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Highlights of Findings

Formal Political Structures

 7% of Palestinians martyred during the decade between 1987 and 1997 were women. Similarly, about 9% of the injuries reported between 1987 and 1996 were inflicted on women. Five hundred women were imprisoned since the beginning of military occupation in 1967. As of 1997, five remained in Israeli prison. 

 There were 25 women among the 672 candidates for the 88-seat Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC), or 3.7%. A woman, Samiha Khalil, a founder and the director of the Society for the Welfare of the Family (In’ash Al Usrah), was the only other candidate for the position of President of the Palestinian Authority, which was won by PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat.  

 Several factors account for women’s low representation in the first elected Legislative Council as compared to men. These can be divided into three categories as follows: the nature of the electoral system codified in the Electoral Law for the interim period; voter attitudes regarding the ideal candidate; and the transcendent purpose of the elections.

 Two out of 25 PA ministers are women. Both hold positions in sectors traditionally associated with women — Higher Education and Social Affairs. All 23 deputy ministers are male. At the level of local government (municipalities, village councils, and project committees), females comprise only 15 out of 3,053 personnel, or 0.5%.

 Women’s minority status in the political movements/parties limits their participation in governmental and legislative structures since these organizations provide a pool of candidates for appointments to the expanding PA bureaucracy. The available data indicates an inverse relationship between the proportion of females and authority level — that is, with higher authority, the proportion of female cadres declines. For example, females comprise only 5% of Fateh’s Central Committee, although they account for 40% of the members of the less important Higher Movement Committee. This relationship is also evident within PLO structures. As of the end of 1996, women comprised 7.5% of the 744-member  Palestine National Council (PNC). But the principal decision-making unit of the PLO is the 16-member Executive Committee, which is comprised exclusively of males.

Informal Political Structures

 In 1997, almost 23% of the administrative personnel of charitable organizations in the West Bank and Gaza Strip were women.

 In 1997, women comprised only 7.6% of organized labor. This proportion reflects women’s very low labor force participation in the formal economy.

 As of 1996-97, among professionals (doctors, dentists, pharmacists, lawyers, engineers, journalists and veterinarians) comparatively more women were found in health-related fields, particularly dentistry and pharmacy. In the West Bank and Gaza Strip, 11.7% of medical doctors,  8.5% of lawyers, and 7.4% of engineers werewomen. Regional variations in the rates are minimal.

 23% of student union members in  Palestinian universities were female, although women comprise 42% of the general student population.

 Women are spiritual advisors, guides and Koranic teachers, but they do not perform the role of  preachers in the mosque. The important spiritual and political role of imams and preachers is reserved for men, who preach to a mainly male audience.

 Although women comprised 29% of staff in the West Bank operations of the government-operated Palestinian Broadcasting Corporation (PBC) in 1997, they were mostly employed as editors, news anchors and show hosts. In Gaza, women comprised only 17% of the staff but they were found in all departments (production, programming and news. In the foreign-language news departments (Hebrew, French and other languages) women represented 28.6% of the work force.
PUBLIC-POLITICAL LIFE

Images of Palestinian women as activists emerged in the global media in the first phase of the intifada, but Palestinian women’s participation in political and public life began much earlier. Since the early 1900s, this participation has been within the framework of the Palestinian nationalist movement and has had two major dimensions: (1) mobilizing public protest and active resistance to colonization and to abuse of Palestinian rights, whether through demonstrations, petitions, sit-ins or support activities, and participation in active resistance; and (2) moderating the socio-economic impact of crises that have befallen the Palestinian people —  in exile, war or occupation — through providing relief and social services, thereby acting as a stabilizing force and preventing social disintegration. In this dual process of resisting external forms of domination, Palestinian women confronted internal forms of domination and the limits to female autonomy.
 Their political and social activism has resulted in a slow structural transformation of traditional sex roles, affording women the public space for greater participation in political structures and local organizations.

Defining public-political life: Public-political life is exercised through formal and informal structures at the local or national level. The formal includes political parties, parliamentary or other legislative structures, government ministries, and local municipalities. The informal includes forms of associations that may not be overtly political, but that nonetheless facilitate participatory politics and concern public life such as labor unions, professional associations, women’s organizations, student and youth movements, and charitable organizations. Such forms of associations are the basis for civil society, defined here as “that set of diverse non-governmental institutions which is strong enough to counterbalance the state, and while not preventing the state from fulfilling its role of keeper of the peace and arbitrator between major interests, can nevertheless prevent it from dominating and atomizing the rest of society.”
 

Conditions particular to political, economic, and social life under military occupation in the West Bank and Gaza Strip muddled the boundaries defining political and public life. Political became public and vice versa. This public-political nexus facilitated a multiple layering of the interests within organizations and movements. The political dimension, more often than not, took precedence, defining and circumscribing organizational structures, objectives, strategies and activities. 

In contrast to public-political life, private life refers to forms of associations and activities which take place within the home. Political life may also be exercised in the private sphere, for example, as when Palestinian women provided refuge for youth in their homes during the intifada In the following discussion we examine how the roles of men and women in public-political life have been affected by historic, social, economic and political processes.

A. Developments in the Women’s Movement

Trends in the women’s movement closely follow developments in the national political movement.
 The transition from class-based female political leadership of the Mandate Period to plural mass-based popular political structures of the 1970s and 1980s was the result of a confluence of social, economic and political forces,  including: increased access to education, public exposure to mass media, greater women’s participation in the labor force, and the emergence of new and alternative political organizations.  Similarly, the current absence of any clear pattern or trend in women’s political activism reflects the state of confusion and ambiguity regarding the permanent status arrangements for the self-rule areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Apart from the establishment and development of women’s research centers and gender departments in both the public and non-governmental sectors and more intensive advocacy, women’s organizations are in a transition period, and are continuing to provide the social services such as literacy, education, vocational training, nurseries and kindergartens, technical training and support for income-generating projects.

