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FURTHER READING

Farlb{i z?ir]r:lkha.h'ﬁ (1991} La Réwiution sous le voile: femmes tslanigues d'fran, is an anthro-
p&lng-_Jsu account of life in post-revolutionary Iran, seen from the ;.‘n:ni CL f
.ISIHMLCJFISLE.I‘HJSI: women. Based on sixteen months’ fieldwork in Tehran ’bct'-fécnvlcﬂﬁc.:i
:.Jrlnd 1987) and on inierviews with seventy-two women of varied hal:kgm:.lnds - though
with a strong religious commitment - the book discusses aspects of religious
‘F;;‘:'Lcncc. marnage, [slamic dress, and gencral participation in the life of the capital
: e author avoids (or rather exposes the inadequacy of) stercotypes of women in
Islam, arguing that far from heing mute and passive in the face of an impesed Islamic
ld:cology, these women sec themselves, in their very varied ways, as articulate agents
1.':':]: some contrel of the mndiljan§ of their life. The book is rich in insights and a
mmc:rn; mnmglhtli ;hn: usuai feminist writings on Iranian women, with which the
Leila Mlmali's (1992) Women and Gender in Islam: Hitiorical Roots of @ Modern Debate,
explores the historical roots and development of Islamic discourses on women and’
gender from the ancient Middle East to modern Arab societics, Its main thesis is that
E conquering other cmlllsal_iom carly Islam came to adopt iheir gender systems, and
31 n 1ts gradual evolution Lslam lost its egalitarian gender vision and became hier-
archical and sexist; its cxposure (o Western socicties led o dramatic social change and
the emergence of a new discourse on women, The book not onl
of Islam but also poses a challenge 10 Muslim apologists.
: LI;EMI Mir-Hosseini's (1993) Mumqs on Trial: A Study of Islamic Family Law is about
amily law in theory and practice in two Muslim societies: Iran and Morocco, Based
on fieldwork in the courts and outside, as well as on cxlensive analyses of both law
hooks and court records, the book focuses on the dynamics of marriage and the conse-
quences of its hreakd.o-l-vn, as well as the way in which litigants manipulate the law in
order to resolve marital difficulties. Taking an interdisciplinary approach which
straddles law and anthropology, the book shows how women use the court system 1o
renegotiate the terms of their Shar®a marriage contract, and how they can wm the

very rules that give men power in marriage 10 ¢ i i
_ : onlain that itin L
with their personal marital aims, = Zebsas Ll
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Chapter 10

The women’s movement, feminism
and the national struggle in Palestine

Unresolved contradictions

Kathy Glavanis-Grantham

On 13 July 1992, a press conference organised by all four Palestinian women's
committees was held in East Jerusalem under the utle ‘No To Intellectual
Oppression’. The four speakers on the panel were, in typical Palestinian style,
chosen with care to give representation to the spectrum of political and social
forces that constitute the bulwark of the wider nationalist and women's move-
ments: a leading activist from one of the women’s committees, a well-known
and nationally respected figure in a number of Nablus-based women’s
charitable societies, a university lecturer of English literature who has written
on issues of feminism and natonal liberation, and most important of all, Faisal
al-Hussaini, the only man, the leader of the Advisory Group to one of the
first Palestinian peace delegation and the acknowledged Rgurehead of Fateh,
the largest political organisation in the Occupied Territories. The immediate
reason for the calling of the press conference was the receiving of a number
of threatening letters from *fundamentalist Islamic groups during the Women's
Film Festival in Jerusalem in June’ 1992, an event organised by the Women’s
Studies Centre, the only women’s organisation to my knowledge with an
acknowledged commitment to a feminist agenda.® The speakers and audience
alfirmed that this was not an isolated incident, but was representative of a
continuing assault on Palestinian women and their freedom of expression,
which has primarily focused on the imposition of a dress code, where short
sleeves, tights, and uncovered heads are equated with immoral behaviour.
Analyses and suggested solutions varied, depending on gender and politics,
ranging [rom al-Hussaini’s focus on the lack of popular committees and a
call for their reintroduction, to the lack of democracy within Palestinian
society and institutions in general, and the specific call for a more active
participation of women in these bodies.’

