eve of the Infifada,

“the women's committees had developed to include

48 Litermann, Joost R, "The Women's Movement during the Uprising”, Joumal of
Polestine Studies, Vol. XX, No. 3, Spring 1991, p. 50.

Giacoman, R/M. Odeh, "Palestinion Womer's Movement in the Israeli-Occupied
West Bank and Gaza Ship", in Toubia, ed.. Women of the Arab World, op.cit., p. 62.
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seascned women leaders and o base with firm rootfsin
towns, villages and camps. While not the generators of
women's mass participation in the uprising, the committees
played a major part in shaping that participation”.50

Why, one might enquire, was it considered necessary to
have four separate organizations which supposedly
represented the inferests of "all' women in the Occupied
Teritories? It suggests a continuation of the confusion over
agendas. In general, the differences between the four
groups lay in the positions they took on the national
question - in line with their parent organizations - rather than
their approach to women's issues. In the ongoing debate
over pricrities, which even by the late 1970s had not been
successfully articulated, the national struggle obviously had
to take precedence. But, with the creation of the women's
political  organizations - however embrycnic - a low-key
political debate was initiated and there began to be some
inkling that women's interests must at some point be
addressed.

1.4 The Intifada

The Pdlestinian Intifada (lit. “shiver, shudder, tremor”, from
Arabic nafada, "to shake off, shake out, dust off') began on
? December 1987, in response to life under lsraeli military
occupation, which had become intolerable in two
fundamental respects. On the one hand, a climate of fear
pervaded all aspects of life in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
The Pdlestinian population felt terrorized, both in the public
space where |Israeli soldiers routinely and arbitrarily abused
their human rights, and even in the private domestic sphere
which could be invaded at any hour of the day or night on
any spurious suspicion. Palestinians, whatever their status in
the society, perceived themselves as increasingly powerless
and victimized. On the other hand, the ongoing seizure of

o0 Giacaman, Rita and Penny Johnson, “Palestinian Women: Building Barricades and
Breaking Barriers”, in Albrecht and Brewsr, eds., Bridges of Power, op.cit,, p. 133,
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palestinian land in the occupied areas by the lsraeli
government and settler groups had led to the alarming
possibility that, even if a peace deal were ever to be
realized, there would be no iand left to negotiate.

By the end of 1987, the Palestinian mood was ripe for an
explosion and this was duly ignited by an incident at Jabadlia
refugee camp in the Gaza Strip, in which two Palestinians
were kiled by a vehicle driven by an Israeli. The
spontanecus violence rapidly spread across the entire
Occupied Territories. It was as if this was the signal that
everyone had been waiting for. Later, when trying to make
sense of events, analysts infroduced the generational
argument: the older generation. the ones who had been
driven away from their land, it was suggested, had become
resigned to their dispossessed fate; their children had turned
to the armed struggle to win back their couniry, but this had
failed: slowly all hope was fading of ever finding a just
solufion and there was a general feeling that the land of
Palestine had been imetrievably lost. It was left to the
younger generation, the children, to seize the fury of the
moment and it was their anger that boiled over in
December 1987. In a remarkably short space of time. the
uprising became an intoxicating reality as the entire
community gave vent to its rage and frustration after 20
years of occupation.

Wornen's Participation in the Intifada

The Infifada rapidly turned info a genuinely popular mass
uprising in which all members of society - from small children
to the elderly - played an active role. Women responded
quickly to the needs of fheir community. Their responses
were both spontaneocus and, as time went on. more
organized. They engaged in activities which were in line with
traditionally-approved female practices. such as care of the
young and the sick, provision of food and education, and
maintenance of the well-being of their families. But they also
explored rather more unfamiliar  temitory.  Political
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organization, in the shape of women's committees,
increased, as did the development of a specifically femate
political consciousness. All this was accompanied by highly
non-fraditional behaviour, including street demonstrations,
confrontations with Israeli soldiers and even violence. As a
result, women were killed, injured and imprisoned by the
authorities, and this led to a general social soul-searching
and the partial revision of fixed ideas. Above all, the early
days of the Infifada was a pericd of relative freedom for
women, during which a genuine fransformation of
traditional roles seemed both desirable and attainable.

For example, a young women and her mother living in Bureij
Camp in the Gaza Strip have described some of the ways in
which they participated in the Intifada. The older woman
specks of routine raids by Israeli soldiers. The soldiers come,
she says,

"enter some houses without knocking and take the men
and boys away. We try to be quicker than the army and as
soon as we hear the warning whistles from the guarding
shebab [young men] at the edge of the camp, we women
go out into the roofs and give signs to the shebabin our
area that they have torun away. We signal to them from
which direction the soldiers are coming. This is one of the
new roles of women during the uprising”.5!

Let us begin by assessing, through the voices of Palestinian
women academics, the achievements of the Infifada in
terms of women's participation5? Eileen Kuttab had
identified two definite stages. The first was characterized "by

5% Jardaliah, ‘Iman, "We in Bureij Camp and the Intifada”, in Ebba Augustin, ed.,
Palestinian Women: idenlity and Experience, London: Ted Books, 1993, p. 124,

In December 1990, three yaars after the start of the Intifada, o contererce was held
in Jerusalem, entilled "The Intifada and some women's socialissves”. Its aim was "to
provide women from a variety ot political and ideological streams with an opportunity
for discussion and dialogue, for the expression of their suffering, their national and
social problems and their problems as wemen; and to propose appropriate solutions
and encourage the establishment of independent committees and institutions to
follow up on these problems and to fry te carry cut some of the proposed solutions”
{News Frorm Within, 5 January 1991).
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a massive spontaneous and broad-based uprising as well as
by a general national awakening, accompanied by the
extensive mobilization of Palestinian women to the struggle
in all its forms"33 The second period involved a refreat from
confrontational  activism. The ‘"decrease in women's
participation in politics and the struggle”, however, "did not
mean that there was a coincident decline in the women's
social movement, but rather that the basis of their struggle in
this period was entirely different and reflected the general
characteristics of the period".54

Kuttab advanced a number of reasons for the change in
female modes of participation. Firstly. the Intifada lacked a
social programme which could assist in institutionalizing
women's role in the struggle. Secondly, the relationship
between the women's movement and the national
movement proved incapable of translating "the dialectical
relationship between the national and social issues into
practical terms"5> Thirdly, democratic organization, such as
that provided by the local committees which sprang up to
direct the organizational base of the Intifada, declined,
leaving women without a clearly defined role. Lastly, the
upsurge in which demanded a "return” to religious and
fraditional values had an adverse effect on women.

Islah Jad dlso distinguished two stages of the Infifada, this
time in terms of the family. At first, "the Infifada led to a
decrease in the father's authorily. since he was no longer
the only one responsible for controlling his sons and
daughters”.5¢ With the decline in female participation during
the second phase, however, some of the positive gains
achieved by women were negated. But she noted a
paradox: while the initial positive stage opened up the
possikility of liberalization within the family for young people,
the rise of "fundamentalist political movements"”

53 |bid.
54 hid.
55 |bid,
36 \pid,



discouraged such freedoms, whilst striving to re-establish
more traditional family practices.

In Reema Hamami's view, women's participation in the
Intifada went through three periods. The first invelved mass
mobilization, during which all citizens - regardiess of sex or
age - took to the streets to protest against the occupation.
This lasted until April 1988. During the second phase, from
Aprit until the latter part of 1988, popular committees were
established, thus formalizing the structure of the Intifada. This
period wilnessed a retreat to more traditional roles by the
mass of women. A third phase began when the popular
committees were outlawed by the Israeli authorities, at the
end of 1988, and were forced to re-constitute themselves
into underground movements. Increasing Israeli repression
"gave rise to intermal ideological confticts among the
Palestinian factions and to a decrease in women's
activity".*7

As far as these academics are concerned, women's position
during the Infifada steadily declined. Spontaneous anger
and protest by the general population were replaced by a
more organized and ideological rigidity, from which wormen
tended tfo be excluded. In response, women retreated into
their own forms of organization - the women's and popular
committees - and also devoted considerable energy and
enterprise to the construction of alternative infrastructures,
for education, health and food production.

This led to two confradictory developments as far as
women's Intifada-related activities were concerned. The first
involved consolidation: women were encouraged to
organize and to speak out. Running parallel to this resolve,
however, was its antithesis: a growing fearfulness and
reluctance to place oneself oulside the mainstream. The
growth in Islamist politics did little to encourage the mass of
women fo experiment -with unfamiliar forms of expression.

57 Ibid.
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On the confrary. many were dismayed to see their choices
narow even more while an ever growing mincrity rejoiced
in the resumption of authenticity as a tactical weaponin
the struggle.

Phases of the Intifada

Several phases of political action by women during the
Intifada have been identified. When the uprising started in
1987. "the women's committees immediately began activety
participating in  street demonsirations">8 Women and
schoolgirls reguiarly engaged in spontaneous confrontations
with the lsrael army and a spirit of exhilaration emerged
from these clashes.

The secong phase withessed the creation of a network of
neighbourhood and poputar committees. Athough women
were active in these, "it is not clear if they made any gains in
the rights as women through such involvement".%? Indeed,
their role in these committees "became an exiension of
what it traditionally had been in the society: teaching and
rendering services".0 In refrospect, it is clear that women's
experiences with the Intifada committees may be described
as "dead end" in the sense that it both ghettoized them and
reinforced their traditionally powerless status.

In  September 1988, the neighbourhood and popular
committees were declared illegal by the Israeli military
auvthorities which led. in November of that year, to a third
phase of the Intifada. At this point, the women's commitiees
began to think and plan in terms of future state structures.
This encouraged closer cooperation between them and, in
December, the Higher Women's Committee (HWC) was
established, uniting the four factional commitiees under one
umbrella. It was a positive step and many women leaders
felt that only through the joint action made possible by

38 5osebee, St "The Palestinian Women's Movernent and the Infifadar’, op.cit.. p. 88,
Hiltermann, Joost, "The Women's Movement during the Uprising”, op.cif., p. 51.
8 |bid. p. 51.
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such a body couid the crucial issues of education and the
legal situation created by the religiously-based family law
be addressed effectively"$! On an even more opfimistic
note, the formation of the HWC

"as parit of the nation-building programme of the Intifada...
signailed a qualitative lead in the history of the women's
movement, especially in its endeavours at articulating a
gender agenda and a theoretical framework for the
women's organizational and development projects within
the emerging nationat infrastructure” 82

Disillusion and Rekindled Hope

As we have seen, women participated in the Intifada in a
gender-specific manner without, at the same fime, having a
forum in which to express their concerns about themseives
as a matter of priority. They were held back by factionalism
which tended 1{o have a debilitating effect on the
embryonic women's movement. With ifs insistence on
divisions along nationally-defined lines, it has had the effect
of inhibiting the ariculation of a women's agenda for a
future Palestinian state. As the Intifada progressed. however,
a number of positive changes occurred.

First. the formation of the umbrella Higher Women's
Committee (HWC]} in 1988 placed national pricrities above
factional ones. Secondly, other non-factional women's
organizations were alse established, which are placing an
emphasis both on training women and encouraging them
to express their concems as women. As the director of one
such organization, the Women's Resource Centre, stated:

"We have to start thinking of laying the basis for a strong
women's  movement. That's why we're planning to...
attempt to put forth women's legislation in every aspect -
family law., women workers, and many other issues related

81 |bict., p. 53.
Mikhail-Ashrawi, Honan, 'The Pursuit of Peace: How to Break a Mold of Discourse”,
MECC Perspeciives. No 9-10, 1991, p. 79.
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to women - drafting these legislations and discussing them
with the other Women's Committees, with the Palestinian
women's movement as a whole, so as to present it to our
government when it comes” 43

Let us briefly examine women's activities during the Infifada
in order to assess ways in which they were effective and
reasons why they were unable to be sustained.

