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THE JORDANIAN WOMAN 'S STRUGGLE 

COl/dueled hy Ghena Ismail 

~nl:l Khodr is a lawyer and the President of the 
Jordanian Woman's Union and a Member in the 
International Human Right, Comm ittee. She had 

the honor of presiding ovcr the Arab Women's Tribunal 
which \Va!> held in Beirut in June 1995. 

For cleven years. Asma's paren\:. were known as "Abou and 
Umm Asmil." "rather and mother of Asma". With the birth 
of her brother. however. her parents' names automatically 
changed 10 Abou and Ulllm Srunir accordi ng \0 tradition. 
This ch'lIlge came as a real shock to young Asma. who sud­
denly found herself wondering lIbOLIt her value and meaning 
in her parents' lives . She felt happy whenever she encoun­
tered her parents' old friends. who would give her back her 
lost sense of identity by once again referring to her parents 
as "Abou and Umlll Asm'l". 

Asm:l was not initially consciolls of her anger. Later, 
though, her anger manifested itself in certain acts. such as 
playing wit h boys, identifying with them, and viewi ng her 
brother a~ a com peti tor. She used to criticile her brother's 
behavior, and would make comments such as "He cries 100 
much," "he is dirty," or "he makes too much noise". 

Asm:l's interest in women's issues began during her school 
days. Early on. her leadership trait s became apparent. In 
intermediate school, Asma was ac tive ly involved in various 
student s· movements. and in secondary school was elected 
10 the Executi ve Commil1ee of the Students' Union. 

Asma·" dec ision to slUdy 
law met with considerable 
socia l opposi tion. since 
there were only four women 
lawyers in Jordan at that 
time. However. her hus­
b.md and parents were very 
supportive, and eventually. 
her choice proved to be 
wise, because as Asma 
relates. ··the country was in 
dire need of a woman 
lawyer capable of utilizing 
her legal and public ex peri­
ence for the benefit of 
wome n and children." 

However. Asma was disap­
pointed to discover that 
women did not trust other 
women. "This probably 
goes back to their negative 
experiences in which they 
perce ived themselves and 
other wo men as victims or 
the weaker partners:' So, 
instead of specializing in 
women·s issues. Asma found 
herself working on commer­
cial and criminal Cllses at the 
beginning of her career. 
However, since she was a 
firm believer in human rights . she joined some non-govern ­
mental organizations that dealt wi th humanitarian issues. 
Si nce 1976, she has been a member of the Jordanian 
Women·s Union, various organ ilations for human· s right s. 
the L:twyers· Syndic.lle. and has helped in the forma tion of 
Ihe Committee for Wom en' s Conditions within the frame· 
work of the Arab Lawyers in Jordan . It is worth mentioning 
that. today. in Jordan, there a rc 500 women practicing law 
ou t of a tota l of 3000 lawyers. 

Asma Khodr nOtes a big improvement in the Jordanian 
woman's legal status in the past fifteen years. Among the 
most important achievements are: 

o In 1990. Jordan final ly ratilled the Convention fo r the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination again st Women 
(CE DAW). which il had signed in 1978. "The agreement. 
however. was legalized with 
three key reservations con-
cerning women·s right of 
movement. eq uality within 
the fam il y. and nationality," 
notes Khodr 

o In the work place. 
women's legal status has 
improved. si nce women arc 
now entitled to maternity 
leave. Moreover. women 
receive employmenl COIll­
pensat ion. 

o In 1974. the Jordanian 
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woman ach ieved her politi­
cal right to elect and nomi­
nate herself for public 
office. However, she did nOI 
practice this right until very 
recent ly. 

Amendment of the electora l 
and munic ipal laws means 
that the Jordanian woman 
can vote as well as nomi ­
nate herself. Thus. the legal 
obstacles to women's par­
ticipation in political life 
have been abolished. There 
:Ire two women III the 

Jordaninn Sen<Lte, Leila Shara f and Nuila Rajdan: a woman 
in the Parliament. Tujan Feisal: Mini ster of Planning, Rima 
Khalaf (who was formerly the Minister of Com merce and 
Industry): and the Minister o f Social Deve lopment. Salwa 
EI-Masri. Last month the fi rst woman j udge. Taghreed 
Hikmal. was appointed, th us overcoming the last legal bar­
rier that the Jordanian woman had to transcend in her strug­
gle to playa role in political life. 

Outside the fra mework of political laws. other laws still 
need to be amended. Key laws among them are those relat­
ed to nationality. equality within the fa mily and the right of 
movement. "U ntil now. the Jordanian woman need s written 
permission from her husband or legal guardian in order to 
travel!" In the work place. despite the amendment of some 
legislations, there are still laws that institutionalize di s­
cri mination against women. "The Jordanian woman does 
not receive retirement income for her husband and children, 
and in the public sphere. she does not receive a family 
allowance. The worst fo rms of legal di scrimination arc in 
the Persona l Status Code. especially those clauses concern­
ing the punish ment laws which permit ex treme violence 
aga inst women. Last year. 23 women in Jordan were killed 
in so,clllled crimes of honor. Moreover, in the southern 
Jordanian city of AI-Akaba. two ch ildren. each eight years 
old, were recently betrothed in a lavish ceremony." The 
Jordanian Women's Union condemned Ihis act and called 
upon all the concerned authorit ies to interfere and confront 
this disturbing phenomenon of betrothal in early child hood 
in order to prevent the violation of children's rights. Such 
an incidelll undetlincs the need for the amend mel1l of the 
personal status code which does not define nn age for 
engagement, although it forbids children to marry before a 
certain age, i.e., 15 for girls and 16 fo r boys. 