This event portrays in a microcosm the underlying dynamics and contra-
dictions at play in the current Palestinian women’s and nationalist movements
within the Occupied Territories and the relationship between the two. First,
it usually takes a crisis situation to address a “social’ issue within the Palestnian
political context. The Ramallah venue of the Women's Film Festival had tw
be cancelled because of threats to the institution meant to host it, while
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members of the panel and audience admitted the widespread nature of the
phenomenon. The main parameters of the organisation of the event and
the discussion which ensued were nationalist and political, with a stress
on the importance of unity Both al-Hussaini and the women speakers,
including members of the audience, stressed the necessity of a transformation
in political organisation, with popular committees,* an essentially male
domain, being the answer for al-Hussaini, while women participants stressed
the need for greater democracy and the incorporation of larger numbers of
women within the existing political structures. Within the women’s movement
in Palestine, democratisation essentially is used to refer to the inclusion of
women in the political decision making process and remains an oblique but
acceptable way of addressing gender inequality within Palestinian society. The
composition of the panel ensured that the press conference was seen to be
based on a consensus and represented a unified, nationalist position. A demo-
graphic, geographic and political cross-section of representatives was selected
to give weight and legitimacy to the event and the issue at hand: women’s
oppression by Islamic ‘fundamentalists’. Older, more traditional charitable
society members, younger, more radical progressive women's committee
activists, and professional, urban-based, middle-class independents were all
represented. Finally, the inclusion of Faisal al-Hussaini is indicative of the
women's committees’ vulnerability in addressing publicly controversial social
issues on their own and their need for political and male protection vis d vis
the Islamic ‘fundamentalists’. The presence of such a well-respected and main-
stream political male personality is seen by the women’s committees as one
of the most effective means of counteracting charges of immoral and anti-
nationalist behaviour by the more conservative elements in Palestinian society.

Although the Palestinian women's movement in the Occupied Territories
has undergone considerable change and expansion since the late 1970s and
early 1980s, when the four main women’s committees affiliated to the four
major political groups operating in the Occupied Territories were first estab-
lished, much has remained the same.® At that time, women political activists
from the main political parties came together to form specifically women’s
organisations in order to broaden the struggle for national liberation and to
enhance women’s role in this process.” Women's equality within the national
movemnent and the political process was assumed to be gained primarily
through education and women's integration into the workforce. It was thought
that once women were educated and employed, their political consciousness
would be raised 10 the necessary level for their participation on an equal
footing with men in the political organisations and institutions within
Palestinian society. Hence, all of the women's committees, despite their polit-
ical differences, organised literacy programmes, established nurseries and
kindergartens to facilitate working mother-members, and promoted income
generation projects to lessen women’s economic dependence and provide thern
with useful, remunerative skills,
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Thus, from the very start, the contours, parameters and contradictions
characterising the women's movemnent were set. The women's movement in
general was inextricably part of the wider nationalist movement and in partic-
ular the women's committees were affiliated to separate political organisations
and were organised by activist women from these organisations. This period
of Palestinian history witnessed the proliferation of a whole variety of grass-
roots committees, as the officially underground and illegal resistance organi-
sations attempted to broaden their membership at a more popular level,
especially after the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the subsequent forced
dispersal of PLO fighters from the area which made the option of armed
struggle considerably more difficult. This was a crucial period in the devel-
opment of a Palestinian national consciousness which gained its form and
content through the daily acts of resistance and defiance against Israeli oppres-
sion and the denial of their national rights. As a result, regardless of the
diversity among the political organisations and their affiliated committees as
to ideology, the common and unifying agenda was national liberation and
self-determination.” All other agendas, such as gender and class, were for the
most part relegated as secondary and were seen essentially as relevant issues
for post-independence society.