Although the women's committees undertook wide-ranging
tasks, these wusudlly retained some basis in women's
fraditional  roles. Typically female areas, such as the
provision of sewing and literacy classes, were intensified
once the Intifada became a fact of life. Additional activities
included the setting up of child-care facilities, the
organization of relief and emergency services after Israeli
army raids, support work on behalf of prisoners and their
families, and the promotion of a "home economy",
comprising locally-produced food and clothing54 At the
same time, there were attempts fo depart from purely
gender-specific activity.

Palestinian academic Rita Giacaman has identified several
areas in which the women's committees enjoyed relative
success during the Infifada years. The committees, she
asserts, "were crucial in developing the role of women
outside the domestic sphere”$® As a result of discussions
which centred around "the theme of how best to
incorporate women into the economy"$¢ the committees
entered "the sphere of food production, such as pickles,
biscuits, and orange juice".¢’ Other achievements included
the creation and operation of nursery schools and

3 Hindiyeh. Suha (in cenversation with Penny Rosenwasser), Voices from a ‘Fromised
Land” Palestinian and fsraeli Peoce Achivisls Speak their Hearls Wilimartic, CT:
Curbstone Press, 1992, pp. 53-4.
Hiltermann, Joost, "The Women's Movement during the Uprising”; op.cit., pp. 50-1.
Giacaman, Rita, "Palestinian Wemen in the Uprising: From the Foilowers to Leaders”,
Journal of Refuggee Studies. Vol. 2 No. 1. 198%, p. 140
% bidl, p. 140,
7 Ibid. p. 141.
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Chapter Two

Third World women's experiences"? Although, by the mid-
1980s,

“there was a move towards transforming the purview of the
field from women's studies to the study of gender, namely
analyses of the ways in which all aspects of human society,
culture and relationships are gendered ... this shift has not
yet nénade any significant inroads into studies of the Middle
East”.

Feminist scholarship in the Middle East “started with
movements for social reform and modemnization during the
era of post-colonial state formation spanning the periods
between the nineteenth and early decades of the twentieth
centuries”# Nationalism, according to Kandiyofi, "was the
leading idiom through which issues pertaining to women's
position in society were articulated”® and this was certainly
no less true in the Palestinian case. As in other Third Werld
countries, "the national liberation movement became a
platform for Palestinian women's participation in social and
political life".¢ However, while

“nationalist movements invite women to participate more
fully into collective life by interpellating them as “national’
actors: mothers, educators, workers and even fighters...
they reaffirm the boundaries of culturally acceptable
feminine conduct and exert pressure on women to
articulate their gender interests within the terms set by
nationalist discourse”./

Other feminist analysts are investigating the conseqguences
of androcentric historical  developments for women.8

2)bid.. p. 7.
3 ibid., pp. 7-8.
41bid. pp. 89.
lbid., p. 9.
Augustin, Ebba, "Developments in the Palestinian Women's Movement during the
Intifadd”. in Augustin, ed., Polestinian Women: Hentity and Experience, op.cit., p. 22.
7 Kandiyoti.D."Contemporary Feminist Scholarship 8 Middle East Studies”, op.cit., p. 9.
Young, Efise G, Keepers of the History: Women ond the lirael-Polestinian Conflict New
York: Athene Series, Teachers College Press, Coumbia University, 1992, p. 200,
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2.2 Women and Struggle: Two Models

As far as Pdlestinian women were concemed, the Oslo
Agreement had the effect of splitting the women's
movement between those who hailed it as “an important
accomplishment” and those who condemned it as "sell-out
and a national freachery™.# According to one commenta-
tor, the DOP divided the women's movement into three
distinct trends: a bourgeols trend, a democratic-progressive
trend, and a religious trend. The bourgeois and democratic-
progressive frends have well-established structures whereas
the Islamic trend does not. However, “with the rapid spread
of Islamic fundamentalism, it is feared that the religious
frend within the Palestinian women's movement is liable to
grow steadily”.5

Civen the existence of diverging frends in contemporary
Palestinian society, it may be productive to examine female
activism and response in terms of two quite different models:
women's experiences in global liberation struggles, on the
one hand, and, on the other, women's involvement with
modem Islamist movements. Although they lead to
somewhat opposing conclusions, they also include a
number of parallel outcomes. Palestinian women are
uniquely placed to redlize a synthesis between two
important models of "women's liberation” in the developing
world.

Women's liberation has traditionally been bound up with
movements for national liberation, but this has frequently
taken place in ways which are confusing and even counter-
productive for women. The confusion arises partly as a result
of the close identification between feminism and
inappropriate Western values. Some Thild World
commentators have claimed that feminism

14 ratrout, Khalida, "Paiesfinian Women's Committees and the Declaration of Principles
A§reemenf". News from Within, March 1994, p. 18.
19 1bid., p. 19.
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“is based on a foreign culture of no relevance to women in
the Third World... and that it alienates or diverts women
from their culture, religion and family responsibilities on the
one hand, and from the revolutionary struggles for nationat
liberation and socialism on the other".1®

In addition, "women's active parficipation in liberation
movements, those of socialist and/or nationalist forms, has
been marked by a spiit in identity".)” The split may be further
subdivided: firstly, @ woman's instinctive desire to play an
active part in the revolutionary struggle is often seen as
being in conflict with her traditional role as a wife and
mother, which tends to confine her to the home. A second
clash occurs between a woman's identity as a nafionalist
and her identity as a feminist. The two; which as we have
seen are by no means mutually exclusive, are likely to cause
a crisis of identity for the woman in terms both of concrete
action and organization.

If we look at women's experiences in liberation struggles
around the world, we find a number of cases which might
give Palestinian women cause for anxiety. The prime parallel
examples are the Algerian war of independence and the
Iranian revolution, where the images - women as victim and
woman as fighter - were used to great symbolic effect. It
was during the 1950s and 1940s in Algeria that women from
all social classes fought with notable heroism alongside their
menfolk in the bitter anfi-colonial struggle against the
French. In retrospect, however, the lesson to be learnt in this
case is based on events after independence, when Algerian
women found themselves subjected to a rather reactionary
form of "cultural authenticity”.

In Iran, too, in the wake of the 1978-79 uprising against the
Shah, although women appeared to be empowered and

le Jayawardena, Kumari, Feminim and Nafonalisra in the Third World, London: Zed
Books, 1984, p. 2.

Abdo, Nahla, "Warnen of the Intifada: Gender, Class and National Liberation”, Race
& Class, Vol 32, No 4, 1991, p. 19.
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certainly took an active part in the struggle, they were
relegated to highly traditional roles as soon as victory had
been achieved. One wonders how Palestinian women will
deal with this, although there is already evidence to indica-
te that they are aware of the potential pitfalls and are
actively striving to avoid them. After all, in Algeria "during
the revolution, there was not a strong women's movement"'8
whereas in Palestine such a movement diready exists.

tn the Third World, as movements for modernization and
national independence took root, it was inevitable that the
question of women's role in society would arise, and this was
no less true in early 20th century Palestine. Even then,
Palestinian women were not unaffected by "feminist” stirrings
in other parts of the Arab world, notably in neighbouring
Egypt where women had been participating in nationalist
agitation against British colonial cccupation in the wake of
World War |. The confusion is very clear. Cn the one hand,
women are expected to add their efforts to the nationalist
cause and, to this end, women's liberation is often included
as a nhecessary stage in the evolutionary process. Yet, when
independence has been achieved, women are apt to fall
victim to conflicting expectations, revolving around
traditional roles and the "authentic” values of the new state.

Women's invoivement with political Islam - in the Occupied
Territories as elsewhere - is a relatively recent phenomenaon.
In the Palestinian case, there are anumber of reasons for
the upsurge in popularity of Islamically-inspired groups. They
can be atfributed, on the one hand, to the influence of
Islamic movements in other parts of the Arab world and, on
the other, to the harshness of the Israeli occupation. As it
dragged on, the occupation - with its accompanying
powerlessness - removed all vestiges of authority from
Palestinian hands, which resulted in partial breakdown of
fraditional social structures. The ability of parents to control

18 Hindiyeh, Suha (in conversation with Penny Rosenwasser|, Voices from o ‘Promised
Land’, op.cit., p. 86.
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their children was reduced, which was especially serious in
the case of daughters. Young people tended to be
influenced by the Western-style modemity of lsraeli society
and, while rejecting it, also found themselves coveting it.

The absence of a central authority - notably the power of
the father - together with the insecurities and irregularities
which this state of affairs imposed on the population, meant
that the forces of conservatism were able to consolidate
their position as upholders of tradition. Af the same fime,
paradoxically, political Iskamism as a radical protest
movement took root in the Occupied Teritories, particularly
in the Gaza Stip. !ts potentially empowering qualities
benefitted women as well as men.

When discussing ‘fundamentalist' tendencies  within
Palestinian society, one cannot ignore the "crisis” being
confronted by the Arab world as a whole. It contains social,
historical, political and economic dimensions, and also a
perception of failure or inadequacy vis-a-vis the supposedly
more powerful West. This has led to a determination on the
part of ruling elites in some Arab states - or groups within
states - 1o revert to what they insist is a more "authentic”
approach to the systemic problems faced by their societies.

In terms of Western discourse, the debate about the current
Islamic revivalist movement hinges on whether Islamism is o
progressive or o reactionary force. However, this s
misleading and ignores the Pdlestinian reality: here is a
population in crisis; as such, they look to their familiar - and
comforting - framework (which includes Islamic practices
and a confinuity of tradition) and find a powerful response.
As a toolin the struggle against overwhelming Israeli power
and also the chaos which threatens to overtake Palestinian
society in the wake of the Oslo agreement. islam provides
both @ method of restoring individual and communal
dignity, and also a formidable weapon in the battle to end
the occupation.
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Chapter Two

While one should avoid the simplistic assumption of
equating Waestern feminism with modernity or dismissing
Arab-lslamic culture as backward, it would also be fair to
point out the persistence of Islamically-motivated groups in
placing a disproportionate emphasis on the dress and
behaviour of women as a barometer of their success. If most
women appeadr in public with their bodies modestly
shrouded - or rarely appear in public at all - this is regarded
by certain groups as a sign that their policies are proving
effective. This “ideal” of womanhood, in the Palestinian case
as. elsewhere, is one of several options. It is part of a far-
ranging debate within the Islamic theological establishment
as to women's proper place. Some “fundamentalist” groups.
as sociologist Liza Taraki remarks,

"are trying to impose their will on Palestine, Arab and
Muslim societies. such as making [women] wear the long
garb that covers their entire body and a head cover. But
this does not necessarily mean the stifling of women's skills.
Some women even dress this way to make il easier for
them to mix and penetrate a male-deminated society".1?

While it insists upon a separation of roles, Islam certainly
does not define woman as inferior to man. On the contrary,
women's rights according to the Qur'an relate to marriage.
the raising of children, divorce, inheritance, education,
movement within the public space and, most importantly, a
life of worth and dignity. Many argue that the present
atfitude exhibited by some elements within the Islamist
movement in simply incorrect; it has more to do with power-
seeking than religious piety.

S

% AlHelo, Nehaya, “Palestinion Women Mote Productive than Many of Their
Counterparts: Stereotyping is Intentional’, AFFgir, 1 June 1992,



Chapter Three
WOMEN AND THE NEW REALITY

3.1 Paradoxes and contradictions

Historically, as we have seen, an imbalance in power
relations between men and women in Palestinian society
has meant that women's involvement in the national
movement has been forced to conform to predetermined
patterns. Women have experienced difficulties in
participating effectively "and the social system itself
represents further obstacles since in Muslim culture the place
of women is separated from that of men".! Paradoxically,
with the downing of the new post-Oslo redlity, opportunities
and benefits for women - far from increasing - are shrinking.
Women care seeing even the few rights they have achieved
now under threat.

Men, according to fraditionai prdcﬁce, have fashioned the
liberation struggle along pafriarchal lines. Although, they
agree

“in principle that women should be activists... there comes
a time when they feel that women should withdraw. Deep
down, they think that it is up fo them to make the
revolution and not to women and that consequently it is
the man's gob to decide how far the women's involvement
should go”.