The Mandate Period

During the British Mandate period, female political activism vis-a-vis the Mandate government policies and Jewish immigration to Palestine was primarily nationalist and class-based. The political activities of rural peasant women were more often spontaneous responses to localized crises.
 Peasant women, whose lives and livelihood was affected by Jewish immigration and encroachment of Palestinian land, fought alongside rural men. 

In contrast, urban, upper-class women were not involved in actual fighting. Women from urban elite families, many of whom were related to the male political leadership, established women’s organizations, some with parallel names and structures to the political organizations of their male relations. Such women participated in delegations, international conferences, demonstrations, and met with the representatives of foreign governments to present their political grievances and warn against Jewish immigration and the establishment of a Jewish homeland on humanitarian grounds. They also engaged in relief and charitable work such as supporting the families of prisoners, collecting money, food, and clothing. Their education and linguistic skills facilitated contacts with the diplomatic corps and expatriates. As urban residents they had access to communication links with foreign capitals. Their privileged economic status allowed them to hire nannies and housekeepers, thereby freeing them from their domestic obligations to pursue political and philanthropic activities. 

1948-1967

As a result of the creation of the State of Israel and the 1948 Arab-Israeli War and until 1967, the West Bank and Gaza Strip were under the administrative control of the Jordanian and Egyptian governments, respectively. The Amman and Cairo governments administering these areas maintained strict control of Palestinian political opposition in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In response to the  political and humanitarian crises, women provided social and relief services. They were organized within existing religious institutions, and established charitable organizations, including orphanages and centers for the elderly.
 

The establishment of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1964 provided a frame of reference for the national movement and an alternative political structure to the traditional urban elite and pan-Arabism.
 One year later, the General Union of Palestinian Women (GUPW), the first women’s branch in the PLO, was established. The mobilization of women under the nationalist banner in the West Bank and Gaza Strip may have been integral to the PLO’s strategy to politicize the masses and engage them in the struggle for national liberation.
 Integration into the national movement confirmed legitimacy on the women’s movement, and financial resources that otherwise would not have been accessible. At the same time, however, it circumscribed its autonomy and development.

1967-1987

During this period, women participated in PLO military operations, as well as continued in their traditional social and relief work within the framework of charitable societies. Such organizations provided social services to the community:  literacy training, kindergartens and nurseries, training in traditional handicrafts,  embroidery and knitting. But apart from social service delivery, many of these charitable societies were used as vehicles for the political mobilization of women. Gradually, a feminist perspective evolved as the contradiction between women’s national consciousness and the normative social order that limited female autonomy was laid bare.

Emerging from this collective experience, four women’s committees were established in the late 1970s and early 1980s, each aligned to a political faction. Despite their separate political orientation, in general, they shared similar mandates: (1) to resist military occupation and petition foreign powers to support Palestinian statehood; and, (2) to provide education and vocational training and other support services for women.
 These programs did not differ significantly from those of the charitable organizations, but as Jad indicates, “the major difference was that these programs were designed to mobilize and empower women politically rather than simply meet immediate needs.”
 The main political parties extended support to the women’s committees given their mutual interest in mobilizing women. As such, the situation of Palestinian women activists in the West Bank and Gaza shares parallels with that of their Lebanese counterparts, including the nature of their work. Sayigh writes that their purpose, “was to recruit and train local members, visit the families of their organization’s martyrs, build support for their organization’s ‘line,’ and rally attendance at important ceremonial occasions, such as the organization’s anniversary. Such work was important in linking the tanzimat to camp communities; women’s relatively easy access to homes, and their diplomatic skills made them adept.”
 

Members of the women’s committees were mostly from the refugee camps and villages, and included working women as well as housewives.
 As women increasingly joined mass organizations, the traditional obstacles to women’s participation in public affairs slowly eroded. Hiltermann points out the irony that this was not the ultimate goal of the women’s committees. The committees “sought to encourage the process of women’s proletarization.....by smoothing the transition between home and workplace through the provision of child care and the teaching of necessary skills. The committees did so primarily because they saw the need for the mobilization of women, as indeed for all sectors, for the nationalist cause.”

The Intifada, 1987-1993

According to Jad, the intifada provided the impetus for the integration of the women’s committees into the national political movement. As such, the committees accessed new funding sources from the PLO and international donors, and expanded their activities in response to the crises.
 This resulted in further loss of autonomy to the political parties, and diminishing contact with women at the grassroots level. Sinoira (1987) and Lang and Mohanna (1992) reported that the majority of women in their respective samplings were unaware of the purpose and activities of the women’s committees. Moreover, according to Lang and Mohanna,  “a substantial number of women ... saw them [the women’s committees] as some high-up, detached, and inaccessible body. When asked what the committees did, these women did not describe local pre-schools or production projects but pointed out that these organizations ‘held meetings and conferences’”

The intifada blurred the divisions between the formal and informal political spheres. The egalitarian nature of the first phase of the intifada opened the public space for all individuals, regardless of age, class or sex. At the same time, there was a sexual division of labor in the forms of resistance adopted by men and women. While the situation was not as black and white as gun-totting men, and self-effacing women serving in the political shadows, nonetheless, as Table 5-1 shows, males were the main recipients of punitive measures used by the occupying power to suppress the intifada. 7% of those martyred during the decade between 1987 and 1997 were girls and women. Similarly, about 9% of the injuries reported between 1987 and 1996 were inflicted on females. Five hundred women were imprisoned since the beginning of military occupation in 1967. As of 1997, five remained in Israeli prison. 