As women's organisations, the programmes of the committees were indis-
tinguishable from those supported by the more traditional charitable societies.
Income-generation projects were essentially an extension of women's domestic
work, although some of the committees atternpted to transform social rela-
tions through the establishment of small-scale co-operatives and to teach non-
traditional female skills such as brasswork. As a movement, it gave expression
to a female and not a feminist consciousness,® based on ‘women's awareness
of their rights within the prevailing division of labour and dominant ideclogy’.?
That is, the contemporary Palestinian women’s movement at its inception had
no ferninist agenda based on a femninist consciousness, i.e. ‘women’s aware-
ness of their subordinate position within a cultural and power system and the
articulation of a specifically female perspective on the social process’?

Thus, from its inception, the contemporary Palestinian women's movement
in the Occupied Territories was built on inherent and objective contradictions
and limitations. Although the women's committees focused their recruitment
along gender lines, the primary content of their agenda was politucal and
nationalistic. And as the focus was on the national struggle, the rhetoric of
unity was predominant in spite of the underlying political differences and com-
petition among the four committees and their parent political organisations,

This particular configuration of forces and conditions which shaped the
formation of the contemnporary Palestinian women's movemnent had long-term
repercussions on its future development, making the transformation of the
committees into.a united, independent democratic women's movement, with
a clearly defined ‘social’ agenda, the goal espoused by all of the four major
women's committees to a varying degree, a seemingly impossible achievement.
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. Tnda-_y, as indicated by the July press conference, the women's movemnent
in particular and women’s freedom and liberties in general are under attack
by conservative social and political forces in Palestinian society. Although this
opposition 15 expressed religiously and is spearhcaded by Hamas'' the Arabic
acronym of the Islamic Resistance Movement founded in early 1988, it
llh:l ::'vcr}rthmg else in Palestinian society, represents primarily a cc:rnten;ling,
pelitical agenda which is vying for a larger constituency among Palestinians
in the Docup?cd Territories.'? At the same time, the women's movement is
currently passing through a stage of self-cniicism and re-evaluation. In May
1992, the Womens Research and Development Committee of the Bisan
l_h:sea.rch an-:'] !}cvclnprnunt Centre, Ramallah, organised a seminar under the
utlc,t ‘Palestinian Women's Organisations and Democracy’.' The three
seminar papers presented by female academics from Birzeit University,
aJ!Ju.j-ugh one is also a committee activist, focused on the lack of democracy
wnmrm Falestinian society at large and within the women’s commitiees in
];t'fimcular. The activist and co-ordinator of the Bisan's Women’s Committee,
Eileen Kuttab, went so far as to say that ‘the women’s committecs as they are
currently constituted are elite groupings of women that do not represent the
interests ctt" the majority of Palestinian women, whom they have left as
either to liberal western ideology or to Islamic fundamentalist ideology’ “PSrg
called for the expansion of leadership cadres ‘and the base of Palc;thian
wamern’s committees with new and different elements: these new elements
must mc_ludc young people and working class people and they must be incor-
porated into the decision-making process’.'” A secondary criticism of both the
wor:-mn’s committees and the nationalist movement was the continued absence
of ‘a E:E:Tpku:- social program which addresses the nceds of Palestinian
women’,™ the fifth out of six recommendations summarised at the close of
the seminar. An even more scathing critique of the women’s committees was
expressed by Fadwa Labadi, a women’s committee activist associated with the

Jerusalern Women's Studies Centre, on the occasi .
: ’ casion of [nternati r
Day in March, 1992,V ational Women's

we have yet to witness a women’s movement which has addressed the
concrete and fundamental issues directly related to women. . .. What has
our wo‘mm’a movement achieved for Palestinian women? Nothing The
:wnrm:rn s movement has become paralysed, and disease has spread through
its veins. The masses have left and the movement is not in a position to
hnng_ them back. . .. I think the most important demand women can raise
on this day is that their leadership be put on trial. . . . The movement must
demand a re-evaluation of its work. We must move from the reiteration of
cmpty slogans to the implementation of our demands.'®

'_1" his fnond is a f:ar cry from the heady and exuberant days of the first year and
a h.jalt ol‘_ the Intifada, at which time most women activists and commentators
praised in necar unequivocal fashion the social and political transformation
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accurring within Palestinian society in general and in women's role and posi-
ton within it.'” Women were seen to have broken the traditional patriarchal
barriers to an activist role in the nationalist struggle, whereby they took to the
streets in unprecedented numbers, physically fighting against heavily armed
Isracli soldiers, thus challenging the predominant stereotype of the domes-
ticated and repressed Arab woman.” How are we to understand and evaluate
what has transpired during the nearly five years of the Palestinian Intifada as
regards the women'’s movement? Are we to accept the devastating critique of
Fadwa Labadi — that the women's committees have achieved nothing for their
constituency and that the women'’s movement is back to square one of the pre-
Inuifada days?