Women's contribution must conform to subtle, "feminine"
expectations, or it might be mistaken for competition. It
should, in other words, be socidlly acceptable. This
masculine approach is, of course, very familiar. It cancels

! Xazi, Hamida, "Palsstinian Women and the National Liberation Movement: A Social
Parspective”, in Khamsin, Women in the Middle Fast. London: Zed Books, 1987, p. 32.

Sayeh. Mai, "Choosing the Revolulion”, in Monique Gadart, ed. Wormen of the
Mediterranean, London: Zed Books, 1986, pp. 87-8.
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the instinct for power under a cloak of protection and
appropriate roles.

As a result. women “are caught in a frap where they have to
find a balance between challenging their subordinate
position and political exigencies which demand upholding
the same cultural values in the interests of national integrity
which restrain women from participating in the movement"3
Most women "either find it difficult to continue their political
involvement or content themselves with the secondary roles
available to them”4

There is a second paradox. During times of crisis,

"and especially under occupation, it is the woman who
pays the price. She is the person who has to put up with the
cleaning and trying to keep the children healthy when all
are now living in a tent and almost in the street. She is the
one who suffers when her son is in prison, who stands by her
husband and supports him if he is in prison. She takes over".?

This self-sacrificial image. however, also contains a heroic
dimension. Another popular image of the Palestinian
woman contains yet a third paradox. Against all the odds,
she has developed a reputation for foughness. During the
Infifada, the ordinary women of the West Bank and Gaza
Stip became well-known in the international media for the
confrontational challenge they constantly posed to the
frequently thuggish Israeli  authorities, protecting their
children, their homes and themselves. These paradoxes and
contradictions spring from the nature of the society itself,
which permits such female resilience and confrontation
within  fraditional  constraints  and the plethora  of
assumptions that have been placed on women's behaviour.

3 Ko, op.cit. p- 35.

41pid., p. 36,

5 khass. Mary (an UNRWA worker in the Gaza Strip). quoted by Beata Lipman, fsragl, the
Embatiled Land: Jewish and Palestinian Women Talk about Their Lives. Londen: Pandora
Press, 1988, p. 148



Women in Contemparary Palestine

Let us begin by categorizing these constraints. There are
those, on the one hand, which are woven into the fabric of
Arab-lslamic culture and can be observed throughout the
Middle East: and those, onthe other, which result from the
special conditions brought about by the trauma of 1948, the
occupation of 1947, the intifada and, running through all
this, the determined - and often desperate - struggle for
national liberation, accompanied by the overriding need to
preserve the Palestinian identity.

Within the first category, we find the familiar image of
womanhood. It is an idedlized vision, apparently little
affected by historical advances in the worldwide push for
women's rights. It elevates a women's reproductive and
domestic functions, reinforced by female honour, purity and
seclusion, to the detiment of any other skills or talents she
might possess. This ideclogy reflects a belief that education
should be made available to women solely that they might
better rear their children and that for a woman to seek
employment outside her home is an act of desperation
either in the face of crippling poverty or in the absence of a
male bread-winner. Although such atfitudes have come
under attack from "progressive", largely secular forces within
Palesfinian society, there is still a strong argument that a
woman can perfectly express her personality through Islam,
"if only Islam were allowed to work property”, :

There is no doubt that, over the years, many Palestinian
women have rebelled against what they regard as a highly
restricted version of life. However, on the whole, they did so
in ways calculated to cause as little offence as possible. So
powerful are the taboos and prohibitions woven into
Palestinian life that women have felt compelled to hide their
intentions behind a facade of socially-approved behaviour.
For example, some of the early women's organizations, while
seemingly engaged purely in social welfare work, were
secretly beginning to formulate a political agenda.
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Consciousness of their predicament, both nationally and as
women, started to develop but, running parallel toit. an
awareness that nothing must be allowed to disturb male
control. For women, just as much as men, realize that to
threaten the patriarchal foundations of society is to bring
about disintfegration and wreak havoc in the national
psyche and this, in turn, would affect the Palestinians'
struggle for their rights and freedoms in a wholly negative
way. A semblance of continuity - at least in terms of the
gender hierarchy - must, therefore. be preserved.

With the initial flight from Palestine, in 1948, such certainties
were thrown into question but also reinforced. The
turbulence of that period fransformed the sacred space
around women into a radical conscious responsibility 1o
keep dlive and nurfure - as it it was an infant - the very
vulnerable Palestinian national identity: it was, at the same
time, a conservafive womanly role and a revolutionary
commitment to a fransformed future. In the 1960s, when
Palestinians realized that they have to take responsibility for
their own destiny and to fight back, women too were
allowed to become fighters. But their numbers were smaill,
they were generally regarded as being outside society's
definition of womanhood, and their chance of leading a
normal life was considerably reduced.

By the late 1970s, new types of women's organization had
been established and a different sort of Palestinian women
was emerging: a politically sophisticated and active
individual and one who challenges - by her very existence -
societal norms. In some ways, she isa paradox but, given
Palestinian history, it should surprise no one that the
educated and dedicated female activist came into being.

By the fime the Infifada erupted, this particular female
perspective was becoming more firmly fixed in Palestinian
society. Although the traditionalists resisted its wider
implications, they foo were proud of their nationally active

51




female kin. But, with the Intifadq, women were forced to re-
evaluate their roles. it was clearly of the utmost importance
for Palestinians - imrespective of age, gender or class position
- to revolt in visible and effective ways against the
occupation. But this could not be successful as long as
women and children were confined to the background.
From the very beginning, women showed that they were not
prepared to hang back and leave it to the' men. As always,
however, they mainly attempted to operate within the
carefully - although perhaps arfificially - preserved bounds
of sociai acceptability,

To a large extent, this worked well in the early spontaneous
days of the Intifada but gradually the tangle of role being
assumed by women created yet another contradiction
within Palestinian society. On the one hand, “*for people who
have not met Palestinian women before, one of the most
immediate impressions is how weli-educated they are, how
resourceful. how arficulate and how very highly motivated" $
Yet, at the same time, they are doubly disadvantaged:
victims both of lsraeli oppression and a history of struggle
and also of a male-dominated society. Their "true” identity,
whatever that might mean, is in danger of being either
wrongly defined or denied altogether,

3.2 The Women's Movement: Future Prospects

Although the Infifada radically changed the nature of
women’s informal participation in the national struggle, the
roots of formal organization are deep. The first women's
organization in Palestine, as dlready noted, was formed in
1921. Although it was an elite grouping, organized from the
top down and its primary focus was welfare-oriented work,
its embryonic political consciousness laid the foundations for
later female activism. After the mass uprooting in 1948,
Palestinian women's organizations were transferred  to the

g Williams, Angela (UNRWA's Director of Relief and Socigl Services), "Palestine Refugee
Women: Resilient and Resourcefur’, AlRFair, 10 June 1991.

52




Chapter Thiee

diaspora; in the camps of Lebanon and Jordan, women
continued to keep alive the dream of returmn. The late 1970s
saw a shift away from the more traditional charitable-based
associations in the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip to
organizations that include an overtly political dimension.
From the beginning. however, there has existed a degree of
confiict between nationalist concerns and women's issues.
indeed, it

“was not until the founding of several independent
women's centers and women's studies committees in 1990
that women had a space where culturally sensitive issues,
including wife battering, could be explored".7

In the period since September 1993, women have shifted
the focus of thelr activities. Rita Giacaman identifies the
emergence of a new type of analysis among Palestinian
women activists. On the one hand, they recegnize that the
most influential space for women's activism is within the
crucially important non-governmental organization (NGO}
sector.

Demobilization is cccuning within  the women's movement
and individuals are looking to smaller, more flexible
organizations to meet their rapidly diversifying need. On the
other hand, there is now a very definite "gender agenda”
and the issue of democratization has replaced pre-
occupations with factionalism. Women, within their own
institutions and within the NGO movement, must force their
needs and their concerns on the male policy-makers.® What
is interesting here is the belief among women activists that
they have been betrayed by men and that any sense of
comradely collaboration as a strategy against oppression
has been replaced by an unseemly scrabble for power.

7 Giuck, Sherna Berger, "Palestinian Women: Gender Polifics and Nationalism’, Journal
of Paiestine Studies, XXIV, No 3 [Spring 1995}, p. 10.
Interview with Rita Giacaman, July 1995.



women in Contemporary Palestine -

At a roundtable discussion in March 1995, organized by the
Women’s Studies Center at Birzeit University, a group of
women activists met to consider the future of the women's
movement and, in particular, "to assess the conceptual and
structural changes that have occurred during the last few
years"? They began by defining priorities. There was
agreement that women should “work together to develop g
democratic Palestinian society”.!0 In order to do so, they felt
that it was important for women to be represented in the
PNA. Women should also receive training "to facilitate their
integration in society"!! and to heip them to run and vote in
elections.'? Laws should be drafted which would create a
"Palestinian  state according to humanitarian  law"13
However, although the formulation of legislation based on
equality in all areas of life was essential, political equality
‘remains meaningless as long as the social framework lacks
equality™.14

Some of the participants spoke of the need to strengthen
the Palestinian feminist identity. The challenge, as one
woman put it. "is to create a women’s movement that will
put pressure on the Authority, or on any movement that
opposes women's rights".'> Others preferred to keep the
emphasis on national liberation over a purely feminist
agenda until Palestinian society is free from occupation®.1¢
Aliances should be built, it was suggested, with other
organized movements, such as youth, human rights groups

? Farticipants in the roundtable discussion included Siham Barghouti (Women's Action
Commitee, identified with FIDA); Suha Barghouti {General Union of Palestinian Women,
idertified with the PFLP); Amal Khreisheh {Women's Work Society, identified with the
People's Parly): and Zahira Kamal (Women's Technical Committee and member of
FIDA). Reported in "Continued Struggle - New Agendas: The Future of the Palestinian
Women's Movement”, News from Within, April 1995, p, 3.
9 Siham Barghout, tbid.. p. 3.
11 2ahira kamnal, Ibig. p. 3.
? ibid., p. 3.
3 Amal Khreishe, Ibid., p. 4.
4 |bid. p. 4.
Ibid., p. 5.
Suha Barhgouti, Ikbid., . 5.
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and even religious parties.!” There was recognifion of the
importance of ‘integration between institutionalization and
popular involvement'.18

While acknowledging the need for some organizations to be
exclusively female, one participant added that "women's
activities should be present in all levels of society".!” The
women expressed some misgivings about the PNA's effect
on the women's movement. According to one, the presence

"of women in the Authority is weak. We have cne female
minister (comprising six percent), and no more than 15
percent female representation in the ministries; in some
ministries there are no women in high positions, particularly
in the most imgonom‘ ones such as the Ministry of Finance
and Ec:onom\/'.2

The PLO's vision of the role of the General Union of Women
was termed "manipulative and degrading” by one woman?!
and a general anxiety was expressed about the PNA's
evident reluctance to confront reactionary elements within
Palestinian society. Most agreed that “the male hierarchies
established in PLO structures and upheld by the prevailing
political culture are keeping women outside the
leadership”.22 It seems that many Palestinians who remained
in the West Bank and Gaza throughout the occupation are
dissatisfied with the behaviour of the PLO leadership which
was based far from Palestine but has now refumed to take
control.