Table 5-1: Persons Killed (12/1987-3/1997) and Injured (12/1987-11/96), as a Result of Occupation Policies by Region and Sex


Killed
Injured


Male
Female
Total
% Female
Male
Female
Total
%Female

West Bank
1128
89
1217
7.3
3093
301
3394
8.87

Gaza Strip
634
50
684
7.3
859
83
942
8.81

Total
1762
139
1901
7.3
3952
384
4336
8.86

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 1997.Unpublished data. 

Several factors contribute to these findings. The Israeli authorities were averse to provoke the scorn of the international community by killing or imprisoning large numbers of Palestinian women, given international censure and legal instruments providing special protection for women and children in situations of war and armed conflict.
 Instead, they targeted Palestinian males whom they considered to be sources of political agitation. Also, Israeli prison infrastructure placed constraints on the number of women who could be detained at any one time. But, equally important,  Palestinian society, as with other communities in situations of conflict, was loath to place women in peril.

The data presented in Table 5-1, however, obscures the importance of women in providing the moral, social, and economic support essential to sustaining community solidarity, and family cohesion during the intifada, but also throughout the various stages of the national movement in general. During the intifada, Palestinian males were killed, physically disabled, incarcerated, deported and made fugitives, and some were even co-opted as collaborators as a result of the policies of the Israeli military government. Their female relatives were left to raise their children, engage in paid work, endure loneliness, and demonstrate stoic patience, all private acts lacking the glory and bravado reserved for combatants.  

The data indirectly reveals that the choices available to men were based largely on the assumptions made of women. Men could risk life and limb in violent confrontations and civil disobedience knowing that their wives, mothers, daughters, or sisters were at home and would, if need be, sustain the family unit. Women, on the other hand, could not transfer their domestic obligations to another party altogether. Their principal priority lay in the welfare of their families, and this usually meant that they could not risk absenting themselves from the home for long periods. Therefore, the overt risk-taking behavior and self-sacrifice exhibited by men was not a feasible option for women. Women might have set for themselves certain boundaries in which they were able to express their political will, such as providing sanctuary for “wanted” youths, conveying messages and other support roles, but, at the same time, to avoid high risk. In other words, they could not afford to be the mythical martyr. In most of the documented cases in which women were killed by Israeli soldiers, the women were not in direct confrontation with the military, participating in demonstrations, marches and other forms of protests.

1993-Present

With the DOP and the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) in areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, one of the main purposes for funding the women’s committees, that is, the mobilization of women to a party’s line, was eclipsed by the new political and financial realities. Declining PLO funds and therefore tighter fiscal polices of their patrons, as well as increasing expenditures associated with the process of state- and institution-building, weakened the position of the women’s committees. They, and indeed other popular committees and non-governmental organizations, were forced to redefine their mandates, consider unification and rationalization, and alternative funding arrangements to compensate for the financial shortfall. As such, they are in the formative period of restructuring and redefining themselves in response to the establishment of the limited self-rule areas.  

B. Men and Women in Formal Political Structures

The 1996 National Elections 

The 1996 national elections for the presidency of the Palestinian Authority and for the Palestine Legislative Council (PLC) was a measure of how women’s political and social activism during this century has been translated into tangible political currency. As Table 5-2 below indicates 25 out of the 672 candidates for the 88-seat Palestinian Legislative Council, or 3.7%, were women. A woman, Samiha Khalil, director of In’ash Al Usrah, a charitable society established in 1965 in Al-Bireh, was the only other candidate contesting the position of President of the Palestinian Authority, which was won by PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat.  Table 5-2 indicates that the majority of the female candidates (52%) for Legislative Council seats on the electoral list were from the five districts in the Gaza Strip. Female candidates from the West Bank were from Nablus, Jerusalem, Ramallah, Hebron and Jenin. 

Table 5-2: Candidates for the Palestinian National Legislative Council by Governorate and Sex, 1996


Men
Women
Total
% Female
% Regional Representation of Females

Jerusalem
49
3
52
5.77
12

Jericho
6
0
6
0.0
0.0

Bethlehem
30
0
30
0.0
0

Jenin
35
1
36
2.78
4

Hebron
70
2
72
2.78
8

Ramallah
44
2
46
4.35
8

Salfit
11
0
11
0.0
0.0

Tubas
12
0
12
0.0
0.0

Tulkarm
38
0
38
0.0
0.0

Qalqilya
12
0
12
0.0
0.0

Nablus
51
4
55
7.27
16

West Bank
358
12
370
3.24
48

North Gaza
65
2
67
2.99
8

Middle Area
48
2
50
4
8

Gaza City
89
3
92
3.26
12

Khan Younis
61
5
66
7.58
20

Rafah
26
1
27
3.7
4

Gaza Strip
289
13
302
4.3
52

Total
647
25
672
3.72
100

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 1997.Unpublished data. 

Table 5-3 below shows that about three-quarters of the 672 candidates for Legislative Council seats ran as independents, 11.5% were aligned to Fateh, and the balance were distributed amongst the various groups both inside and outside the PLO, some which were formed expressly for the 1996 elections.
 

The data concerning female participation can be interpreted in various ways. Leftist parties are more inclined to endorse female candidates than either centrist or Islamic groups. About 18% of candidates on the FIDA list were women as compared with 12.5% in the Arab Liberation Front, 7.6% in the Palestinian People’s Party formerly part of the Communist Party, and 5.2% in the mainstream Fateh movement. Most female candidates preferred to run as independent candidates, although they were less likely than males to do so. For example, 64% of the female candidates ran as independents compared to 75% of male candidates. 

