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P 
erl'eil'ill~ U'OIll('I1',S rig Ills (a' fill integral (Iar! oj 
litllllall riXhlJ i.)' (I r('{alil'e/y /lew phel/omellon ill 
Pale.ninit," .mcit'/y. The Pale ,ninioll women's 

IIWI'emt' II'. wlli('11 h(ls heen /'1'0/1';118 since Ihe begin ning 
of ,his eelllllry. lau fO('II .H'l/ primarily 011 Ihe Pales/il/iall 
lIaliolial .flrll!a~le; 11111,\', il I/(/ .~ del't'fol'ed iII/NUt/lie! witlt 
,he Pale.Hitlilll! {iherarim! IIWI'emell/ . III e.u 'ellce. 
Pales lillitlll women '.\ IoIroll{JS lI'orkel/ ill support of the 
Pale.ffillillll nfl/jolla I a8el1(/0 wi/holl/ !orllllllllfing a 
clearly ([('filled orielltlllio/l /0 wOlllen's is.wes (IS slIcli. 
The /IIllI/y gra.u-nJo(f 1I'0lllell '\ orglllli:atiolls II'IIi('/, 
emergell ill Ihe 19705 {/lui 1980.1' I)erceil 'ed, in Iheory, Ihe 
Slrollg relmioll,sllip be/ll'een Ihe I'olilic(ll emancil'mioll 

of Pale,nillioll 1I'0mel/ aflll Iheir {'OrreSIHmdill8 socio
ecollomic (III(/ legal em(l/I('il'mioll, UlIlike earlier 
P{/le.~lilliall 11'0111('11 's orgfllli ::'lIlioll:i. recl'IItly formed 
grass-roor.{ flrgaIJi::'(l/ioll ,1 haw! del't'lopetl a decentral
i::.e(1 .ftrllclllre whid, al/ows more women 10 COll tribule 10 

dedsioll-makillg I'ruc:e.U'es. III IJrftctit'c, huwever, the 
Palest ill hili wOlI/ell's //Iovemelll 1IlI,I Iradilionall), attelld

ed more /() the rl'qlliI'C'lIIenls of the lIaliollal .ftruggle Ihal/ 
/() lIeed.\' alld I'roblellls IIlIiqlle 10 women ill Ihis hi.l'tori
(:(1/ (llId (.'/I/II//'(/{ COli text. II Wlll' lIot IIlItif Ihe lale 1980.f 
lit{/{ Palestiniall 1I'0mell bega/1 10 rai~'e lIew qlle~·ti()"s and 

cha/'l a differem COllr.H', 

III Ihe car/y 1 990s, I'al!'stilliall WOlllell, (il l lumgl! main

raillillg theil' ,signifiel/Ilt I'o/e ill ,he Pa/estilliall 11(11;011(11 
struggle, also begal/ 10 rcalizc Ihe /ll'gell/ /leed to 
(ldtiress .soeial, economic: (111(/ /eg(11 factors \l'lJic" COli
!rib'lte 10 Ihe oppreniml of Palesri lljall womell, 
DisCIISSiolls lI'ith;1I Ihe mOI'ell/ellt foelMed UpOIl the need 
for a lI'ell-(lefilled P(l/t'stinltlll 1I'0lllell'S agenda, 
Gradual/y, I'a rimj,f groups illitiated /It'll' projects and 
(lelil'ilies ill ortle/' to (I(ldl'e,u rhe leculillg social, legal 
alld hllmall ri8hl.~ is,wes cOllfrolllillg Palestillian women. 
Aetivi.ft.f a/so beg(lll del 'elopillg ell1pOwermelll programs 
for Pale.~ tillitlll womell. 