During the Intifada, Palestinian society in the Occupied Territories has
experienced far-reaching changes, but these changes have been neither
unilinear nor geometric. While it is extremely difficult, i not impossible, to
evaluate the precise nature of change during 2 period of flux, the collective
and individual experiences of the Intifada have brought into serious question
the hegemony of the Isracli Zionist state and its military rule over Palestinians
and have contributed to the development of a revitalised national self confi-
dence among Palestinians. As for women, while they too have been part of
the above general process, their experiences of the Intifada have been gendered
which has contributed to the development of a more feminist consciousness.
As Peteet has argued for Palestinian women in Lebanon,

A specifically Palestinian feminist perspective emerged in the context of a
contradiction between women’s national consciousness and a structurally
grounded and culurally-sanctioned limit on fcmale autonomy that
prevented women from a practice of the former.*

Similar to their sisters in Lebanon, Palestinian women cadres and activists
in the Occupied Territories through their participation in the nationalist
struggle [or self-determination have come increasingly to realise and acknowl-
edge that participation in the struggle does not necessarily lead to greater
political power and authority nor does it insure increased respect and pres-
tige within society. From the consistent chorus of voices raised by women's
committee activists in their publications and open forums since the latter half
of 1990, it is possible to gauge the high level of their dissatisfaction with the
extent of their representation within Palestinian political organisations and
institutions in general.”? On the level of the individual woman activist, it has
come to be recognised that while the collectivity of women may have gained
in social status as a result of women's participation in the struggle, the indi-
vidual women involved often face considerable social stigma, especially if they
have been in prison.”

Another expression of women activists’ awareness of their current margin-
alisation uis @ vis the wider nationalist struggle and their vulnerable position
in post-independence society is their constant reference to the Algerian case
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asa foreboc_lir:lg of what is possibly in store for women in Palestine.?* Palestinian
women activists warn of the dangers of subordinating the social struggle to
thc‘ national struggle to the extent that women may have the gains of the
Intifada subverted and be forced to return to the domesticity of former years
as were women activists in post-liberation Algeria, ’

However, in spite of this emerging feminist consciousness among activists
and ca::ln:s of the women’s committees and a small number of ‘independent’
Prol!'cslsmnal_, middle-class women® who have been fighting for recognition and
mciusm1n ':Ulﬂlil'j the Palestinian women’s movement in general, and specifi-
cally within the Unified Women’s Couneil since 1989,% feminism remains
on the whole a derogatory label which connotes unacceptable social and
political behaviour for Palestinian women at this stage of the national struggle
In acl:ua.ht}r,‘ there is no word for feminism or feminist in the Arabic Ianguagc-
The_ :athELW'ﬂ.l form of the collecive noun for women, misa’, mnnntﬂ:
femlnmc or womnen’s. Thus, in order to connote the meaning of feminist, it
is necessary to transliterate the word into Arabic.?” Within Palestinian sociery,
ﬁ_-rr_nmsm 15 equated with sexual libertarianism which is thought to charac:
terise wumren’s social behaviour in the West and therefore to be antithetical
to the famll}r—nricntcd and gender-hierarchical Palestinian society. Within the
wumel‘li’ﬁ. committees who are sceptical of it, it is primarily identified with
the political behaviour of the ‘independents’ and the committee members who
have encouraged their inclusion in the Unified Women’s Council 28

T‘h? extent _1:-!‘ the general opposition to an explicit feminist agenda in
Palestinian society is indicated by the difficultics faced by a group of women
headed by S‘ahar Khalifa, a well-known Palestinian writer and considered
avant-ga:rdc in her social behaviour, when they attempted o set up the
Wumf:ns Resource and Training Centre in Nablus, During the year and a
half it took for the centre to be established (1989-50), the founding

group faced hostility and scepticism. They were confronted with questions
such as:

Do you Plan on freating women as a separate category from men and
encouraging women towards crime? Are you going to imitate American
ch:n[sts, thereby distancing women from the problems and development
of their country and their love of men?®

The founding group attributes their eventual success to the fact that [we]
proved that we are with men, not against them, that we are for the devel-
opment ::tf women, without whom it makes talking about national libera-
uon in its full sense difficult, ... [we support] intellectual and political
Fiu:a]mm, differences of opinion and discussion, all liberation movements
in a%l parts of the world and change contributing to progress. We are not
partsan to any philosophy or particular ideology ... and perhaps 1t is
for this reason, [that we are open to all], that we were able to gain the
confidence of a conservative city such as Nablus.®
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Thus, in the general context of a society in the process of challenging the
legitimacy of a colonial settler regime and its historical right to govern over
that society, and in the specific context of the Zionist state and its unigue
relation to international Jewish organisations such as the Jewish National Fund,
which claims legal ownership of all ‘state’ land occupied or purchased within
the 1948 boundaries and likewise within those parts of historical Palestine
occupied in 1967 (the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem), and
in light of the recent historical phase of massive Jewish emigration from the
former Soviet Union and the subsequent intensified settlement policy of
the former Likud government within the Occupied Territories, it is not
surprising that the national struggle for Palestinian self-determination has
taken precedence over all other struggles and social issues within the Occupied
Territories. In terms of the women’s movement, ‘social’ or gender issues as
they pertain to the cultural realm have come to the forefront of public debate
only when the wider nationalist political struggle has been facing internal
contradictions and in times of crisis when these issues have been forced upon
it. And even then, the women’s movement has been slow to act and challenge
openly manifestations of gender inequality pertaining to women’s social
position within Palestinian sociery.

A clear example of this is the women's movermnent’s handling of the attempt
by Hamas and other conservative forces to impose a dress code among women
in the Gaza Strip and, to a lesser degree, in the West Bank. The issue was not
challenged publicly until the summer of 1989, following a particularly dramatic
incident between two well-known activist women from the Gaza Strip and a
group of youths in one of the main markets in Gaza City. Although the women
were wearing headscarves, they were threatingly ordered to cover ‘all’ of their
hair. When one of the women said she would defend herself with a knife which
was in her bag and started to unzip it, the youths started shouting to the crowd
that the women were collaborators and were carrying a tape recorder. They
were then chased en masse by a crowd of men into a local shop, where they
substantiated that they were not carrying any recording device. Subsequently,
the youths were ‘tried’ by a popular committee and found guilty They were
made to apologise to the women and their families and to pay a considerable
fine of 3,000 Jordanian dinars or approximately £1,100.%!

It was only then that the Unified Women's Council pressurised the reticent
Unified National Leadership of the Intifada to issue a statement in Leaflet
43, condemning the imposition of a dress code on Palestinian women. This
occurred, however, only after the Unified Women’s Council issued their own
statement against the phenomenon.” But, by that time, it was virtually impos-
sible for a woman in the Gaza Strip to walk on the street with her head
uncovered, wearing short sleeves, or a skirt to the knees. Why had the women’s
committees waited so long to act concerning an issue which directly affected
the personal freedom of thousands of Palestinian women and which had been
going on for well over a year, especially since the summer of 1988?%
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It was only in December 1990, one year and four months later, that the
ssue was addressed in a public forum. At that time, the Bisan Centre’s
Women's Studies Committee held a conference under the general and vague
title of “The Intifada and Some Women's Social Issues', where the issue of
the dress code (kgab) and other negative phenomenon uis d i women, c.g the
drop in the age of marriage for women and the increase in the dropout rate
of female secondary and university students, were discussed.” However, it was
not the issue discussed, as considerable attention was focused on Palestinian
women's lack of political representation in this forum. The organisers had
faced much trepidation in the actual holding of such an event, as fear of
threats and reprisals were rampant. A well-known and nationally respected
female head of a charitable society even declined to participate in the confer-
ence as part of one of the panels.*® And, once again, Faisal al-Hussaini was
needed to give legitimacy to the issue and protection to those organising the
event by presenting one of the opening speeches which had little relevance to
the subject of the conference. Nevertheless, the women’s movement has been
unsuccessful in reversing the imposition of a dress code in the Gaza Strip, in
spite of official condemnation by Hamas and all nationalist political organisa-
tions, and has shifted its emphasis back again to the political arena and the
issue of democracy within the women's committees.