Table 5-3: PLC Candidates by Party Affiliation and Sex

Party Affiliation
Region
Number of Candi-dates
% of Total
Seats
Female Candi-dates
%  of  Candidates
Seats

Independent
WBGS
503
74.85
35
16
3.18
2

Fateh
WBGS
77
11.46
50
4
5.19
3

National Democratic Coalition
GS
5
0.74
1
0
0
0

Fida (Palestinian Democratic Union)
WBGS
11
1.64
1
2
18.18
0

Palestinian People’s Party (Hashaf)
WBSGS
26
3.87
0
2
7.69
0

Islamic Struggle Movement
GS
2
0.30
0
0
0
0

Arab Liberation Front (Temporary Command)
WBGS
8
1.19
0
1
12.5
0

Popular People’s Struggle Front
WBGS
12
1.79
0
0
0
0

Freedom and Independence Bloc
WB
5
0.74
1
0
0
0

Islamic Jihad (Al Aqsa Brigades)
WBGS
4
0.6
0
0
0
0

Palestinian Liberation Front (Jataf)
GS
4
0.6
0
0
0
0

National Movement for Change
GS
2
0.3
0
0
0
0

The Future Bloc
WB
4
0.6
0
0
0
0

National Progressive Party
GS
2
0.3
0
0
0
0

Independent National Bloc
WB
3
0.45
0
0
0
0

Palestinian National Union (The Tide)
WB
3
0.45
0
0
0
0

Joint Arab Ba’ath Party
WB
1
0.15
0
0
0
0

Total

672
100.03
88
25
3.72
5

WB=West Bank, GS=Gaza Strip

The People’s Party was formerly part of the Palestinian Communist Party, FIDA is an offshoot of the DFLP formed following the DOP.

Source: Central Election Committee, Democracy in Palestine: General Palestinian Elections for the Presidency of the Palestinian Authority and the Membership of the Legislative Council (in Arabic), 1996, pp. 98-99.

This suggests that women are slightly more inclined to seek party backing. Given that three of the five women who won seats in the Legislative Council were aligned to a party (in this case, Fateh), the election results validate the assumption that party endorsement raises a female candidate’s  probability of success. Two reasons may account for these findings. First, party endorsement confers a degree of legitimacy which may be more important for a female than a male candidate. Second, the financial expenditures involved in a campaign may be prohibitive in the absence of party support and for candidates who are not independently wealthy or who have support among the upper or entrepreneurial classes. In the 1996 election, being able to mobilize financial support quickly was an important factor given the very brief period between the announcement of elections and the actual voting day.

PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat was elected as President of the PA, accounting for almost 90% of the votes. Table 5-3 indicates that five women were elected to the Legislative Council in 1996, accounting for 5.7% of the legislative seats. The five female Legislative Council members personify successive trends in Palestinian political leadership during this century — the traditional urban elite, the growth of higher education and the emergence of new mass-based social and political organizations, and (by the notable absence of women on the Islamist-endorsed candidate lists) political Islam. Two elected female Council members ran as independent candidates. One is an academic and a member of the Christian minority for whom a specific number of legislative council seats were reserved, although she did not opt to run for the “reserved” seat and won the second highest total in her district. The second is the daughter of the patriarch of a notable Gaza family with a long political tradition. Among the three Fateh-aligned candidates, one is the wife of a fallen Palestinian military leader and popular political icon, and the other two are Fateh activists.
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As Figure 5-1 above shows, these electoral results are not due to a low female turnout at the polls. More than one million men and women in roughly equal proportion exercised their right to vote. Several factors account for women’s low representation in the Legislative Council relative to men. These can be divided into three categories as follows: the nature of the electoral system; voter attitudes regarding the ideal candidate; and the purpose of the elections.

The Structure and Nature of the Electoral System: 

First, according to the Electoral Law governing the interim period, the self-rule areas were divided into 16 electoral districts — 11 in the West Bank and five in the Gaza Strip. Such constituencies incorporate large areas, often of mixed demographic characteristics, such as urban centers, camps and outlying rural areas. Therefore, their traditional support base may not be enough to guarantee victory and, as a result, it was necessary for them to engage in a process of coalition-building among notable families, political parties, movements or factions, and other groups in order to secure a wider popular base. In this respect, men are somewhat better positioned for such coalition-building than women. First, women’s political activism has been, in large part, through institutions dominated by women and usually in the context of providing services for women. Therefore, their popular base of support tends to be female-centric and often perceived in terms of social work rather than political activism. This may partially explain why neither a female member of a charitable society nor of a women’s committee was elected to the Council. Also, because of social norms, women may encounter greater difficulty in accessing male audiences. For example, being a male facilitates addressing an exclusive male gathering such as a diwan.

Second, in more than half of the electoral districts in the West Bank, there were no female candidates, as indicated in Table 5-2 above.  Therefore, even had women preferred to elect female candidates, in several localities they did not have the opportunity. 

Voter Attitudes:

Some voters hold to the popular conception that women are not as fit as men to run the affairs of state. Such an attitude may vary according to education level. For example, Table 5-4 below indicates that  a greater proportion of women with college and secondary-level voted for Samiha Khalil, compared with their counterparts having either elementary or preparatory level schooling. Similarly, more men with college level education voted for Samiha Khalil. 

The opinion poll results also indicate that voters with comparatively lower education level are more inclined than their better educated counterparts to prefer the presidency of the PA to be the seat of political power rather than the Legislative Council.

Table 5-4: Distribution of Votes According to Sex and Education Level


Men
Women


Primary or lower
Prep.
Sec.
College +
Primary or lower
Prep.
Sec.
College+

Yasir Arafat
78
62
66.2
59.5
82.3
79.9
72.9
73.8

Samiha Khalil
4.6
7.6
7.4
11
1.7
4.2
10.9
9.1

No one
17.4
30.5
26.4
29.5
16.0
15.9
16.2
17.1

Total
100
100.1
100
100
100
100
100
100

Sample size
347
296
418
336
359
229
281
185

prep=preparatory; sec=secondary

Source: Center for Palestine Research and Studies, The First Palestinian Elections: The political environment, electoral behavior, and results, (in Arabic), Nablus, March 1997, pp. 106-08.