This I'eport prOl' i(le~' a brief bill C()IIII)/'ehellsive .wrvey of 
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PaleSlilliall 1I'0mt'1I 'J iniriaril'cs ill del'elopillg programs 
10 elllulI/ct' Pale.Hilli(llr 1I'0mell '.I' tllI'tlrent'ss and IHIlIt'r 
SllI/lllillg of Ihe (:ollcel" of women .~. ri,t;hts and hl/m(lI! 
rights, III/H ell .wrillg womclI ' .1' ilU.:reasillK empoll'erment 
witlrin l)a"f! .~lillillll .weier),_ Th e relJOI'/ focrH(~.~ primal'ily 
"1'011 1I'0mell',l' il/;tialil'e.~ ;11 (Iel'e/opillg legislalioll based 
011 equalil)' (/lui 1I01l - (Ii.~el'imiIl1l/irJ/l which (!ra w.I· "POII 

illlel'll(lliaIlCl/IJril/ciplc',\' (//U/ .~/allda,.d.l'forlhe pm/eetioll 

of hl/lII(l1I I'ighl.\· ge l/emily III/ll womell's right.~ ~pecifi

ca/ly. 

Beginning from the firm cO llvictio n that the law can be 
an erfective tool for empowerment. Palestinian women' s 
groups began to focus the ir lobbying efforts o n the adop
tion of legislation based on equali ty and non-di scri mina
tion o r women. Th ese e ffor ts commen ced with a ca m
paign to raise social awarene ss abou t women's legal and 
human rig hts and to encourage open disc uss ions within 
Palestinian society co ncern in g th e lega l and soc ial statu s 
of Pal est inia n wo men. After the e lect ion of the 
Pales ti nian Elec ted Coun cil (T he Legis lati ve Counci l) 
for the West Ban k and Gaza in January 1996. Palesti nia n 
wo men act ivists began lobbying the new legis lators in 
earnest. The wome n held man y meetin gs with key mem
bers of the Legis lat ive Counc il , as well as wi th members 
of political deci s ion -making bodies within the 
Palestinian National Authority (PNA) , The act ivisls' 
a im was the adopt ion of legi s lati o n based on the princi
ples of equ ality, non· di scr irninalion, and respect for 
human rights. Women 's groups undertook parallel con 
sciousness- rai sing efforts concerning human rig hls at 
the popular, grass-roots level. 

The ma in obs tacle to the deve lopment of e ffect ive lega l 
disco urse and practice in Palestinian ~oc i e ty in the West 
Bank and th e Gaza Strip over the past three decades ca n 
be att ri bu ted to the long years of harsh Israel i milita ry 
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occupation 
territory. 
Palestinian 

of Palestinian 
S in ce 1948, 

men and 
wo men alike were pre
vented from participating 
in democratic processes 
concertllng the gover
nance of their own coun 
try. Under Isnleli occu
pation. the legal frame
work remained sWlic. 
T he only amendments 
and changes ca me in the 
form of new military 
orders devised by the 

occ upying forces to further co ntrol and circumscribe 
Pale sti nian soc iety. As a result of this historical exper i
e nce. few Pal es t inians perce ive the law as an instrument 
for positive soci al a nd pol itical change. 

But this difficult political s ituation itself served as a cat
alyst for wome n 's mobilization and participation in the 
national struggle. Economic hardships obliged 
Palesti ni an women to enter the work -fo rce for the firs t 
time a s wage-laborers. As a result of so man y changes 
on the political. social and economic leve ls. Pale stinian 
women began to view themselves and their roles in new 
ways. Pa lest inian women's grass-roots organizations 
were the site s of critica l discourse and new action plans. 
T hese organizations initiated a number of income-gener
ating projects for women, mainly in the form of cooper
,lIives, day-care centers, and various other projects 
geared towards inc reasing women's decis ion-making 
abilities. Th ese activ ities and experiences led many 
women acti vists and lawye rs to realize the need for legal 
reform as an important mechanism for cha nge within 
Pal estinian soc iety_ 

Conce rted attempts to r,lise awareness of the importance 
of legal reform began in the early 1990s. spa rked by 
ongoing debates concerning wome n- s fate in the eve nt of 
national l ibe ratio n . Would Pal estini:m women, like 
Algerian women, be pushed back into the private. 
domestic sphere of li fe following liberation? Or wou ld 
Ihey have a bettef chance at maintaining their new-found 
polit ical and eco lll)mi c statu~ after thc ItatiOllal !>tfugglc 
was realized? Pa lestinian women faced up to the chal
len ges posed by thesc questions. Rea lizing that no clcar 
plan of act io n would be adopted without the ir efforts and 
in-put, women activists began to o rganize their work and 
developed a co mprehensive women's agenda. in wh ich 
the role of law was high lighted as a 1001 for e mpower
ment. Law. in this context. referred not to the isolated 
legal text itself. bUI to two othe r key compone nl S of any 

legal system: the structure of leg:!1 principles and the 
culture of the law. Focus ing on the legal text alone can
not in and o f itself lead 10 positive changes. What is also 
required is a serio us attempt to enforce laws thoughtful
ly a nd effectively. The women activists also focused on 
the need to change the attitudes of both me n and women 
conce rnin g the role of law in their lives. and their own 
gender ro les in Palestinian society. 