What arc Jordanian women doing to amend these laws'? 
Asma enthu siast ically states that The Jordanian Women's 

fo rms of discrimination 
against women. So far. 
two campaigns hnve been 
launched. The first cam­
pa ign concerned the right 
of movement and the adult 
woman's right to an inde­
pendent passport which 
permits her 10 travel with­
oul being subject to a 
spouse's or legal 
guardian's cOl1lrol. The 
second concerned the law 
of nationali ty. Each of 
these twO campaig ns. 
which I rt~ led for it few 

months and featured the endorsemen ts of a number of influ· 
ential people. aimed at promoting awareness and garnering 
public support for the suggested ame ndments. A third cam­
paign for social and health insurance was scheduled to be 
launched last October. 

Khodr stresses that legal discri min ation is not the only or 
the worst type of injustice. "In social life. the Jordanian 
woman is subject to worse forms of discrimination which 
must be add ressed." Asma Khodr reminded us that at the 
Arab Women's Tribunal (which was he ld in June 1995 in 
Beirut), 33 women from 14 Arab countries testified brave­
ly aboul the different forms of violence to which they had 
been subjected. Violence came in various horrible forms: 
circumcision, force-feeding, early compulsory marriage, 
and ruthless beatings. Unfortun ate ly. Arab society rarely 
gives any su pport to an oppressed and abused woma n. On 
Ihe contrary, women are urged to maintain thei r silence in 
order to prevent a scandal. Asma recalls a recent incident 
which illustrates this social expectation: ··When a wcll­
known Jordanian woman doctor linally went to the police 
only after her abusive husband had tried to suffocate her, the 
reply of the judge was intim-
idating: he told her that il 
was shameful for a well-
known doctor such as herself 
to drag her husband all the 
way to the court. Violence, 
however. only gives rise to 
more viole nce if it is not 
dealt with and stopped in its 
tracks." Khodr strongly 
affirms Ihat "over Ihe )f1st few 
years, the world has learned 
of cases of women who mur-
dered their husba nds. Of 
course, Ihese are rare occur-

Ull iuli has Jc~iglled It progriull devoted to abolishing all rences. However. those 
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wives who cannot respond 
to the violence innicted by 
their husbands often end up 
innicting violence on their 
children." According to 
Khodr, this takes place for 
two reasons: 

I. the woman has inherited 
the patriarchal mentality 
and thus bel ieves that force 
is the best means of reform­
ing the chil d; and 

2. she cannot control her 
feelings of rebelliousness 

resulting from unfairness and incompat ibil ity. 

Does the law provide women with adequate solutions for 
the violence to which they may be subjected? 

Khodr sighs as she tells us that under Jordanian law, rape is 
defined as having sexual intercourse with a woman against 
her will, except if the assailant is her husband. Moreover, 
the Jordan ian Personal Status Code excuses a man for 
killing his wife, sister or daughter if he suspects that she has 
committed adultery. "However. once again I say that the 
real issue sprin gs from the society's mentality; and unless it 
changes, no real improvement can be induced ." 

What measures did the Jordanian Woman's Union take in 
response to the proble m of viole nce? 

"Recently, we established a hot-line, the line of hope, which 
until now has proved to be very successful. Seven new 
cases of violence against women are received daily, 
although information about the center was not disseminated 
widely." 

Asma Khodr explai ns that the amendment of laws and the 
establishment of the "line of hope" are only part of the solu­
tion to this global problem of violence against women. 
"The real solution must begin by promoting woman's 

awareness. enhancing her 
sense of dignity, and pro­
viding her with an alterna­
tive so that she will be capa­
ble of saying: 'No'. This 
alternative would obviously 
require economic and social 
protection. Wome n should 
become productive. because 
when the man understands 
that slapping his wife might 

lead 10 her depart ure from the 
marital horne, he will consi d­
er this act a hundred times 
before committing it." 

Finally, I asked Asnw how it 
was possible for her to b<l l­
ance her career <Ilong with her 
many voluntary activities and 
her responsibilities tow<lrds 
her family, which consists of 
her husband and their four 
children. 

Asma replied was that she 
was able to manage because 
of special circumstances. " I am lucky: I have a mother who 
lives near me and I have an understanding husblllld:' She 
then added. laugh ingly. ··a busy one, too." This does not 
mean that there are not times when Asma feels guilty. 
However. she usually resists the feeli ng and does not give in 
to it. "Most working women feel guilty and are inclined to 
blame themselves for any mistake. Th is is because we were 
brought up to believe that any professional or public activi­
ty will affect our child's and our husband's rights." She 
adds that in her experience, this is not true. ·'1 have learned 
to believe that the woman who has a successful profession­
al life is of great value to her family and children. and today 
I can say that I am very prou d of my ch ildren because they 
have independent characters and a high sense of responsi­
bility. Moreover, my children are proud of my work despite 
our emotional need to spend more time together:' Asma 
recalls proudly that her eldest daughter. who is now nine­
teen years old. came up wit h the idea of ·Teen Amnesty" 
seven years ago. Be ing in a demanding position like 
Asma's of course deprives the mother lltld ch ildren from 
spe nding enough time together. However, Asma asserts that 
in life you cannot have it all, and that there is always a price 
that one has to pay, espe-
cial ly women. On ly a few 
women are willing to be 
engaged in voluntary 
work because of the 
immense responsibilities 
they have. However. 
some of us have to take 
the in itiat ive and try 10 
change things. "After all, 
it is our children who are 
going to be nefit from our 
accomplish ments, and 
th us I cons ider my work 
part of my personal duty 
towards my children." 
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