According to the results of the opinion poll, female voters were more inclined than their male counterparts to prefer the presidency as the main source of decision-making over other governmental structures, regardless of education level. Moreover, the majority of women expressed preference for the presidency at all education levels except those with college education or higher. In contrast, the majority of men expressed preference for the Legislative Council, excepting those with primary level education or lower.
 One possible explanation for this gender differential is the nature of authority systems and relationships from childhood onward. Girls tend to be conditioned to bow to the male authority, whether to their fathers, brothers, or husbands and, as a result, as adults they demonstrate a bias to more authoritarian structures. In contrast, boys’ relationships with other males tend to be fraternal, and as such they may be more inclined to support a more consultative political process. Education, however, seems to partially offset these social attitudes, and is positively correlated with a greater appreciation for more democratic political structures among both men and women. 

According to the same opinion poll of voters, the most important factor among men and women in the choice of candidate was that the candidate be a fighter (27.4%), followed closely by a religious adherent (24.1%), of good character (17%), and demonstrate service to the community (16.3%). Other less important factors included education and being from a notable family.
 We can see that the most frequently cited factor affecting choice of candidate, as defined conventionally, is one which men may portray with greater ease than women.

Other attitudinal factors include the importance of political identity and loyalty in affecting voting behavior; specifically, voters may have cast ballots along party line, regardless of the gender of the candidates which the parties endorsed on the lists. Also, the political preferences of others, and particularly male relatives, may have played a role in influencing female voting behavior.

Purpose of the 1996 Elections:

In several respects, the 1996 national election was used as a quasi-referendum on the peace process with Israel, as evidenced by the election boycott by several political factions. The Palestinian public heard more about the relative merits of  signing the Oslo Accords, than future social and development plans. However, almost all candidates put women’s rights on their platform. As such, female candidates may not have presented a compelling reason for women voters to elect them over their male counterparts. Their campaign and political platforms may not have been inclusive of specific issues relevant to women such as reform of the personal status codes and labor laws. Furthermore, the nine female candidates running on party lists may have been constrained by the party’s position on women’s status in the society.  

Two out of 25 ministers are women — both hold portfolios in sectors traditionally associated with women,  Higher Education and Social Affairs — and all 23 deputy ministers are male. At the level of local government (municipalities, village councils, and project committees), females comprise only 15 out of the 3,053 personnel, or 0.5%. This negligible presence reflects men‘s traditional authority at the local level, as makhatir (traditional arbitrators) and in village councils. In other national contexts, positions in local government, particularly those posts which entail a direct role in education, health and social welfare programs,  are a first step to state or national politics. This is not the case in the West Bank and Gaza Strip where municipalities are primarily involved in infrastructure projects and commerce — fields that typically tend to be dominated by males.

Factors Affecting Men and Women’s Participation in Political Life

Table 5-5 indicates that women’s minority status in the political apparatus of the political movements/parties is a determinant of their participation in governmental and legislative structures since these organizations provide a pool of candidates for appointments to the expanding PA bureaucracy. Also, one must distinguish between party organs which are repositories of real power and those having comparatively less influence. The data indicates an inverse relationship between the proportion of females and authority level — that is, with higher authority, the proportion of female cadres declines. For example, females comprise only 5% of Fateh’s Central Committee, although they account for 40% of the members of the less important Higher Movement Committee. This relationship is also evident within the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). As of the end of 1996, women comprised 7.5% of the 744-member Palestinian National Council (PNC). But the PNC meets too infrequently to be a real decision-making body. The principal decision-making unit of the PLO is the 16-member Executive Committee, which is comprised exclusively of males, and it is here where real power rests within the organization.

Table 5-5: Female Participation in the Structure of Political Factions

Political faction*
%

Fateh


General Movement Conference
25

Central Committee
5

Revolutionary Council
33

Higher Movement Committee
40

Broadened Movement Council
11

Total
28.5

PFLP


General Central Committee
10

Sub Central Committee for Central Committee
20

Leadership of branch in the occupied territories
11

Conference of the branch
10

FIDA


Executive Office
30

Central Committee
19

Democratic Front
West Bank
Gaza Strip

District Committees
17
9

Central Command
18
13

Secretariat of Central Command
NA
9

General Central Committee
19.5
16.5

na=not available

*Data for the People’s Party, Islamic Jihad and Hamas were not available.

Figure 5-2 below shows the proportion of females in the Central Committees. The Central Committee is typically an important decision-making structure within the party structure. While Fateh has a comparatively higher proportion of females among its total ranks, the three leftist organizations shown here have at higher proportion of women in their central committees.
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Whether women’s participation in the Legislative Council and within governmental structures will facilitate public policies and legislation favorable to the female population is not tested, given the short history of the institutional structures of the Palestinian Authority. Yet, the question itself is premised on the common but flawed assumption that women are animated by service to their gender and not by power and other factors similar to men. This misconception stems from the conceptualization of the struggle for women’s social, political and economic rights in zero-sum terms — women’s gains are men’s losses — creating an illusion of polar oppositions. This mentality is reinforced by the typically exclusive female membership of women’s organizations. In theory, at least, had the women’s committees and other organizations dedicated to raising the status of women recruited and mobilized men who share their objectives of social and gender equity, then the women’s movement may not have been perceived as a struggle between “us” versus “them.” However, while segregation potentially led to marginalization, integration risked domination. As it stood, the women’s committees, though autonomous, still  remained a realm within a realm, providing a mechanism for women to establish a network of partisan relations on which to base and expand their personal and political interests.

C. Participation in Informal Political Structures

As mentioned above, alternative political structures developed comprising Palestinian non-governmental organizations which facilitated the expansion of participatory politics evolving from the experience of statelessness and absence of national government structures. These structures include charitable organizations, workers unions, professional associations, student unions, and women’s committees.