It should be noted that all speakers at the BirZeit University
roundtable envisaged a future Palestinian state in secular
terms. But there is also a clearly arficulated Islamic
viewpoint. As a commentator from the floor pointed out,

17 amal Khreishe, Ibid., p. 5.
Suha Barghouti, Ibid.. p. é.
% Siham Barghouti. Ibid., p. 8.
Zahira Kamal, Ibid.. p. 9.
21 giham Barghouti, Ibid., p. 10.
22 The Palestinian Women's Movement: What Future@”. News From Within, July 1995. p. 9
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“there is an Islamic women's movement and ... the national
women's movement should include these sisters so that we
can cooperate” 23

As the DOP was implemented and the PNA created, the
women's movement split into two distinct camps, The
loyalist' segment supports the peace process and has
formed a Women's Affairs Technical Committee to demand
the inclusion of more women in the Authority and the
incorporation  of equdlity legislation, such as the UN
Convention to End Discrimination Against Women {CEDAW)
into the Palestinian Basic Law. On the other side is the
“secular oppositionist” wing of the women's movement,
which is critical both of the accord and the PNA. Despite
the fact that the two sectors have joined forces o
“formulate proposals for personal status law", they remain
divided on tactics: while oppositionist women refuse to
recognize the legitimacy of PNA, loyalists believe that they
must seize what may well be arare opportunity and "must
put mechanisms in place now in order to forward a women's
agendg".24

In the opinion of one commentator, "worsening economic
conditions... have greatly diminished the options available
to women", as has "the shift from popular organizing to state
formation".?> Ultimately, she suggests,

“the fate of Palestinian women is bound up with the
direction of both the external struggle with the Israefis and
the intemal struggle for a pluralist democratic society,
including economic development that does not merely
reproduce class and gender hierarchies. To broaden their
base as they frame their aspirations and develop the legal
mechanisms for a future state, the women's movement

23 wafa (o leader of Islamic women students, who contributed from the floor), News
From Within, Apiil 1995, op.cit.. p. 11.

Gluck. "Palestinian Women: Gender Politics and Nationaiism”, op.cit. pp. 11-12.
25 bid, p. 13.
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must also be more attentive and responsive to the
competing Islamic discourse”,26

3.3 Ecconomic Realities: Women and Work

There has been much debate about the precise nature of
women's participation in the Intifada and the degree to
which their status in Palestinian society has changed as o
result of Intifada-related activities. Broadly speaking. two
views predominate. The first asserts that women's position
has improved as a result of involvement in the Intifada, in
the sense that their entry into the public sphere is now
accepted - or at least tolerated - and they can now be sure
that certain basic rights will be taken into consideration in
the framing of future Palestinian legislation. The other view,
in contrast, points out that, although women's range of
options, including access to the public space, appeared to
expand in the early days of the Intifada, the gains have not
been sustained. Indeed. a number of retrogressive elements
have begun to have a detrimental effect on the status of
women. One also needs to consider women's participation
and their status in economic terms.

In order to evaluate the progress achieved by Palestinian
women over the past few years, we should first define
"progress”. It can be measured with some accuracy by
examining changes in educational and employment
opportunities and numbers of women in leadership positions
within the society. Another indicator, although less easy to
define, refers to social gains such as changes in the
marriage age for girls, rights of divorce and inheritance and,
even more amorphously, an increase in social "freedoms”. I+
is impossible to discuss such changes without at least
passing mention of the sharia (Islamic law} based system in
operation in the West Bank and Gaza and also the very
fierce debate between upholders of this system and those

28 |bid.. pp. 13-14.
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who argue for the implementation of women's human rights
according to international conventions.

Increasing numbers of women now take paid employment
outside the home. For example, approximately 50% of
agricultural workers in the West Bank and 13% in Gaza are
women:; women comprise 35% of service workers in the West
Bank and 65% in Gaza. As for the professions: women
consfitute about 13% in the dentists' union, 30% in the
pharmacists' union, 8% in the physicians’ union., 7% in the
journalists' union, 4% in the engineers’ union, and 6% among
lawyers.?’ According to one commentator, “the social
revolution occuring among Palestinians in the Intifada is
passing over the heads of the women" Indeed, their
contribution to the "economy of the occupied termitories is
the result of economic distress, not of economic
development".?

The problems faced by women workers in the Gaza Strip are
particularly formidable because of "Gazan society's
negative opinion of female employment".?? There is an
ongoing conflict between traditional morality and
economic necessity in Gaza. However, the large number of
refugee women in wage labour illustrates how "the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict has created specific motivating factors
for employment"3® But this analysis contains overtones of
simplification. It would be misleading to form an image ofa
cowed female community lurking behind the closed doors
of Gaza. On the contrary. Gazan women are frequently
assertive and enterprising. There are numerous examples of
their desire to contribute to economic production by, for
example, paricipating in UNRWA and other fraining
programmes, and even starting their own small businesses.

g; Fishrnan, A. "The Palestinian Woman and the intifada’, New Ouffook, June-July 1989.
Ibid.
29 pockwell, Susan. "Palestinian Women Workers in the lsraeli-Occupied Gazo Strip’,
Journal of Palestine Studies, Vol XIV, No 2, Winter 1985, p. 122
0 Ibig.. p. 127.
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Since the 1990-92 Guif crisis, g reduction in foreign aid has
placed a huge strain on Gazan families and

“loan agencies have been concerned to help women
cope with these financial challenges, but also, as
importantly, improve their social situation instead of being
relegated to a fraditional housebound rolg".3!

As a result, "women's income-genercﬁng projects have
experienced impressive growth in the past ten years'32
However, when these projects were assessed, most were
deemed to have failed. The reasons for their failure include
a corfusion over aims - "donors seek to improve the status of
women while the women workers themselves are more
concerned with increasing their income" - and the fact that
factional competition is allowed to take precedence over
sound economic sense,33

On the other hand, o study of women and work in a Gaza
Strip refugee camp refers to the "housewifization” process,
whereby

“the role of women in the economy is disguised, in relation
to the domestic perception of women, as housewives and
mothers who are oulside of the productive spheres. The
work of women in the home has enabled the Israeli
economy to profit from the exploitation of cheap
Palestinian labour.34

In consequence,

"general economic repression does not necessarily increase
. the need of women to work and move outside the private’
sphere. Instead this only extends the need for housewives
as a family support network, Indeed, in the Palestinian
case. the national question has served only to strengthen

g; "Assessing Wormen's Income-Generation in Gazd", Janmiya, June 1993, p. 4.

ibid.
3 pi.

Lange, Erica and Mohanna ttimad, A Study of Women ang Work in “Shatti’ Refugee
Camp of the Gaza Stap, lerusalers: Arab Thought Forum, 1992, B 171,
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the invisibility of women's work in the home. As a result of
occupation, women are increasingly ‘protected’ as
symbolic of the family and social fabric”.

Although economic activity increased with the Intifada,
wraditional  roles  have been reinforced rather than
rejected"3¢ However, the fact that women gained in
consciousness, N spite of the economy and its
dependence on sexually well-defined work roles, is
significant and an important pre-condifion for mobilisation
and change".¥

The redlity. in post-Oslo Gaza, is perhaps even more
complex. Unemployment levels for everyone are soaring as
israel continues fo reduce its dependence on Palestinian
labour, foreign aid and investment fail to mafterialize and
alimentation to the "peace process’ grows more
pronounced. It is not so much the forces of tradition as
cconomic forces that dictate the parameters of Palestinian
women's work.

3.4 Women's Legal Rights in a Future Palestinian State

The new redlity in the West Bank and Gaza Strip meadns that
laws are needed, and Palestinian women are anxious 1o
have some input into the legisiative process. But here, as in
other areas, a split occurs between the agenda of the
women's movement and that of the Islamists. It is a struggle
which will determine the shape of a future Palestinian state
and the degree to which human rights will be respected.

At a conference in Ramaliah on 25-28 July 1994 entitled
"Future  Visions and Strategies of Palestinian Women
Leaders’, guest speakers from several countries drew
paraliels between their own couniry's experiences and those
of Palestine. One of the participants, Selma Acuner, director

IS =

35 |pid, p. 172.
¥ \pig., p. 172.
¥ |bid. p. 174.
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of a government institute for women's affairs in Turkey, spoke
of the rise of both fundamentalism and nationalism.
Fundamentalism, she suggested,

"defines a women's identity according to values assumed
to be part of the divine will, while nationalist movements
define women according to national interest. In this way,
both prevent women from developing an identity outside
predetermined boundaries".38

She added that a national machinery needs to be
developed "that emphasizes women's identity as an
individual and women's rights as part of human rights".3° The
conference organizer Zahira Kamal, who works with the
Women's Technical Committee, responded: "We see the
necessity of establishing a women's ministry within the PNA
which could locok at strategic planning and take women's
concerns, needs and issues into consideration in all
policies" 4 She also spoke of the need for a "Women's
Charter’, which would protect all Palestinian women, based
on a universal message of human rights, 4!

Over the Infifada vyears, the Islamist group Hamas
consoiidated its power and grew in popularity largely as a
result of its comprehensive social programme which
strefched out to assist the disadvantaged and impoverished
members of society. Through these,

"the Islamists have not only established a deserved
reputation for financial probity and community service -
one that often stands in stark contrast to the PLO's
institutions; they have also succeeded in “inventing’ an
Islamist tradition that is now experienced, particularly by

38 acob, Jessica, Time for Women to Start *Mainstreaming' in Palestine”, The Jerusatern
fimes, 5 August 1994, p. 9.
Ibid., p. 9.
0 1bid. p. 5.
4 ibid. p.9.
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those generations formed by the uprising, as an integral
part of national Palestinian identity”.4?

For the Islamists, the law cannot be based on secularism
and universal notions of human rights but rather on the
Islamic shara - particularly in the area of personat status -
and Muslim human rights.

The note of alarm has been sounded and battle lines
drawn. However, there is a very real concern about the
level of commitment by the PNA to women's rights. It is by no
means a body dedicated to equality and social revolutions
in Palestinian society. Only one woman, for example. Social
Affairs Minister Intisar al-Wazir {Um Jihad) was appointed to
the PNA. Worse, as activist Islah Jad noted, the

"danger for women's rights lies not so much in the ambition
of Hamas social demands... but in their calculated
moderation. Not only would many mainstream nationalist
men find lithe to object to in Hamas' calls that the shar'a
be the basis of all personal law or even with its codification
of woman's primary role as that of 'mother and producer of
muslims: but, among the more conservatively inclined,
there would be a ringing endorsement of them".43

There is nagging fear among women activists that "any
gains by women in general, or as political leaders, will be
ignored by the pairiarchal character of the coming
authority" 44

Women realize that they cannot sit back and wait for ithe
male political leaders to bestow rights and equality upon
them. On the contrary, they must fight, not simply against
the lslamist vision of Hamas but even against the
entrenched prejudices of their own nationalist male

42 |)sher, Graham, "Wemen lslom and the Law in Palestinion Sociely". Middle Easf
International, 23 September 1994, p. 17.
43 ibid., p. 17.

Giacaman, Rita/Penny Johnson, "Searching for Strategies: the Palestinian Women's
Movement in the New Era’, Middie East Report, January-February 1994, pp. 23-4.
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leadership. Therefore, in  January 1994, members of the
women's committees, the GUPW and human rights groups
formed an independent "Women's Charter' group to
formulate a women's bill of rights. The document includes

"a number of principles that focus on equality between
men and women, cancelling out the laws that discriminate
against women, guaranteeing the rights of women in the
political, economic, social and education spheres, and
their equality in front of the law. The document demands
that a law for the personail status of women be legislated.
The document also demands that the state of Palestine
comply with international women's rights laws".45

The document 'The Principles of Women's Legal Status" was
presented to the public at a press conference in East
Jerusalem on 3 August 1994. Based on the 1988 Palestinian
Declaration of Independence, the women's rights
declaration calls for governance to be based "on principles
of social justice. equality and no discrimination in public
rights against men or women". It calls for a "democratic
society” which "ensures equal opportunities for women in
rights and obligations’, including political, civil and
economic, social and cultural rights. 46

Eileen Kuttab. a member of the Women's Document
Committee, explained how the framers of the document
agreed that a document of principles should be presented
to the PNA"to be included in the Palestinian constitution to
protect women's rights and to guarantee a democratic law
that can protect all human rights including those of
women".4’ One of the most contentious issues, she admitted,
was the question of family law. Are we, she asked, "going to
adopt civil laws of a secular nature or are we going to
surender to the religious and traditional powers to govern

45 Rimawi, Musa, "Palestinian Wormen Activists Draft an Equal Rights Document”, The
Jerusalern fimes, 1 July 1994, p. 13,

"Principles of Women's Legal Status”, Pofestine Report, 7 August 1994, pp. 10-11.