To achieve awareness and transform attitudes, 
Palestinian women·s groups convened a number of work
shops and training sessions devoted to examin ing legal 
and soc ial rights. In a local conference sponsored by the 
Women·s Unit of Bisan in Jerusalem in 1990. women-s 
social problems were voiced openly for the first time. 
Women spoke pu blicly about such sensitive issues :lS 
domestic violence, ve iling, early marriages. personal 
stat us laws, a nd di vorce. This ground-breaking confer
ence was the first of m:my suc h events. 

An event which no Palestinian woman activist will ever 
forget was the 1991 seminar on battered women orga
nized by the Women's Studies Center in RamaJlah. Long 
and contentious debates preceded the event, the key 
points of debate be ing whether o r not it was too earl y to 
address suc h a difficult IOpic. and whether or not the 
activity should be open 10 men as well as to women. 
Since it was the first major activi ty to address the topic 
of gender violence in Palestine. the organizers decided 
thaI only women would be allowed 10 attend. Despite the 
'lbsence of men from the discussion, the prevailing mood 
was one of tension a nd unrest: most of the Pllrticipants 
felt it was an extremely sensitive issue. Some women 
felt that the phenomenon of domestic violence simply 
did not exis t in Palestinian society and hesitated to 
reflect on their own expe riences. The seminar on bat
tered wo men was complemented by numerous other dis
cussions and workshops on the topic. Having so often 
becn thc vic t ims Of Ihe wit-
nesses of violence in their 
everyday lives during occu-
p:ttion. Palestinian women 
have participated actively 
in international campaigns 
10 combat violence against 
WUIlLCIl. In the Wes t Bank 
and the Gaza Stri p . a num-
ber of organizations are 
focusing their work on pro-
viding legal. social and 
psychological counseling to 
women victims of gender 
violence. The currenl sup-
port system, although still 
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not up to the desired standard~. provides a wide range of 
services 10 victims of gcnder violence regardless of 
~ocial background. 

The issues of the greatest significance 10 Palestinian 
womcn activ ists :Ire also the most sensitive Issues in 
contemporary Palestinian society: marriage. divorce. 
child custody. inheritance, and polygamy. These issues 
are classified under the general heading "personal status 
issues." The sensitive nalUre of personal 1111d family sta
tus matters stems from the fact that laws pertaining to 
these issues :Ire influenced primarily by Islamic law. al
shari'a , which is based on verses of the Qur"an and 
precedent-setting decisions and judgments of the 
Prophet Muhammad known as a l-Hadith, 

In addressing the complex topic of personal stat us laws, 
Palestin ian women's organizations have based their dis
cussions on the principle of the law's flexibility and 
hence, its openness to a variety of interpretatio ns. 
Siu/I'i'a law embraces different sc hools of though t and 
tolerates var ious opinions concerning almos l eve ry 
topic. The legis lative power of one Islamic country 
could. therefore, theoretically deve lop legislat ion differ
ing from the legislation prev:llcnt in othe r Islamic coun
tries. Thus. Palestinian women coul d also press for 
changes in perso nal status legislation based upon pro
gressive interpretations of a/-.f!/{/ri'a. Pales tinian 
women activis ts see th is strategy as the most realistic 
approllch available for treating this sensit ive issue. In 
the long run, however. Palestinian women know that 
their efforts mus t lead to the adopt ion of a civil family 
status law as an alternative legal framework for those 
who wish 10 resort to it. To reach this desired end, 
Pale~tinian women activ ists should organize an intensive 
legal literacy program to e licit broad-based social sup
port for such a wide-re<tc hing cha nge in leg is lation. 