Charitable Organizations

Table 5-6: Administration and General Assembly Membership of Charitable Organizations by District and Sex, 1997


Administration
GA  Members


Men
Women
Total
% Female
Men
Women
Total
% Female

Bethlehem
138
79
217
36.41
6455
3727
10182
36.6

Ramallah
177
133
310
42.9
1911
1568
3479
45.07

Jerusalem
247
161
408
39.46
2635
634
3269
19.39

Jericho
16
6
22
27.27
66
48
114
42.11

Hebron
69
11
80
13.75
NA
NA
NA
NA

Nablus
254
98
352
27.84
NA
NA
NA
NA

Tulkarm, Salfit, Qalqilya
226
105
331
31.72
NA
NA
NA
NA

Jenin
240
67
307
21.82
NA
NA
NA
NA

West Bank total
1367
660
2027
32.56
11067
5977
17044
35.07

Gaza Strip* total
2680
522
3202
16.3
na
na
na
na

Total
4047
1182
5229
22.6
na
na
na
na

*Board of Trustees members

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 1997.Unpublished data. 

As Table 5-6 above indicates, almost 23% of the administrative personnel of charitable organizations in the West Bank and Gaza Strip are women. The highest proportion of women in the administrative structures of West Bank organizations (averaging 40%) are found in Ramallah, Jerusalem and Bethlehem; the lowest is reported for societies in Hebron, where women comprise less than 14% of  administrative personnel. Female representation in the northern region is between  these two poles.  

Several factors can explain these differences. First, there is the historic presence of charitable organizations in the Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Ramallah areas. Second, women are most likely to be  part of the administrative structure of women’s organizations or child welfare institutions, and many of these are located or headquartered in the central West Bank, although they may have branches in other districts. Third, local social and cultural norms reinforcing male authority may negatively affect women’s ability to participate in the administrative organs since these positions are filled ostensibly through an electoral process involving General Assembly members and in accordance with the by-laws of each institution.  

Workers’ Unions 

Table 5-7 indicates that 63,054 persons are members of a workers union, comprising 11.4% of the total labor force in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
 Israeli military occupation has had a profound influence on the economies of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, also affecting the trade union movement. Since 1967, Israel restricted the development of a local manufacturing base. At the same time, the growing importance of the services sector in national production set back the influence of trade unionism based on traditional workers’ organizations. In Gaza, trade unions were banned by the Israeli government from 1967 to 1980, and they were not allowed to recruit individuals who had not been members before 1967. Other restrictions were also in force. Gaza trade unions were banned from holding elections, receiving funds from abroad, registering workers without prior permission, and holding educational and cultural lectures or meeting without an Israeli officer present. Similarly, in the West Bank, Palestinian trade unions were also subject to Israeli censure, harassment, intimidation and unilateral measures to close offices and ban union activities.
 

Moreover, the powerlessness of the unions to secure the rights of the large number of workers (the vast majority of whom are male) employed inside Israel further weakened their position among Palestinian workers. For example, the unions were ineffective in securing agreement from the Israeli authorities to remit to workers the income taxes and deductions from health insurance and social security which were deducted from the wages of workers living in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Israeli efforts to destroy organized labor were countered by union efforts to operate clandestinely with political backing. In the process, union leaders continued their traditional work of representing workers’ grievances and providing legal aid, but also used their political persuasion to recruit and mobilize workers for their party’s line. 

Table 5-7: Members of Workers’ Unions, end 1997


Men
Women
Total
% Female

Jerusalem
4972
390
5362
7.27

Nablus
7898
583
8481
6.87

Hebron
7501
406
7907
5.13

Ramallah
6534
660
7194
9.17

Jenin
3529
203
3732
5.44

Bethlehem
4414
482
4896
9.84

Tulkarm
2661
143
2804
5.1

Qalqilya
1998
82
2080
3.94

Jericho
1504
109
1613
6.76

Salfit
2240
70
2310
3.03

West Bank
43251
3128
46379
6.74

Gaza Strip
14985
1690
16675
10.13

Total
58236 43251+14985 \# "43251+14985" 
4818
63054
7.64

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997; unpublished data.

Table 5-7 above indicates that women comprise only 7.6% of trade unions members. This proportion is a reflection of women’s very low labor force participation; women comprise 14.9% of employed persons in the formal labor market. The majority of women workers are employed in the health and education sectors.  Women are more prevalent in the informal economy where they constitute 60.6% and 55.6% of the informal economies in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, respectively.
 These women are involved in such activities as home-based production of clothing, food preparation, micro-vending and hairdressing, and are unlikely to be unionized. As such they are vulnerable to employer exploitation.

Unions in the Gaza Strip have a higher proportion of female members than their West Bank counterparts. These findings suggest that labor force participation is not solely responsible for female union membership levels. Other determinants also contribute to the inter- and intra-regional differences. Female representation is lowest in trade unions in Qalqilya, Salfit, Tulkarm, Hebron and Jenin — all rural areas, with a high proportion of female agricultural workers. In contrast, female representation is highest among the trade unions in the Ramallah and Jerusalem districts, where the unions historically have been concentrated and a “union culture” has had greater time to take root and develop. 

Another factor for women’s low participation in organized labor includes female skepticism of the unions’ ability to serve and promote their interests. As with other forms of association, organized labor was politicized and union leaders were engaged in political activities, with the rights of the working class often subordinated to factional interests. Therefore, women may have perceived such organizations as an alternative expression of political activism rather than a vehicle for workers’ rights. Also, the male majority within unions might dissuade women from participating in union activities, and cause their male relations to discourage or prohibit their membership, even if there are separate female branches. Hiltermann offers additional factors including: the practices of factory and workshop owners which isolate women from unions, such as providing them with transportation to work and back; and some membership restrictions work against women due to the high turnover of women in jobs as a result of marriage or childbirth.