“The Women's Document: A Tool for Wormen's Empowerment and Struggle”. an
interview with Eileen Kuttab, News Ffrom Within, September 1994, p. 8.
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the future women's status2“.48 Social Affairs Minister Um Jihad
and Chairman Arafat, she pointed out,

"have announced that they will adopt the general
principles of fhe women's document as long as they do not
challenge Isikamic law. Historically, political compromises
occurred at the expense of women's rights and it is not
going to be any different here™.*?

According to Palestinian lawyer Hanan Babhri, the struggle
should not be about the rejection or acceptance of the
sharia but, rather, "women should fight for a progressive
interpretation of Islamic law"3% Amal Khreisheh of the
Women's Work Society also points to the importance of
forming alliances with other groups. Although, she says, the
most  difficult groups to form alliances with are “the
fundamentalist parties, who use religion as a facade to
obtain political gains... we must build alliances with
enlightened religious parties who believe that we must open
up and build a progressive society".3! However, as Isiah Jad
warns:

"If women don't ulilise the cultural space that autonomy
affords to pursue their own agenda, if we focus exclusively
on the narow political question as to whether we're for or
against the PNA, then in effect we are giving up the social
and legal terain to Hamas. And i we do that, we are
finished".52

3.5 The State of Women's Health

Any discussion about "women's health”, must encompass a
wide area: from sickness, disability and reproductive health
to psychological trauma and viclence against women. In
November 1992, a conference entiled "Health in the

48 |hid. p. 10.
? Ibid., p. 10.
Usher, “Women, lslam and the Law in Palestinian Society”, op.cit. p. 17.
"Continued Struggle - New Agendas”, op.cit., p. 5.
52 Usher, "Women, Islam and the Law in Palestinian Saciely”, ep.cit., p. 18.
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context of national democratic struggle” took place in
Jerusalem, involving participants from about 35 countries.
One of the issues addressed was women's health. A broad
range of aspects of women'’s lives, including

“equity, gender preference, marriage rghts, infertility.
imposing birth control, disempowering attitudes of health-
care providers were discussed in the cultural and religious
context of the different counfries represented...
Participation in economic life and control over their own
resources (were) seen ds important to self-reliance. as well
as access to corect information about medical care.
Parficipatory health education and health care grounded
in what women perceive as their needs and in the cultural
context were considered as_essential approaches rather
than a top-down approach™.>

Some of the recommendations made by the workshop were
that women's health was not simply a physical matter but
related also tolegal and psychological needs. The struggte
for women's rights and empowerment and changing social
roles play an integral part in women's overall health picture.
The whole issue of women's health should be approached
with sensitivity. Their own support structures, fraditional skitls
and sense of personal dignity cannot be disregarded.>4

As elsewhere, underlying and background factors pertaining
to women's health fend to be neglected and most health
care services in the West Bank and Gaza “identify women's
health with reproductive health, focusing almost solely on
women as childbearers”. This functional view of the role and
even existence of women, as Rita Giacaman observes, "has
led to the omission of a wide range of health services, other
than maternal and child health, needed by women".3?

33 “symmary of women's heolih workshop: Second Annual IPHC Meeting", Sparks.
December 1992 / February 1993, p. 8.
54 |pid.. pp. B-9-

Giacaman. Rila, "Between ihe Physical and Psychosocial: Ah Allernative View of
women's Heclth", Froceedings of the ECCP/NENGOOT Conference “Palestine:
Development for Peace”, Brussels. Seplember 28 - October 1. 1992.
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in response, a study of women's health in the OId City of
Nablus was carried out in the early 1990s, in order to
ascertain "the ways in which women themselves, who are
generdlly invisible in the eyes of policy makers and planners,
define their own healfh problems, needs and expectations
of health services" 5.The project revealed that

‘women are under the influence of determinants offecting
the health of society at large, such as generalised military
violence, and inadequate sanitary and environmental
conditions, but are also under the influence of biological
{reproductive] and social determinants of health specific to
women".57

It also indicated that women's health needs vary according
fo category. There is an urgent need to broaden the scope
of health care for women so as to take account of the
“physical, environmental, social, psychological and political
influences” on their lives,58

During the Israeli occupation, Palestinian women have been
subject to random and unremitting violence at the hands of
the authorities. They have also found themselves frequent
victims of domestic abuse, a state of affairs which stems
partly from the patriarchal nature of the society, with all its
assumptions of female weakness and inabiiity, and partly
from the occupation itself, which has tended to belittle the
power of the male by victimizing all members of society in
an indiscriminate fashion. As g censequence, Palestinian
men have sought to assert their control even more forcefully
over women and children. Women, on the other hand,
have been encouraged to be both strong - in response to
the all-pervasive presence of the occupiers - and wedak - in
conformity to traditional structures. This conflicting role can
only have a debilitating effect on women's mental health,

56 \bid., p. 23.
57 thid., p. a1
Ibid., p. 32,
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To combat domestic violence against women, with all ifs
inherent assumptions of passivity and cantrol, there needs to
be greater public awareness ds to the dangers of such
aggression and also efforts to educate the general
population about the dangers to society, alternative modes
of resolving disputes and. in the longer ferm, ways to
eradicate the notion of violence against women as socially
cccep’roble.59 1t is also advisable to incorporate some form
of censure against routine male aggression against women
into the laws of the new Palestinian entity. In the words of
one critic,

"pglestinian women have not reached a consensus on the
urgency of placing the issue of domestic violence on their
agenda... Apart from the provision of a few insufficient
counselling programs  and desultory protests against
domestic violence, no tangible assistance has been
developed, such as women's shelters. This, at a time when
there is on increasing frend towards the militarization of
society and its resulfing impact on the escalation of
violence".60

in the view of the majority of Palestinian women, it is time to
break the patterns whereby men and women collude to
perpetuate unhelpful stereotypes. For example, as a girl
reaches adolescence, social prohibitions intensify. She is
made to feel

“afraid for her safely and afraid of *males’ and of ‘people’s
talk’, or gossip. The men in her family - especially the father
and older brother - sometimes increase their efforts to make
her submissive. The family begins to walch her closely, and
to question any movement they see as out of the ordinary.
This can cause great distress as a girl begins fo feel that her
family does not frust her. Emotionally, she may begin to feel

59 see "Women and Social Change’, Sparks, April 1992.
&0 Zughayar. Ghada, “Do we need a unified women's mavemente”, The Jerusalem
fimes, 13 October 1995, p. 5.
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that  she is merely o body that must be watched
constantly”.é1

As far as women are concerned, a "culture of silence"
prevails within Palesfinian society. This means thot they are
likely to seek medical freatment only when they are il or
pregnant. They have litlle awareness “of the need for
preventive health care or regular checkups like pap smedadrs
or breast examinations” 62

3.6 Educational Opportunities and Benefits for Women

Education, in the Palestinian context, is imbued with
revolutionary overtones. Since their dispossession and
colonization by Israel, the Palestinians have been fiercely
determined to use education as a weapon in their struggle
for liberation, This applies to women as well as men, but here
one finds a certain amount of ambivalence. In 1950, when
UNRWA began its educational Programme, only about
third of the refugee children attended school and, of these
74% were boys. In the 1990s, in contrast, almost all children
go to schoo! and the male/female ratio is 51:49.53 Nearly
half of UNRWA's 10,000 teachers are women and, out of the
nearly 900 students enrolled in the agency’s teacher training
course, 60% are female.®4 These figures are heartening and,
while there can be no doubt that the majority of Palestinian
parents are eager for their daughters to enjoy the benefits
of atleast a basic education, they are not always prepared
for the possible side effects, such as the desire for g career
and pressures to modify fraditional social structures,
Women's access to education is “one of the basic indicators
of their status in society. But despite the increase of
vocational and academic education in most sectors of the

6l “Psycological and social pressures and their effect on women's health', Sporks,
December 1993 / February 1994, p. 17.

Najjab-Khatib. Dr. Salwa, "4 holistic apprach to women's health in Palestine”, Sparks,
December 1992 / February 1993, p-11.

"Palestine refugee women; resilient and resourceful’ {adapted from publication by
UNRWA), Al-Fajr, 10 June 1991,
4 b

68



Cnapter Three

Palestinian society, this indicator is no longer sufficient to
determine the status of Palestinian women".63

In December 1994, the Friends Girls School in the West Bank
town of Ramailah held a workshop entitled "Girls' Education:
Realities of Today and Challenges for Tomomow" which,
besides local professionals, attracted academics from a
number of foreign countries. Speakers at the workshop
addressed themselves to the particular problems for girls in
Palestinian society. Education, it was stressed, "a necessary
prerequisite for women's emancipation, should be used as @
ool to liberate women in order for them fo be able to face
the challenges of society”.$®

The values and fraditions of Palestinian society. according
to one speaker, "tend to reinforce inequality, preducing a
discrimination in favour of men'".¢7 Experts commented on
the effects of stereotyping in both textbooks and Arabic
novels. In general, "the male is pictured as the head of the
household, the provider and the doer. Women are seen as
being emotional -they are allowed to cry, but the men are
not".68

To combat such stereotyping, which has the effect of
marginalizing the role of women and reinforcing
discriminatory practices, there needs to be

"systematic abolishment of sterectypes in society, media,
literature and curicula, in conjunction  with legal
developments such as the application of the Women's
Declaration of Principles... the signing by the Palestinian
authority of the UN Convention of Elimination of
Discrimination against  Women, and constitutional

85 palki, Maijdi, "Some social Effects of the Infifada in Jalazon Refugee Camp: Women,
Marriage. Family”, News from Within, June 1995.

“Gils' Edcuation: Reakties and Challenges’. Report of a Workshop, Edlucational
Network, No. 18, September 1995, p. 9.
& tbid. p. 9.
68 1hid.. p. 10.
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safeguards  for women's political, civil and socio-economic
rights".6?

The workshop concluded with a series of recommendations,
ranging from the urgent need to combat the drop-out rate
amongst gifls in rural areas and g higher degree of
professionalism in teaching trade unions to a more active
role for parent-teacher associations. 70

The Ramallah Friends Girls School, established in 1849, was
one of the first to open in Palestine specifically for females.
At that time,

"Palestinian society did not view education for girls as
necessary... since the women's role of housewife and
mother required neither literacy nor the other knowledge
and skills  gained in school. Female education was
undesirable to dominant male family members became
they saw it as a threat to their family's stability and their
unquestioned authority in the family and the social
hierarchy".”!

By the end of the 19th century, a few schools for girls had
been set up by Christian missionaries. In 1914, out of 8,249
students enrolled in Otftoman govemment schools in
Palestine, 1,480 (or 19%) were girls.”2 During the British
Mandate period, the number of girls attending school,
particularly at the elementary level, increased aithough it
never rose above 23% of total enrollment. By 1944, 40% of
girls in towns and cities but only 7.5% of rural school-age
females were attending elementary schools./3 1t is thought
that the present high fiteracy rate among older Palestinian
women, especially those from rural areas, 'is o direct resutt
of the combination of restrictive Palestinian social practices,

8 hid, . 10,
70 5id, p. 10,
7 "Fernale Education in Palestine: A Historical Overview", Eaucational Network, Nos. 12
& 13. June-September 1993, p. 1.
Sayigh, R., “Intraduction”, in Najjar, Portraits of Polestinian Women, op.cit, p. 15.
Carresponding figures for boys were 85% and 63% [Edtvcabional Nelwork, June-
Seplernber 1993, p. 2).
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insufficient  educational opportunities, and the inferior
quality of education offered in girl's government schools" 74

After the massive uprooting and dispersal of 1948, the
primary purpose of education for females rernained tfo
prepare them for their traditional role of wife and mother.
The creation of UNRWA in late 1949 [ed to an increase in
female enrolment and, by 1967, the gender imbalance had
been successfully redressed.” Since the Israelis took control
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967, significant change
has taken place in Palestinian education, which has.
affected girls in positive ways. Between 1947 and 1980, the
number of females at all levels in the educational system
rose by 95%. In 1990/91, girls comprised 47.2% of elementary
pupils in government schools in the West Bank and 48.3% of
UNRWA schools in Gaza. At secondary level, the numbers fell
sightly, to 45% and 43% respectively.”¢ But even these
improved rates of participation are not sufficient and much
remains to be achieved in terms of social atitudes, The
female drop-out rate, for example, is relatively high, as a
direct consequence of both traditional social values and
the violence of the Israeli occupation, and this frequently
leads to girls being married at an early age.”’ The extended
closure of all universities in the Occupied Territories, together
with  the constant disruptions at every level of the
educational system - from pre-school fo college - during the
Infifada meant that educational opportunities, especially
for girls, were drastically reduced.