In conclusion, I would argue that in the articulation of the women’s move-
ment’s current slogans of unity and democracy and in its demand for the cqual
importance of the socal and political agendas are inherent contradictions which
emanate from the particular conjuncture of forces and circumstances which
have given rise and helped to shape the contemporary Palestinian women’s
movement and which help to explain the current dilemma facing this move-
ment in its struggle against gender inequality within Palestinian society. Unity is
crucial in the struggle for Palestinian self-determination against Israeli occu-
pation, while democracy provides the space needed for all marginal social and
political forces to express themselves in the ongoing struggle over hegemony
within Palestinian society, be they those arguing for gender issues or for a rad-
ical, non-capitalist alternative to the organisation of society. But these wo things
are in objective contradiction to one another. Likewise, a clear commitment to
a soctal agenda by the women’s movement is required if they are to Justify their
existence as a separate movement and if they are to address and give voice to
the real gender inequalities characterising social and political relations within
Falestinian society. On the other hand, the historical, ideological and pragmatic
links berween the women's commitices, the vanguard of the Palestinian
women’s movement, and the political organisations and Power structures can-
not be denied. Similarly, the immediacy and the determinancy of the political
within Palestinian society at its current juncture precludes the possibility of the
withdrawal of the women's movement and its leaders from this arena. Not even
the most critical of the women's committees’ lack of a commitment to a social
agenda would suggest that they abandon the nationalist struggle.™
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In the end, the most serious dilemma facing the v_.rormn’s m“éMtE:ﬁ[;r; :nm!y
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and limit the possibilities of their participation in the wider women :;lm ;
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Palestinian women’s movement indeed has a difficult and an unenviable

in front of it
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me Resistance Movemeny (p. 71}, referring to th ;
(1981) ‘Female Consciousness and l:?«::n'llI i i oo Sintin
mal cctive Action: ] ;
1910-1918", in N. Keohane, M. Rosaldo a;d B1mc:jtl;?:£a:eﬁ9mlmﬁa?rwmlnp;,

Crie I gt &
5 P:l::r(?gﬁ} -:Tkg Chicago: Chicago University Press,

10 ihid.
1AL : fot 4
mﬂ::r ;ﬂd: i)dls[uﬂ organ ucf'd_u Muslim Brotherhood which was forced by the
main political ;rn:pa et:pf:lzzgdcr:;:&fm ?h-lld m‘:“;lam e D on = the e
¥ i the ear Iprisi
G ;.:::c:l ::ruggis anuiiddllé:cmblhhmmt ol an ls!aliic ;’;‘lﬁ:!hc i aine b e
‘more deta iscussion of A, nen’ i
% Fl:]Dcuplcd R it fﬁja“d the women's movement in the
or a summary of the seminar’s proceeding.
i S, P ngs, sce Mawr Fom Withi
publzhhi_dl i;;d al-Fajr The Dawn 1992, 13(626): 11. The full pmc?ed?{ng i$u$
e, isan Research and Development Centre in Ramallah
Naws From Within 1992, 8(6): 12 :
15 ibid. '
16 ibid.
" : ]
7 z‘z an D:darpmw m::;‘ anDd Inﬁmn of the original article by Fadwa Labadi enti
s Day: Palestinian Women's M i
s e \ n3 Movement on Trial' in
:g ;:‘P;Ld1 iy v 10, see Nans From Within 1992, B(5) 8-11.
or examples of this type of material i
women'’s committees during this xrit;dm:f Ilj::i f;::;;;:: e Tiehite
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20 Sce for example Giacaman and Johnson (1989) and Kuttab (1990).