Professional Associations

Under occupation, professional associations acted as proxy self-regulating agencies for professional groups in the absence of national bodies to license, oversee the conduct of their members and set standards and guidelines for the profession. Tables 5-8 to 5-11 suggest that, among other factors including education level, attitudes toward the role of women in Palestinian society influence the choice of professions, as well as specialty, status and, intra-regional variations.

Field of Specialization:

Table 5-8 shows a summary of the proportion of women in several professional associations. Comparatively more women are found in health-related fields, particularly dentistry and pharmacy. In the West Bank and Gaza Strip, women comprise 11.7% of medical doctors,  8.5% of lawyers, and 7.4% of engineers. The regional variations in the ranking are minimal and do not show regional bias; while there are relatively more female dentists in the Gaza Strip, there are more female engineers in the West Bank. Interesting is the very low participation of women in veterinarian medicine despite women’s role in herding and caring for farm animals. 

Table 5-8: Professionals by Region and Sex, 1996 and 1997


West Bank
Gaza Strip
Total


Men
Women
% Female
Men
Women
% Female
% Female

Dentists
349
91
20.68
220
59
21.15
20.86

Medical doctors
1157
149
11.41
1375
186
11.92
11.68

Pharmacists
na
na
na
399
142
26.25
na

Veterinarians
na
na
na
71
3
4.05
na

Lawyers
768
71
8.46
313
29
8.48
8.47

Engineers
3839
388
9.18
2974
156
4.98
7.39

Journalists
191
17
8.17
na
na
na
na

Note: Figures are for 1997 except for dentists and West Bank doctors (1996).

Sources: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997.Unpubished data.  Arab Medical Association, Gaza (medical doctors, dentists, pharmacists and vets in the Gaza Strip), lawyers, Administrative Records.

Sub-specialty:

Within each profession, gender differences with regards to sub-specialty are apparent. Table 5-9 shows gender and regional and sub-specialty differences among registered engineers. While 7.4% of Palestinian engineers are female,  the proportion of women relative to men is higher in the West Bank than in the Gaza Strip by more than 4%. The greatest number of women are found in civil and architectural engineering which require comparatively less frequent field visits than other engineering categories. The proportion of women relative to men is highest in architectural and chemical engineering, and lowest in mechanical engineering. It is important to note here that the number of chemical engineers, regardless of sex, is the lowest among all major sub-specialties. Many chemical engineers are interested in working in the petroleum industry abroad; the relatively low number of men in the field inflates the proportion of women. As such, the high proportion of women in chemical engineering may reflect the limited local opportunities available to men rather than the professional preferences of women. 

Table 5-9: Engineers by Sub-specialty and Sex, 1997


West Bank
Gaza Strip


Men
Women
Total
% Female
Men
Women
Total
% Female

Civil
1459
130
1589
8.18
1135
54
1189
4.54

Architectural
391
146
537
27.19
229
36
265
13.58

Mechanical
707
19
726
2.62
501
5
506
0.99

Electrical
1039
53
1092
4.85
474
29
503
5.77

Chemical
144
32
176
18.18
72
13
85
15.29

Other
99
8
107
7.48
563
19
582
3.26

Total
3839
388
4227
9.18
2974
156
3130
4.98

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

Status:

Table 5-10 below suggests that gender also affects status within a professional grouping. For example, while women comprise 8.5% of lawyers (see Table 5-8), they account for only 4% of the judges in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  

Table 5-10: Court Judges in the West Bank and Gaza Strip by Region and Sex, 1997


West Bank
Gaza Strip
Total

Men
31
34
65

Women
1
2
3

Total
32
36
68

% Female
3.13
5.56
4.41

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

Local Variations:

Local variations are evident. Table 5-11 shows that the highest proportion of female physicians and dentists are resident in Nablus, Ramallah and Bethlehem. Nablus and Bethlehem are comparatively wealthy, urban areas; Ramallah is a comparatively wealthy, rural area, as indicated by the 1995 PCBS demographic survey.  The higher household income levels in these three districts may afford more opportunities for female higher education. Ramallah, as the headquarters of numerous private, public and non-governmental health-related organizations, also provides employment opportunities.

.

Table 5-11: Medical Doctors and Dentists by Region, District and Sex


Dentists
Medical doctors


Men
Women
Total
% Female
Men
Women
Total
% Female

Jenin
43
6
49
12.24
119
15
134
11.19

Nablus
69
22
91
24.18
244
47
291
16.15

Tulkarm
33
7
40
17.5
144
15
159
9.43

Qalqilya
15
3
18
16.67
NA
NA
NA
NA

Ramallah
40
21
61
34.43
170
23
193
11.92

Jerusalem
57
8
65
12.31
184
22
206
10.68

Bethlehem
30
8
38
21.05
100
15
115
13.04

Hebron
62
16
78
20.51
196
12
208
5.77

West Bank
349
91
440
20.68
1157
149
1306
11.41

Gaza Strip
185
59
244
24.18
1375
186
1561
11.92

Total
534
150
684
21.93
2532
335
2867
11.68

NA=not applicable

Note: Figures are totals for 1997 except medical doctors, West Bank (1997).

Sources: Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

University Student  Councils

Student activism at Palestinian university campuses has been a constant feature of participatory politics. Student council election results, as the election results of professional organizations and other organized groups, are used as a proxy indicator of a political faction’s level of popularity.

Table 5-12 below indicates that Bethlehem University had the highest proportion of female student council members, with women constituting half of the council. Females comprise 20% of the student council at al-Quds University in Jerusalem, but they are not represented at universities in Birzeit, Nablus (al-Najah National) and Hebron. Although the number of women in student councils might be expected to be proportional to their representation in the general student population, the data indicates that this is not the case. Females comprise more than 64% of the students at Bethlehem University and half the members of the council, but at Hebron University, where they account for half of the student population, females do not have a single council seat. Similarly, at Birzeit and Najah National Universities, although females constitute 41% of the student body, women are not represented.