Despite women's struggles for education and the massive
strides they have made in the last 20 yedars or so, obstacles
still remain. For example, "vocational and technical training
facilities tend to teach women skills in fraditionally feminine
areas, such as sewing, typing ad hairdressing”.”8

™ bid., p. 2.
75 thid., p. 3.
Ibid, p. 4,
5 "Palestinian women: the development challenge”, Tammiya, Issue 40, Sept. 1995.
lbid., p. 6.
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The chadllenge, Qs one educator remarks, "fo the existing
socially-constructed gender idenfities and inequalities in the
schools is inextricably bound up with the larger struggles for
nahonal liberation and social justice in Palestinian society".”?

One would hope, with the creation of a PNA. that the
current inequalities and discriminatory attitudes will start to
be remedied. If Palestinian society is 1o maintain s
reputation for progressiveness, women as well as men must
enjoy the full fruits of liberation.

o, %
..0 "
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79 “Female Education in palastine”, Educational Network, June-September 1993, op.cit-
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PALESTINIAN WOMEN AND ISLAM

4.1 "Tradition” versus "Modernity”

There has been much written about what exactly the Quran
means in its vaguely-worked injunctions about women, their
role in society and their position in relation to men and, to
this day, a passionate debate continues to rage. But what is
perhaps of more significance is the effect of the present
climate of opinion on individuals. Let us examine the two
basic - yet conflicting - schools of thought as these apply to
the Palestinian situation.

The first sees Islam as a powerful weapon in the struggle
against lsrael. The Islamic component, as we have
discussed, has a long and active history in Palestine. "slam” -
as a religion and a culture - not only provides a framework
for Palestinian society but has also acted as a tool of
legitimization in the nationalist struggle, beginning with the
revolt originated by Sheikh Izz ai-Din al-Qassam in the 1930s
and re-emerging with the Islamist political trend in the 1970s.
*Fundamentalism" in the West Bank and Gaza Strip today

"is an offshoot of Sunni fundamentalism in the Middie East,
and essentially constitutes a political party which is
nourished by the real hardships suffered by the masses -
while revealing the inability of other parties and
organizations to respond to their distress”.!

Secular nationalism, in other words, proved ineffectual in the
face of Israeli power and, thus, a new weapon was needed.
Worse, in the view of Islamists, besides failing to achieve
comprehensive peace and independence for the
Palestinians, the secular nationalist movement has

1 Hasan, Manar, "On Fundamentalism in Qur Land”, News From Within, Oct.- Nov. 1992,
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confributed to a moral decline in society. It has encouraged
young women, for example, to believe they are entitied to
freedom of choice in matters of education, career and
family. Such notions, claim the Islamist parties, can only
bring about social disintegration.

Women active in the feminist movement are viewed as
“corrupt, licentious and apostates whose blood it is
pemissible to spill'2 The situation is a desperate one,

according to this line of reasoning, and therefore extreme
remedies are needed. These include, in the period since
September 1993, the self-destructive actions of Istamist
suicide bombers in the belief that only violence can impress
the Israeli and persuade them to reach a just peace.

Another symptom of the Islamist assault on Palestinian
society was the forcible imposition of the islamic Ajab
(headcovering] on the women of Gaza in the late 1980s. On
the one hand, it seemed to be a classic islamist tactic to
counter the downward spiral of moral values, as embodied
in the unveiled woman. At the same time, it sought to
occupy the nationdalist high ground by arguing that "the
headscarf was a form of cultural struggle, an assertion of
natfional heritage”.3 This argument finds a parallel in the 1979

Iranian revolution when women took to the streets proudly
attired in the tfraditional chador, in order to reclaim their
own culture and reject imperialist Western influences.

As the campaign - which included unveiled women being
stoned by young boys and the imposition of a reign of terror
against women in general - escalated, it became clear that
the "Intifada Ajab’ was nothing to do with

2 |biq.,
3 Hamami, Reema. "Women. the Hijab and the Intifada’. Middle East Report, May-
August 1990, p. 26
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"modesty, respect, nationalism or the imperatfives of
activism but about the power of religious groups to impose
themselves by attacking secularism and nationalism at
their most vulnerable points: over issues of women's
liberation".4

The natfional movement was slow to champion - or even
speak out about - women's rights in the face of this
determined onslaught by Islamist groups on the female
population of Gaza. The Unified National Leadership of the
Uprising (UNLU) seemed to be of the opinion that
confrontation with such groups would ultimately be division.
They believed that "(k)eeping the religious groups in the fray
and the national consensus going was... more important
than confronting sexism and reactionary elements". By the
fime the UNLU issued a statement on the question of women
and the Ajab, towards the end of 1989, it was too lafe. Many
women were forced to conclude that the "inability (or
reluctance} of activist men to deal with the Ajab campaign
[indicated] both the weakness of the left and of feminist
agendas in the West Bank and Gaza".¢

4.2 Impact of the Islamist Movement

Since the signing of the Oslc agreement, the debate over
Islamist versus secular nationalist solutions has intensified,
with the Islamists taking an assertively confrontational role in
the batile against continuing Israeli occupation. In a series
of suicide bombings against civilian targets, the lslamists
succeeded in bringing their concerns into the very heart of
Israeli political consciousness. While there is widespread
revulsion against the exireme violence of such attacks,
many Palestinians - paricularly among the embattled
population of Gaza - harbour a secret admiration fer the
wholehearted tactics of groups such as Istamic Jihad and
the military wing of Hamas.

4 bid.. p. 26.
5 \bid., p. 28.
8 lbid., p. 28.
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As far as women are concerned, there have been two,
somewhat opposing reactions to the growing strength of the
Islamist movement: the first from secular activist women
working within the women's committee sector, the other
from those women who strongly ally themselves with the
Islamist political agenda. The majority of women, of course,
fall between these two extremes; they recognize some of
the merits of direct action to end the occupation but are
also concerned about restricted freedom of choice. They
worry about altitudes, modes of behaviour and unwelcome
dress codes being forced upon them against their will. There
is also a sense of resignation among the population:
everyone longs for liberation and, therefore, what one
wears is of secondary importance. However, to politically
aware wemen, mode of dress and social attitudes are far
from irelevant. They fear that, if women themselves are
prepared to internalize the oppressive practices of the
Islamists, there is a danger of an unwelcome reactionary
trend taking root and forcing out competing agendas. It is
important to examine these fears in context.

The largest Islamist group in the West Bank and Gaza Strip is
Hamas/, which came into being in 1988 as an offshoot of
the Muslim Brotherhood. Originally committed to social
welfare projects in the Gaza Strip, Hamas was encouraged
by the lIsraeli authorities as a counterweight to the more
powerful PLO. This tolerant aftitude rapidly changed as the
true intentions of Hamas began to become apparent to the
Israelis, at which point the group was outlawed. It now
operates as a political party, with a military wing (the 2z ot
Din al-Qassam Brigade), and continues to place high pricrity
on the social needs of the population. The group's many
projects and its evident concern for disadvantaged
members of society has brought it both respect and
poputarity-

# Hamas=acronym of the Islamic Resistance Movement: Harakal ai-Mugawama al-
Istamiya
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Those critical of Hamas dismiss it as “fundamentalist”, The
fundamentalist agenda reveolves around several key issues:
the family with the woman (the mother) atits centre; the
importance of social status laws based on the sharia and
the moral value system now under threat from the secular
Palestine National Authority  (PNA). Family breakdown,
according to Isiamist thinking, “was due, not to the
experiences of emigration, exile and proletarianization, but
to  a breakdown in moral and religious values'?8
Fundamentalism’s main aim, say critics, "as an ideclogy and
movement, is to rule through using the structure of the family
as the basic site of social and therefore political control.
And women as reproducers of both children and the home
are thus so central to the fundamentalist program”.” They
argue that Hamas owes ifs power to the oppressive policies
of the occupation. It seeks to use that power in ways that
are purely political. The most visible sign of success for
groups such as Hamas is the appearance and behaviour of
women.

Israel itself has not been slow to utilize Palestinian weak
points, which include the exaggerated importance placed
on female honour, areverence for the old notable families,
a reluctonce to depart altogether from the formal
framework of Islamic law and cuitural narms, and the deep-
rooted distaste for overt paolitical involvement by women.
The lIstaelis have used these tools .against the Palestinian
people to impressive effect, During its decades of
occupation, Israeli oppression has been

“accompanied by g consistently positive attitude tfowards
the  fraditional  patriarchal leadership  and  towards
patriarchal social values, and even allows the traditional
leaders to autonomously enforce traditional practices on

8 Jad, lslah and Reema Hamrmami, "Women and Fundamentalist Movements”, Mews
from Within, October-November 1992, p, 20.
lbid., p. 21,

77



women in Contemporary Palestine

their communities, at least in the spheres of religion and
family law". 19

The lsraeli authorities, it has been suggested, “saw the
ideology of extended family as inimical to the creation of
political movements based on ideology and thus inimical to
nationalism™.'!  Later, fhe ideclogy was "appropriated by
fundcmentciism".‘2 Both the Israelis and the fundamentalists
used the extended family ideology as a way of controlling
women and of undermining female individualism.'3

since social structures and their underlying ideoclogies are
subject o change and "in practice the creation of political
structures based on tactional or ideological allegiance was
increasingly breaking down the notion of famity as the
central and defining social and political force in Palestinian
society",}4 the attempts by both israeli authorities and
fundamentalists  to introduce an arfificial ideological
motivating force was bound to cause confusion and
division. Since the PNA took over nominal control in Gaza, it
has replaced the Israelis as violator of Muslim rights and
destroyer of the family and the traditional moral code.

There is another side 1o the picture. Far from being a
calculating force dedicated to seizing political power and,
in the process frampling the pbasic human rights of the
female population, Hamas is regarded by an ever growing
number of Gaza residents as the only effective grouping in
the Palestinian political spectrum. In the wake of Oslo, there
is an assertive and effective movement of islamic revivalism
sweeping through the Gaza Ship. Its adherents are located
across class, age and gender lines and it finds a particular
focus at the Islamic University of Gaza.

P

10 | gsan, "On Fundamenialism in Qur Lang”, op.cit.