21 Peteer (1991: 72).

22 Sec Women's Studies Commuittee (1991) The fatifada and Some Women's Social Issues,
‘Final Resolutions’, pp. 23-9. See also the contributions of Kuttab, al-'Asali, and
the four representatives of the Women'’s Committees’ Workshop, Liftawi, Nassar,
Qura, and al-Barghuthi. All but Qura, representing the Union of Women's
Committees for Social Work, the mainstream women's committee, focus on the
lack of female participation in political decision making.

23 ibid., p. 25. Petect also mentions a similar phenomenon for Palestinian female
resistance fighters in Lebanon, who are often considered to have loose morals,
except if they are killed heroically in batle, and then they are catapulted to the
status of hero. See Peteet (1991 152-3).

24 ‘Women's Studies Committee (1991) The Inijfada and Some Women's Soctal [ssues, p. 90
{Lifiawi), p. 108 (al-Barghuthi} and p. 34 (Kuuab). See also Labadi (1992: 11),

25 The ‘independents’ (al-mustagila) emerged as a political and social force during
the Intifada. They were, and remain, a disparate group of women academics and
prolessionals who have had varying degrees of contact and relations with the four
women's committees, but who have refused to join these organisations officially
duc primarily to the formers’ political affiliation with illegal and underground
organisations. They have tended to stress the need for a united women's move-
ment, above ‘factionalist® politics, which would focus on women's issues and not

nationalist politics.

26 During the first year of the Intifada, the four women's commitiees formed the
Higher Women's Council (HWC) primarily to enhance their political legitimacy
and increase their weight oir-d-ois the Unified National Leadership of the Uprising.
A co-ordinating committec for the women's committees had existed since 1984,
but it was the political context that provided the main impetus for the formation
of the HWC. It was later renamed the Unified Women's Council (UWC) and has
been plagued by differences among the committee representatives emanating
primarily from political differences. For a fuller discussion of the HWC and the
UWC, sec Hiltermann (1991). See also Liftawi (1991), MNassar (1991) and al-
Barghuthi (1991) for a critique of the UWC from the point of view of the threc
progressive women's committees,

27 For an example, see ‘Introduction’ to Women's Affars, May 1991: 2.

28 Sce Nassar (1991: 96) for a critique of the political role of the ‘independents’ and
their supporters within the women's committees,

29 ‘Introduction’, Wemen’s Affarrs, May 1991: 2. Women's Affars is the first publication
of the Mablus-bascd Women's Resource and Training Centre, which has also set
up a branch in the Gaza Stip.

30 ibid.

31 For more details of this incident, see Hammami (19940].

32 See Nassar (1991: 97).

33 Part of the explanation is the fact that the women's political leadership resides
predominanty in the central region of the West Bank, i.e. Jerusalem and Ramallah,
and hence was basically unaffected by the phenomenon, which focused on Gazan
women. Had it not been for the dramatic event involving the two well-known
activists with strong links with the movement in the West Bank, the issue might
have not gained the attention it did at that tme.

34 In the discourse on the issue of the dress code within Palestine and the Arab world
in general, the Arabic word for women's veiling (fgiab) is used.

35 Personal communication with one of the organisers of the conference, December

1990.
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36 See Labadi (1992: 11}

37 In 1990, the birth rate in Gaza was 34.6 per thousand population, and in the
Woest Bank it was 44.1 per thousand. The annual population growth rate for
the same year was 5.2 in Gaza, and 4.3 in the West Bank (lorael Statisiical Abstrac
15991, Jeruzalem: Central Bureau of Statistics).