Ove r the last four years, Palestin ian women have bee n 
lIddressing the topic of legal reform in a serio us manner. 
In the area o f personal status laws. for example, Al-Haq, 
11 Palestinian human rights orga nization which sponsors 
a special program on women'~ human rights, saw a need 
for an in-depth course for women pioneers in the field of 
law. The course offered a critical examina tion of the 
texi and implications of the Jordania n Family Stat us Law 
01" I Y76, legislation which is ap plicable in the West 
Bank. Wo men activists strongly bel ieve that th is law 
docs not meet the needs and aspira tions of Palestinian 
women: thus. they think it should be changed. Al- Haq. 
while agreeing wi th this point of view. realized that a 
thorough unde rstan ding and analysis of the law should 
precede any ca ll for change. Therefore. AI- Haq orga
nized a three-month course which enabled participants 
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to fully unde rstand the 
law and its compo nen ts, 
discuss and debate its 
me rits and deficiencies. 
and finally, to make rec
om mend:lIions o n how to 
address the deficiencies. 
It was hoped that through 
this training, Paleslinian 
women activists could use 
their new-found expertise 
:mlOng their wide- ranging 
social networks at the 
grass-roots leve l. 

Onc of thc major accomplish mcnts of Palestinian women 
in the area of lega l reform WllS the comprehe nsive survey 
of laws affecting Pa lestinian wo men. whic h was carried 
out by the Wome n's Ce nter for Social and Lega l 
Co unse ling in 1993-94. T he Wo men's Center co mm is
sioned Palesti nian expe rt s to co nduct a survey on all 
laws applicllb le in th e West Bank and in the Gaza Stri p 
as they affect wome n's ro les and rights. The su rvey 
examined every law, whether based on Ottoman. 
Jordanian, Britis h Ma ndatory or Israeli Military rule on 
The WeST Rank, or EeypT i:ln Rille in The Gil?;} STrip. T he 
survey then pi npointed all existing gaps in the law by 
highlighting those provisions and policies whic h clearly 
discrim inate aga in st wo men in six maj or areas, i.e., 
personal and family stat us laws, c riminal Jaws, labor 
laws and social welfare, wo me n's health. wo me n and 
ed ucation, and laws dea ling wit h wo men's c ivil and 
political rights. 

The fo llow-up to the legal survey co ns isted of s ix wo rk 
shops which were attended by wome n act ivists, lawyers, 
professio nals in a variety of fie ld s, an d academics. Eac h 
works hop foc used on one of the major areas men tioned 
above, and examined both the positive and the negative 
aspects of the laws before discussing practical sugges
tions for fUlUre lIctio n. O rgan izers saw the works hop 
participan ts as a nucle us of activ ists who cou ld be cal led 
upon for future training and act io ns o n lega l issues. 

In 1993, Al- Haq, in cooperation with a steering commit
tee of women profess ionals. initiated a one-year cam
paign entitled: "Women. Justice and Law: Towards the 
Empowerment of Pa lestinian Wo men." Th is local cam
paign aimed at encouraging discussions at the grass
roots level on issues of concern to women in the fie lds of 
the law and wo men's human ri gh ts. The cllmpaign's 
ultimate goal was to increase awa reness of wo men's 
legal rights and to foster an apprec iat ion of the use of 
the law as an effective tool for th e empowerme nt of 
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women. The ca mpai gn succeeded not only as a mC'llls of 
public outreach, but also as an learning experience in 
coordination and cooperat ion for the women who were 
involved in the eve nt. The ca mpai gn was organized by a 
consortium of grass-roots women's organiz:Jlions, non
governme nt:tl organizations. and all democrat ic elements 
in Palest inian soc iety. Although the project was planned 
by a steer ing committee, it was des igned to allow for the 
greatest amo unt of part icipation and decision-making. 
The work was completely decentralized, and regional 
committees were democratically elec ted in various parts 
of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip to orga ni ze work
shops. di scussions. se minars, and media campaigns. 