11 jod and Hammarmi, "Women and Fundamentalist Movements”, op.cit.
121500,

13 i,

M pig.
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Here female students, many with their faces completely
covered, speak passionately of the growing opposition to
the peace process, 1o the betrayal of the PLO and the
rapidly burgeoning support for Islamist groups. Far from
bringing freedom to Gaza, PLO rule has replaced Israeli
terror with Palestinian terror and has tumed the area into "q
big prison”, in which Muslims are penalized for their beliefs
and women encouraged tfowards “immorality”. There is no
question in the minds of these young women: veiling is an
integral component of the Islkamic message; correct dress is
part of a girl's upbringing and to ignore the injunctions of
the Quran is to risk the dangers of uncontrolled sexuality,
The present peace deaql, according to these students, is not
‘real peace" because, in the first place, it is not in line with
Islamic principles and, secondly, it fails to provide the four
major elements of freedom, secutity, home and country.
Each Friday., crowds of women - from small girls to the
elderly - flock to the mosque to hear the sermon of the week
and to exchange views. Itis g compellingly social situation
which expresses both solidarity in the face of ongoing
oppression and also the possibility of a future alternative
agenda,!®

One should not, however, forget the generationai
differences. Islamism, as a political movement, tends to be
associated with youth and. as the female students at the
Islamic  University so vividly illustrate, young women have
seized upon the Isiamic revival with a passionate fervour,
Their uncomprising attitude has sometimes surprised their
mothers and grandmothers who grew up with notions of the
Arab nationalism and Palestinian secular democracy. But
young people ignited the Infifada and kept it going: it was
the young who, refusing to accept the passive resignation
of their parents, unleashed the power of their anger on the
occupiers. Consequently, after the striking of a peace deal,
it is young people who feel most betrayed and who now
tum their rage to the more productive channels of Islam as

'S Inferviews with women the Gaza Strip, July 1995,
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a protest movement. Young women, far from being the
unwilling repositories of the Islamist ideological agendd, are
full partners in what they regard as an empowering and
inescapable project.

suffice to say. by way of conclusion, that the Islamist faction
in the Gaza Strip and - to @ lesser extent - in the West Bank is
increasing in popularity in the aftermath of the Oslo
Agreement. It claims powers that emanate, on the one
hand, from a realistic appraisal of the situation and, on the
other, from narrow ambition. While opinion polls continue fo
place the largely secular PLO far ahead of the Islamists in
terms of electoral appedal, there can be lithe doubt that
resurgent lslam isa force that cannof be ignored. Women's
responses range from opposition to the movement and fear
of future threats to their freedoms, through resignation and
reluctant acceptance, to a passionate embracing of a
moral and social code rooted in the true traditions of the
society.
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Chapter Five
CULTURE AND ASSERTION

5.1 Palestinian Women Detainees

A matter of great concem for Palestinian families since the
occupation began has been the appalling possibility that
one of their female relatives might fall into the clutches of
the Israeli military authoerities. This fear became more acute
as female activism escalated and, with the Intifada, the
dangers increased even more. Since Palestinian society is
strictly patriarchal and contains a well-defined place for
womenh, in terms of their role and the honour of the family,
there continues to be a high level of control placed on their
behaviour. However, in response to the Israeli assault on the
Palestinian national identity. a culture of resistance has
developed which has been forced to accommodate the
activism of women:; this frend has two significant outcomes:

The first focuses on lsrael's attempts to subvert the national
movement by targeting Palestinian women and girls. The
Israeli authorifies understand only too well the revulsion felt
by Palestinian society at the thought of sexual threais or
actual sexual abuse against its females. They have used
these feelings to good effect in order to discourage female
activism and divide the society. Before - but particularly
during - the Infifada, women "wrongdoers” were caught by
the lsraelis and forced to endure interrogation - which was
usually prolonged, offensive and painful - at the hand of the
israeli General Security Services (GSS). Some of the accounts
given by these women are profoundly disturbing. They
reveal an Israeli state apparatus prepared to go to extreme
lengths to prevent any expression of Palestinian national
sentiment. Indeed, it would appear that “the military justice
system exists to serve a political function rather than one of
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genvuine law-enforcement".!

The objective of such tactics seemed to have been to
imprison  as many politically conscious Palestinians as
possible, often on extremely spurious grounds. The practice
had the effect of making the Palestinian popuiation wary of
engaging in overtly political activity. For women detainees,
however, the implications of their situation were usually
considerably graver. Traditionally, Palestinian families have
regarded contact between their womenfolk and the lsraelis
as a threat to the honour of the entire family. It used to be
the case that, if o woman was arested. it would be
regarded as a matter of shame and her marriage prospects
would comespondingly diminish. As the occupation
dragged on, particularly during the period of the Intifada,
attitudes were forced to change. This was largely a result of
mass participation: everyone, regardiess of age or gender,
felt compelled to become involved in the liberation
struggle. In addition, women and girls became more
assertive; they were, on the whole, better educated and
many had some notion of the rights to which they were
entitled.

As the Intifada unfolded, women were inevitably drawn into
the conflict, often in highly visible ways. They have assumed
roles at the forefront of the confrontation with Israel military
forces, partly out of necessity but partly through choice.
They participated in mass demonstrations, protected
children and young men from soldiers, and joined political
organizations, such as women's committees. Such activities
could not help but had a profound effect on the lives of
women in general. 1t felt exhilarating and promised future
relief from the intolerable pressures of occupation.

The second outcome may be seen as less positive. As a
result of the widespread participation by young women in

]Thornhill, Teresa, Maoking Women Taik: The Inferrogation  of Paleskinian Women
Detainees, London: Lawyers for Palestinian Human Rights, 1992, p. 6.
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the Intifada, some families began to take measures to limit
the dangers to which they felt their daughters and sisters
were being exposed. These included a drop in the marriage
age for girls and also attempts by various segments of the
community to “"protect’ their women by hiding them away
and curbing their activities. But the culture of resistance is
strong and the majority of Palestinian women - whether
young or old -feel a patriofic duty to assist in the liberation
of their country. With the assumption of power by the PNA in
Gaza and some parts of the West Bank, a new situation is
unfolding for women, whereby they must not only guard
against abuses by the Israeli occupiers but also the
occasionally unorthodox methods used by their own
government. One woman, former Palestinian spokeswoman
to the peace talks Hanan Ashrawi, in response to the
potential of human rights violations by the PNA, founded the
Palesfinian Independent Commission for Citizens Rights. as @
non-governmental watch-dog.

5.2 Women, Culture and ldentity

The culture of resistance has other elements, some of which
are specific to women. Under the broad banner of culfure?,
we can find expressions of female forms such as feminism
and nurture, the production of artistic forms of expression
and, perhaps most importantly, the preservation of
“polestinianism”. This latter quality involves the essential
cultural task of maintaining and enhancing the national
identity in the face of determined opposition; it includes
passing down to one's children the ftraditions, songs.
mythology and oral history of the Palestinian people.

When lsrael occupied the West Bank and Gaza in 1967, for
example, ‘it clashed with the population when it changed
the cumiculum, censored textbooks, or deleted parts of

2 culure” is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the cultivaling or
development (of the mind, faculties, manners efe); the training, development and
refinement of mind, tastes ond manners; the condition of being thus trained and
refined: the intellectual side of civilization™.
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books"3 There was a determined effort by the isrgelis to
cbliterate completely any sense of g Palestinian past or
present. The word “Palestine” was forbidden as was the
national flag. Of course the more repressive Israeli tactics
became, the more determined were Palestinians not merely
to preserve the tattered remnants of their culture but to
develop and celebrate it in every possible way, and it fell to
women to take the lead in this vital endeavour.

Palestinian culture, as Hanan Ashrawi asserts,

‘s an expression of a vehicle for national and political
legitimization in the context of the Intifada as a process of
de-legitimizing Israeli occupation while affirming the
legitimacy of Palestinian rights and redlities. The Intifada's
rejection of israeli attempts at creating o counterfeit and
abnommal reality of occupation by imposing norms and
structures external to the genuine Palestinian experience
and self-definition, lies at the center of the substance and
role of Palestinian culture” 4

Women occupy a special place in the Palestinian cultural
endeavour. Although disadvantaged in certain  basic
respects, they paradoxically camy a disproportionately
heavy responsibility for the maintenance of a national
identity under siege. They have long struggled for greater
equality in education because they know that progress for
women will be almost impossible without a change in
atitudes. At the most elementary level, as pioneers in
women's rights recognized, a woman without education will
be ill-equipped to prepare her children for adulthood,

Education is one side of the coin while. on the other, is self-
expression in its many forms and intricacies. From the young
women learning traditional embroidery in a Gazan refugee
camp to the Ramallah mother taking her children to

3 Naijjar. Orayb Aref, Porfrails of Palestinian Women, op.cil., p. 182.
Mikhail-Ashrawi, Hanan, Fom infifada to independence, The Hague: The Palestine
Informaticn Office and The Arab League. 1989, p. 38.

84



Chapter Five

dabkeh [the Palestinian national dance] classes, from the
poetry of Hanan Ashrawi to the ceramic art of Vera Tamari,
all these forms of self-expression retain an urgent and
authentic Palestinian content which seems in litHe danger of
being lost.

As in other areas, one may discern formal and informal
dimensions to the cultural enterprise, and also ancient and
modern expressions of it. Alongside the determined
preservation of, for example, Palestinian regional
embroidery designs or oral poetry, a seif-consciously
contemporary political art has sprung up. A nation, as Vera
Tamari comments,

"must have art... Most of our art is political though, and
there are dangers in that, Political art expresses and maybe
purges people's feelings about their situation, and it is useful
if it shows people abroad what we are experiencing, but
such an approach used exclusively doesn’t teach people
to enjoy art for itself and doesn't develep their sensitivity.
Some of our artists have fallen into the trap of using the
same political themes and symbols over and over again.
We've lost a lot as far as self-expression goes".d

The "political themes and symbols" to which she refers
include doves, chains and clenched fists which, she says,
are international socidlist symbols rather than Palestinian
ones. There is a danger of diluting the unique quality of
“Palestinianism” and a further danger of excluding women
altogether since art, in the formal Western sense, tends to be
an exclusively male preserve. The more informal versions
utilize the energies of women, for example in women's
committees, but their relative invisibility is likely to render
them less valid. Cooking, for example, is not an art form,
even though it involves the vital task of preserving
Palestinian national dishes. Women telling each other stories
is regarded as gossip although, in reality, it is helping to keep
alive Palestinian cral history.

5 Najjar, Portrails of Palestinian Women, op.cit., pp. 212-3.
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Another informal manifestation is the cultural weapons of
dress. Anthropologist Shelagh Weir has identified a
“phenomenon’” whereby the

“ichly embroidered costumes worn by women of village
origins  have not only become an increasingly self-
conscious statement of their own Palestinian identity and
national aspirations, but are also, in various modifications
peiforming the same task on behalf of Palestinians
generally, whatever their place of residence, social
background or usual modes of attire”.’

This phenomenon can be understood

“in the context of a beleaguered fragmented society which
has seen ils land occupied and appropriated, its villages
and institutions destroyed, and its people dispersed. in
these circumstances, cullure and tradition become
suddenly more precious... At the same time., visual symbols
are needed which can condense and assert potent
sentiment such as aftachment to teritory, the right to
statehood, continuity from the past, present existence,
cultural and social merit, and so on",

Culture, in the widest sense, goes far beyond songs. dresses
and traditional food. It also embraces the many images of
Palestinian womanhood. From the mother -mourning her
martyred son to the veiled schoolgirl marching through the
streets of Gaza in protest against unjust government actions,
there has sprung up among Palestinians a culture of
dogged resistance. '

s o o
" 0‘0 0..

6 weir, Shelagh, Palestinian Cosfume. London: British Museum Publications, 1989, p. 273,
7 Ibid., pp. 273-4.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS:
CONFLICT Ok COMPATIBILITY ?

Palestinian women, as we have seen, have been trapped in
a series of conflicting images and idealized expectations,
which have emanated both from within and outside their
community. These "myths of womanhood" have prevented
them from playing as full a part as they might have wished
in the revolution and have distorted net only their own
development but that of the whole society.

The fundamental clash. occurred as a result of the
contradictory effects of nationalism on women. Significant
changes in women's lives, such as the availability of
education,

“came to symbolize progress for modernizing nationalists.
Others. however, argued thoat progress could only come
through resisting changes for women in order to preserve
imagined values of the past™.!