38 Seec Nassar (1991).

39 See the summary of a rescarch project on Shati’, a refugee camp in the Gaza
Strip, by Erica Lang and Itimad Mohanna (1991) ‘Women and Work in One
Refugee Camp of the Gaza Strip', where they state that 57.8 per cent of the
sample of women had not even heard of the women's committees (p. 15). A study
by Suha Hindiyyeh and Afaf Ghazauna (nd) shows that 93.1 per cent of the
women interviewed were not active in the women's committees (p. 5).
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FURTHER READING

It 15 necessary to make a few general comments about the nature of the literature on
Palestinian society under Israeli occupation. First, sociclogical and anthropological
studies on Palestinian society in English and in Arabic are limited in number. Given
the primacy of the political and military struggle, most works on Palestine have focused
on these dimensions. Second, the cthics and sensitivity of undertaking research on a
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people under occupation need to be taken into consideration. The realities of [sracli
occupation determine to a large extent what can and cannot be researched, both
practically and pelitically. Finally, due to the highly politicised nature of Palestinian
society, most researchers will tend to have a closer relationship with those in a partic-
ular political group. This political reality may aflect the researcher’s access 1o data
and their interpretation.

In terms of studies on gender issues in Palestine, there is an even greater paucity.
As the reader will have noticed from the sources used in this chapter, most of the
literature is written in Arabic by local women’s committees and organisations. Hence,
it is not easily accessible, especially to the nen-Arabic reader. Likewise, as it is mainly
produced by politicised women's groups for mobilisation and recruitment purposcs,
this literature tends to be more journalistic than academic. Thus, there are very few
detailed, empirically grounded and analytical texts on gender issues in Palestine. A
useful bibliography of the literature is Amnotaled Bibliography on Palestinian Women,
compiled by Pari Baumman and updated by Rema Hammami (1989, Jerusalem: Arab
Thought Forum).

Nevertheless, there are a few texts available to the English reader which provide
an overview of the women's question in Palestine. Perhaps the best introduction is
Kiry Wammock’s (1990) Land Before Honour: Falestinian Women in the Occupied Territories
{Basingstoke: Maemillan). Warnock taught culural studies at Birzeit University
from 1981 wnul 1986 and hence developed a well-grounded understanding of
Palestinian society. Her study is built upon a series of in-depth interviews with
Palestinian women.

Another useful text is Joost Hiltermann's (1991) Behind the Intifada: Labor and Women's
Movements in the Occupied Temitories. Hiltermann carried out his research, which was
oniginally for his doctorate in sociology, from 1984 until 1989 while he worked for
al-Haq, a Palestinian human rights organisation in Ramallah. Hiltermann’s study
examines the processes of mass mobilisation under occupation, with a specific focus
on the labour and the women's movements. By his own account, Hiltermann origi-
nally relied upon his close ties to ‘one particular faction of the Palestinian national
movemnent’ (1991: x}. Although he states that he has tried to rectify this bias in the
final published text, I think that this tendency still remains. However, a more general
comment is that his analysis of the women's movement relies heavily upon the textual
analysis of women's committees' documents and interviews with their leadership.
Hence, there are few data about or analysis of ordinary women in villages and rcfugee
camps. The sex/gender of the researcher is relevant in this respect.

Another body of literature on Palestine grew considerably during the Intifada years,
1987-93. During this period, the Occupied Territories of Palestine were inundated
with foreign journalists, activists and academics, many of whom had no previous exper-
tise in the area, knew no Arabic, and usually stayed for brief periods. Some of them
wrote autobiographical accounts of their experiences. Many of these accounts are
written for women. Examples includes Helen Winternitz's (1991} A Season of Stones:
Luing in a Palestinian Village (New York: Adantic Monthly), Janine Di Giovanni's (1993)
Against the Stranger: Lives in Occupied Territory (London: Viking) and Sherna Berger Gluck's
(1993) An American Feminisi in Palesiine: The Intifada Years (Philadclphia, PA: Temple
University Press). One account which focuses specifically on women and gender issues
is Philippa Strum’s (1992) The Women are Marching: The Second Sex and the Palestinian
Reolution (New York: Lawrenece Hill). These works should be read with considerable
caution.

Finally, particular mention should be made of Julie M. Peteet's (1991) Gender in
Crisis: Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement. Although this work [ocuses on
Lebanon, it is well worth reading for those interested in gender issues in Palestine,
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Petect, an anthropologist, carried out her fieldwork from 1380 1o 1982, but had
previously lived in Lebanon. She brings to her data a highly nuanced analytical and
critical perspective. This work represents, in my opinion, the best study to date of
the complex relationship between nationalism and feminism within a Palestinian
contexl.