Table 5-12: Student Councils by University and Sex, 1997

University
Student Council
Student Population*


Men
Women
Total
% Female
% Female

Najah 
11
0
11
0.0
40.99

Birzeit
11
0
11
0.0
41.22

Al-Quds
8
2
10
20
53.35

Bethlehem
9
10
19
52.63
64.65

Hebron
35
0
35
0.0
50.28

Al-Azhar
9
7
16
43.75
36.57

Islamic
9
9
18
50
35.53

Total
92
28
120
23.33
41.39

Note: The student councils at al-Azhar and Islamic Universities are sex segregated: there is a council for male students and a council for female students.

* Data for 1996-97 is calculated from PCBS and MOE, Educational Statistical Yearbook No. 3, 1996-97 (Ramallah: PCBS, June 1997), p. 205.

Possible determinants of the proportion of females in student councils include university policies and party ideology. For example, the Islamic University (in the Gaza Strip) is sex segregated, therefore warranting two student councils, one for males and the other for females. Although al-Azhar University, also in the Gaza Strip, has co-ed classes, the student council is also sex segregated.

The Muslim Religious Establishment

Tables 5-14 and 5-15 indicate women are spiritual advisors, guides and Koranic teachers, but not preachers in the mosque. The important spiritual and political role of imams and preachers is reserved for males.

Women comprise about 16% of the religious establishment in the Gaza Strip, and only 9% in the West Bank. The higher proportion of females in religious occupations in the West Bank may reflect greater religious conservatism in that region; in order to ensure greater religious adherence, the religious establishment in Gaza may be recruiting women as spiritual advisors in order to mobilize housewives and ensure influence within the Palestinian home. Alternatively, the regional variations may reflect a progressive trend whereby it has become socially acceptable for women to enter vocations formerly reserved for men. While the former interpretation equates religious affiliation with conservatism, the validity of the latter interpretation is dependent on the nature of message being transmitted -- whether it encourages equity between men and women, or endorses male dominance.

Table 5-13: Workers in Muslim Religious Occupations in the West Bank, 1997


Men
Women
Total
% Female

Teachers
88
12
100
12

Advisor & guides
65
61
126
48.41

Imams & preachers
590
0
590
0.00

Total
743
73
816
8.95

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

Table 5-14: Workers in Muslim Religious Occupations in the Gaza Strip, 1997


Men
Women
Total
% Female

Chief reader (sheikh)
1
0
1
0

Koranic Reader in mosque
25
0
25
0

Koranic teacher
73
21
94
22.34

Advisor
30
3
33
9.09

Total
129
24
153
15.69

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

The Media

As of 1997, women were more likely to be editors-in-chief of magazines than newspapers, as shown in Figure 5-3 below. 
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The Palestinian Broadcast Corporation (PBC) was established after the entry of the PA into areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1993. Table 5-15 indicates that women comprise 29% of PBC staff in the West Bank, the majority of these women are employed as radio presenters, editors and television news anchors and show hosts. In Gaza, women comprise only 17.4% of the workers but are found in all departments (production, programming and news) in roughly equal proportion, except in the foreign news departments (Hebrew, French and other languages) where they comprise 28.6% of the work force. 
Table 5-15: Workers in Broadcasting and Television by Sex, 1997


Men
Women
Total
% Female

Radio





Director
1
0
1
0.0

Presenters & editors
25
13
38
34.21

Television/Ramallah





Directors
7
1
8
12.5

Editors
1
0
1
0.0

Broadcasters and presenters
7
3
10
30

Total
41
17
58
29.31

Gaza Strip





General administration
40
9
49
18.37

Production dept
31
5
36
13.89

Programming dept
23
5
28
17.86

Arabic news dept
24
3
27
11.11

Foreign news dept
9
3
12
25

Hebrew & French news
6
3
9
33.33

Total
133
28
161
17.39

Source: Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics,1997. Unpublished data. 

D. Conclusions

In general, at least three factors have facilitated entry and participation into public and political life for both men and women — mobility, education, and connections. During the Mandate period, individuals from urban, notable families, whether male or female, were more likely than persons from other social classes within Palestinian society to have access to these requisites. After the 1948 War, and particularly after the 1960s coinciding with the expansion of the education system, and the creation of plural, mass-based political organizations under the umbrella of the PLO, schooling and political affiliation became more important than wealth and genealogy for entry into public-political life.

Men and women participate in public-political life through formal political structures such as the PLO and its various constituents, as well as through informal political structures such as charitable organizations, professional associations, women’s committees, trade unions, professional associations, and student councils. The available data indicate that women comprise a greater proportion of the members of charitable organizations than other forms of associations facilitating participatory politics.

Each generation of women have had their vanguard, opening new doors for succeeding generations. One of the myths sustained and inflated by conditions of occupation and statelessness has been that a gender ‘reformation,’ or transformation of women’s status, would accompany the establishment of a national authority. What is noteworthy in men and women’s representation in public-political life is not the minority status of women in the spheres of public-political activity discussed above, although it is salient; rather, despite conditions of military occupation, women are found in virtually all public spheres, many of which they were absented from at the turn of the century. 

The expected reaction of a besieged community would be to reassert its identity and to guard tightly those features which separate the victim from the aggressor, including embedded social structures and the roles of men and women. Yet, despite living under conditions of statelessness and military occupation for 50 years, there are glimpses of activity which run against the grain of social conformity. At the same time, it is perhaps because of the experience of resistance which, having worked its way into a Palestinian ethos, spills over into other aspects of life and enables individuals to confront social taboos and stereotypes. Therefore, increased and more diversified access for women in public-political life will likely continue to be gradual and closely linked with social, political and economic processes taking place at the macro level in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and the region.
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