These notions proceed from muddled reactions towards the
catastrophic encounter between civilizations. The

"age-old antagonism between [slam and Christendom,
much of it a history of colonial domination and continving
ties of dependence with the West, created an area of
cultural resistance around women and the family*.2

Perceived as submissive, backward and downtrodden,
Palestinian women under British - and |later lsraeli - rule were
not expected to take an active part either in the running of
their society or in resistance activities against colonial
domination. Many Palestinian men shared this ambivalence
fowards the appropriate female role. In consequence,

' Katz Sheila Hannah, "Adam and Adama, 'Ird and Ard'": Engendering Political Conflict
and Identity in Early Jewish and Palestinian Nationalisms”, in Deniz Kandiyoti, eq.,
Gendenng the Middie Easl, London: | B Tauris, 1994, p. 94,

Kandiycti, Deniz. ed. "Introduction”. Women, hlom and the Slale, Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1991, p. 7.
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women tended towards confusion: they experienced an
instinctive desire to contribute towards the liberation of their
country while, at the same time, feeling constrained to
remain in the background, fending home and family.
Although there was a move, from the early 1920s onwards,
for embryonic political organization amongst certain elite
segments of the female population in Palestine, there were
equally strong pressures on women to act as principal
preservers of traditional values and to uphold the
Palestinian identity. The reluctance of Palestinian men to
allow their womenfolk to participate more forcefully in the
national struggle in the 1930s-1940s, it has been suggested,
bears some responsibility for the loss of the land in 1948,

in a fascinating analysis of early Jewish and Palestinian
nationalisms, Sheila Hannah Katz argues that while

"women and men both actively participated in what they
understood to be a movement for liberation, it was men as
leaders and propagandists who defined both problems and
solutions in ways that linked nationalism fo  the
achievement of manhoaod”.3

To this end, she suggests, the land as the central symbol of
survival was feminized and women themselves were
encouraged to conform to the shape of the imagined,
idealized woman. Thus, modernization was able to co-opt
‘gender for the purposes of the nationdilist enterprise.
Women were then forced either to collude with or contest
these constructions.*

With the growth of educational opportunities for women
and the beginnings of the national liberation movement,
women once again found themselves tugged in opposite
directions. In the dabsence of a homeland and the
uncomfortable reality of eking out an existence on foreign
soil as not particularly welcome refugees, women were

3 Katz. "Adam ond Ademd”. op.cit, p. 87.
4 bid.. p. 87.
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perceived, more than ever, as pillars of tradition and the
family. Yet, at the some time, many were pursuing higher
education, exploring new roles and guestioning some of
their society's norms. increasing numbers of women yearned
to become politically active or even to join the armed
struggle. They often experienced feelings of painful conflict.

Then came the Infifada, with its promise of new
opportunities for women. They took to the streets, engaged
in political organization and were responsible for important
initiatives to ease the physical discomfort caused by the
various forms of lIsraeli repression. Gradudlly, previously
taboo figures - such as the female martyr and political
prisoner - came to be regarded in a more posifive light.
Parents began to overcome their intense dismay at the loss
of honour brought upon the family by the activities of
polificized and militant daughters. At the same ftime,
however, more familiar female images - notably the mother
of the {male) martyr, the uncomplaining wife of the fighter
or hero, and the band of women providing emergency
relief and medical care to the needy - sfill tended to be
more favourably regarded. Many parents, while not openly
condemning the political - and occasionally aggressive -
behaviour of their daughters, resorted to more subtle tactics,
such as early mariage or the termination of education, in
order to remove young women from temptation.

At the same time, asegment of the Palestinian population
was inspired by the Islamic revivalist movement which was
sweeping across the Arab world. lslamism became a
pronounced political trend in the Occupied Teritories,
splitting women - like men - into "Islamist” or "secular’ camps.
As the ftraditional standard-bearer of morality and the
backbone of the family, the Palestinian woman was now
told to veil herself and retumn to the sanctuary of the home.
Religiously-defined roles for males and females were
rehabilitated and imbued with national significance.
Feminism, in contrast, was dismissed as a decadent Western
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invention, not appropriate for Palestinians, and many
women felt forn between the quest for their rights and the
return to what was euphemistically termed “authenticity”.
This conflict pitted women against each other and
threatened what might loosely be described as a "women's
movement" in Palestine.

With the signing of the Oslo Agreement in 1993 and the
implementation of autonomy in parts of the Temitories,
women are struggling to make a contribution to the
agenda for a future Palestinian state. Here again, however,
one finds a dichotomy between those who believe that g
secular democratic state which respects international
conventions relating to women's rights is the preferred mode
and those who are firmly of the opinion that the state must
conform to the laws and values of Islam. These ideological
differences become even more stark as Palestinians prepare
for their first parliamentary elections {in January 1996). The
electoral system, in the view of one activist. “is not only
undemocratic but also biased against women™.?

Palestinian women leaders, therefore, feel increasingly
isolated. On the one hand, they "find themselves outside the
male-dominated political circles where official policy
regarding the future of autonomy in Gaza and the West
Bank is being determined'® At the same time, they dread
"the inevitable confrontation in the coming months between
their course of liberal feminism and the more traditional
track of Islamic fundamentalism".”

These many diemmas cannot fail to have a debilitating
effect on Palestinian women, most of whom have struggled
long and hard for the revolution. Now that the fight against
Israel is beginning to reach partial resolution and the
prospect of statehood looms, women are seeking ways to

5 Shalala, Nancy, “Women Leaders Skeplical About Elections-and Civic Policies”, The
Jervsalern firmes, 10 November 1995.
P
Ibid.
7 Ibid.
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come to terms with the period of transition. But they find
themselves locked in struggle with their own men, with the
prevailing norms of their society, and even with each other.
In the crucially important issue of who shall have power in
the new PNA, there seems to be a tendency on the part of
many men to retreat into traditional patterns, whether fribal
or religious. A women's charter, in the words of one critic,

s badly needed to reflect the challenges resulting from
the changing realities within Palestinian society. Palestinian
women must voice orcheshiated opinions and strategies, as
well as develop a working agenda for the implementation
of all their strategies. This will enable them to cease being
bystanders in society - and become active pcr’ticipun’rs".8

Others disagree and, since there is no overriding consensus
among Palestinian women as to the best way forward, one
encounters a situation of disarray. Nonetheless, certainties
are forthcoming on all sides. Feminists, conservative
nationalists, Isikamists and leftists can all be heard
passionately advocating their own version of "the best
solution to the women question”.

So what of the future?2 A pessimist might see the infernal
fragmentation of Palestinian female opinion as a indicator
of defeat in the male-female power struggle, which is likely
to be followed by the adoption of more familiar Arab-
Islamic models of womanhood, as may be witnessed in
nearby states. A more hopeful view, in contrast, would
anticipate the emergence of a pragmatic consensus.
Whatever the eventual outcome, there can be little doubt
that Palestinian women have come too far and sacrificed
too much to dllow themselves to be deflected into
traditional patterns.

b o% o
0 0

8 Iughayar, Ghada, "Do We Need a Unified Women's Movemeni?”, op.citl.
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Appendix

The General Union of Palestinian Women
Jerusalem, Palestine

DRAFT DOCUMENT OF PRINCIPLES OF WOMEN'S
RIGHTS

Preamble

Based on the declaration of independence issued at the 19th
session of the Palestinian National Council in 1988 which states
that the State of Palestine is for any and all Palestinians and for
the development of their national cultural identity, and that alt
Palestinians should enjoy complete equality under the law, and
that there shall be protection of religious and political beliefs and
respect for humanity under a parliamentary democratic system
built on a basis of freedom of opinion and of forming political
parties, and that there shall be protection of minorities by the
majority, and that the minority shall respect the decisions of the
majority, and that the state will be based on social justice and
equality and the absence of discrimination in public law on the
basis of ethnicity, religion, color, gender, under the protection of a
constitution guaranteeing the rule of low and independent
courts., for the building of a democratic Palestinian society.

And based on the charter of the United Nafions, the universal
declaration of human rights and all relevant international
agreements and documents on civil political, economic, social,
and cultural rights, and especially the international agreements
on the ending of racist discrimination, and the agreements on the
ending of all forms of discrimination against women, and in order
to achieve the fulfilment of the mission of the national struggle
for the realization of the fundamental rights of the Palestinian
people, supported by legal international resolutions, and for the
building « democratic Palestinian society that guarantees
equality and social justice for all its members, we the women of
Palestine declare the charter of principles of women's rights to be
established and included in the constitution ond legislation of the
independent State of Palestine.
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General Priniciples

We the women of Palestine, from all social classes and various
religions, workers, peasants, homemakers, students, professionals,
and politicians declare our determination to continue our
struggle to eliminate all kinds of discrimination and inequality
against women - which were brought about by the various forms
of imperialism on our land culminating in the Israeli occupation,
and which were consecrated in a system of unjust customs and
traditions toward the rights of women, and which have
manifested themselves in many past laws and legislation - and to
build a democratic society which guarantees equal opportunity
for women in rights and duties including the following principles:

& The compliance of the future Palestinian state and the
Palestinian National Authority - regardless of the amount of power
bestowed on it - with the declaration of independence and with
all documents and relevant intemnational recognition of human
rights, and especially the agreement on the ending of all forms of
discrimination against women of 1979.

® The establishment of the principle of equdlity and equal
opportunity between men and women in all fields of life and the
specification of this in the constitution and legislation of the
National Authority in a clear and sincere fashion, and the
guarantee of the practical implementation of this priniciple by
taking the necessary legal and administrative measures to
prevent all forms of discrimination against women; the elimination
of the situation of inequality against women by the
institutionalization of protection for women on an equal footing
with men on all levels.

4 It is our opinion that the extent of positive social development
and growth will be measured by the realization of the rights of
women and the affording of equalrights to women in all fields.
There are many images of the Palestinian woman and her role in
society in our Palestinian heritage. Therefore, we see that the
establishment of the equality of women and respecting their
rights demands from us ail the strengthening of the positive side of
women's role in our Palestinian Arab legacy and culture.
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4 The strengthening of the national and social struggle
of the Palestinian woman:

The Palestinian woman has distinguished herself throughout the
decades of our people's national struggle through unlimited
giving in all fields. Martyrs have fallen, thousands of women have
been arrested and Palestinian women have played a
fundamental rote in maintaining the unity of the Palestinian family
as a pillar of support to members of Palestinian society in the
absence of a Palestinion national authority. The Palestinian
woman was obliged to postpone duties relating te her social
position and turned her aftention towards the political issues of
the national struggle. The time has come to address the issue of
legal rights for Palestinian women in all fields as a focus for
building a democratic Palestinian society.

& Realization of Equality:

We the women of Palestine see the giving of equal rights to men
and women in all fields as a fundamental focus of the
emancipation of men and women. This matter demands a clear
text to guarantee the equaiity of women with men in all
Palestinian legislation and the taking of the necessary legal and
administrative measures to guarantee its implementation. This
matter demands joint efforts for the elimination of the societal
instruments that prevent women from achieving in society, and
the guarantee of the respect for human rights and the principle of
the rule of law. And from this emanates cur demand for equality
in the following rights:

€ Political Rights:

The guarantee of the right of women to vote, to run for office, to
parficipate in referenda, to fill political positions and to be a
judge at any level. as well as equal opportunity with men in
political parties and non-governmental organizations dealing
with public and political life in Palestine, and the right of women
to represent their country in international and regional
organizations and in the diplomatic corps.

@ Civil Rights:
The granting to women of the right to acquire, retain, or change
their national citizenship. Laws should guarantee that citizenship
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will not be affected by mariage to a non-Palestinian or by the
husband's change of nationality during the mamiage. and that a
husband's nationdiity should not be imposed on a wife nor should
women be put in the position of having no nationality, and that
women shall have the right to grant citizenship to her husband
and children, and that the law will guarantee Palestinian women
complete freedom of movement, tiavel and place of residence,
and her right fo have housing. and that motherhood shall be
viewed as an important function within the society, and that
housework will be considered valuable economic work in society,
and that the law will stand by women in protecting them from
familial viclence and from any practices that diminish their
guaranteed rights including their right to freedom of expression of
opinion. and their right to participate in any activity, meeting or
assembly, as well as their right to bring cases to court as full
citizens under the law.

4 Economic, Social and Cultural Rights:

The Palestinian consfitution and legislation should guarantee
equality for women in the workplace, including the guarantee of
equal wages with men for equal work, and the granting of equal
opportunity in promotion, training. compensation, benefits, and
health insurance as well as in protection of women's rights of
motherhood. There should be equality in drawing up contracts,
administering property and receiving banking contracts and
mortgages in all stages of the successive steps of court and legal
proceedings. We also affirm the necessity of equality in social
security and in women receiving health, education, and
vocational training services, and the guarantee of full equality
including in matters relating to personal status,

Let all women and forces of democracy in Palestinian society
unife in an effort to eliminate all obstacles that hamper women's
equality with men, hand in hand towards a democratic society
that achieves total national independence, social justice and
equality.
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