The Women, Justice and Law project was also designed 
to com plement r:tther th an replicate the efforts o f the 
Women's Center for Legal and Social Counseling. It s 
act ivi tie s disseminated information about the results of 
the legal survey undertaken by the Womc n's Centcr. 
Pa rticipan ts throughout Palestine were askcd to sugges t 
recommendations for the resolution of existing legal and 
social problems. The Women, Ju stice and Law campaign 
culminated in a three-day conference held in Jerusalem 
in Seplember. 1994. The conference began with a con
siderat ion of Ihe recommendations made by women in 
the aforementioned workshops, and soug ht for ways 10 

translate these recommendations Into co ncrete plans of 
act ion whi ch could be adopted by women's organiza
tions, individuals, and NGOs. 

Following up 011 Ihe work already accomplished, the 
Women's Center for Legal and Social Counseling orga
nized a number of workshops throughout Ihe West Bank 
to discuss specific legal amcndments to existing laws. 
The result of these workshops was a text cont aining the 
amendments of existing laws written by the workshop 
part icipants. Women discusscd these amendments and 
gave their feedback on the va ri ous issues presenlcd. [n 
1995 and 1996, Al- Haq ha s focused it s efforts on 
addressi ng iss ues of great controversy in Pa leslinian 
society, i.e .. gend er viole nce, family status laws, and 
labor laws. 

As a res ult of the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations which 
began in Madrid in [991. women's technical commillees 
wcre formed to contributc ideas and suggestions to dis
cussio ns of lcgal and soc ial reforms, Although the starl
ing point of these committees' efforiS was closely linked 
with the peace process, the women's technical commit
tees have now evolved into an umbrella orga nization rep
resenting all women's co mmittees and organizations in 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Of great significance 
is the work of the technical committees addressing the 
i.~sue of women's role in decision-making processes in 

political and publi c life ill Pal estine . Thc technical com
min ces mounted a large ca mpilign just before the 
Palestin ian nation:)1 elections to hi ghl ight womc n candi 
datcs for the Legislative Cou ncil lind to raise public 
awareness about their pla tforms. Another campaign 
emphasized 1I proposal to guarantee Palestinian women 
30 percent of all scats in thc legislature, bu t this cam
paign was unsuccessful. Another important project of 
the tech ni cal com minces is the cam pai gn fo r higher rep
resentation of wome n in the upco min g municipal elec
tio ns. In:)n allempt to lobby for laws and legi slation 
which do not discriminate against women, the technical 
co mmittees are training women to be members of pres
sure groups in the differe nt reg ions of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. 

One of the most important ac tiv ities now taking place in 
Palestine is a project spear-headed by the Women's 
Ccntcr for Leg:t1 and Socia l Cou nscl in g in coordinati on 
with several othe r human rights ,tnd legal organizations 
e ntitl ed '· Pal estinian MOt~k Parliament'·. T his project 
aims at raising awareness of lobbying tcchniques and 
tools for formulating legislation which does not discrim
inate against women. The mock parliaments, which are 
held in different regions of the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip, focus primarily on legislation affecting women in 
an effort to encourage women to devise alternative 
amendments. Through the mock parliament experience, 
participants learn how to present their case, how to 
attai n a(~cess to parliamentary members, and how to 
mount successful campaigns to fight for th~ir c:)uses. 
The mock parliamcnts are comp rised of conce rned mem
bers of Pal es tinian society representing both genders. all 
regions. Christians and Muslims. and representatives 
from a wide variety of political and ideological curren ts. 

A key area of concern fo r the Palestinian women's move
ment is the issue of legal reform and the adoption of 
laws which arc non,di~crilllinatory towards wome n. The 
significance of this issue is underlined by the latest 
po litical even ts taking place in Palesti nian soc iety, 
During this transitional period, the newly elected 
Palestinian Legislative Council is required to create laws 
for every aspec t of Palesti ni:)n life . especially in areas 
where powers have been transformed by the PNA. 
Women's legal and human rights should be given top pri, 
ority. Palestinian women's contributions to the life of 
P:llcs!inian society, and their active participation in all 
domains of Palestinian public life, should be realized 
through laws and legisl:Hioll which are just and fair to 

women. Pursuing such a strategy ought to cnsure the 
full representation of women in the political and public 
life of Palestine through their equal and active pllrticipa
tion in decision-making proce~ses. 
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