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The Palestinian women’s movement: new realities, old concerns
A central feature of Palestinian politics in the nineties, and specifi cally after the signing of the 

Oslo agreement in 1993, was that while many Palestinians were enthusiastically debating 

laws and challenging their newly established government on the basis of equality, they were 

aware that the framework within which their new reality was constructed was an agreement 

which deprived them of their fundamental right to self-determination and independence. The 

Oslo Accords sustained Palestinian inequality with Israel; in fact, by virtue of being signed by 

Palestinian representatives and approved by the international community, they amounted to 

a written surrender to the state of Israel. Oslo thus established a new mode in international 

relations in the globalisation era, based on an acknowledgement of colonial relations by co-

opted representatives of the colonised themselves.

Another important feature of Palestine is empirical. Anyone living in Palestine in 1995-99 

would have been struck by the passion of its people in discussing every law submitted to the 

legislative council. A huge number of workshops was devoted solely to debating proposed 

legislation; there was regular media coverage of debates on law.

Participation in these activities was not restricted to professionals. Nor was it dependent on 

whether or not the participants knew the mechanism through which laws are formulated, 

or whether specifi c laws had direct or indirect effects on their lives. For the fi rst time in 

their history, Palestinians had the opportunity to pass their own legislation. It was within 

this context that the Palestinian women’s movement appealed for equal rights and equal 

citizenship for both genders, an exercise embedded in the larger trajectory of a nation still 

struggling for independence, yet celebrating limited self-rule.

The non-Islamist sections of the Palestinian women’s movement engaged in a collective 

effort to negotiate their rights and articulate a new discourse for their involvement in the 

social and political spheres. The last two years of the fi rst Intifada (1990-91) witnessed 

a growing emphasis on religio-national identity vis-à-vis the colonial occupier,1 an issue 

which bluntly - and perhaps fortunately - implicated and confronted the nationalists with 

the most sensitive subject: the gender question. A clear indication of this development was 

the women’s movement’s bold expression of its dissatisfaction with the gendered views 

and approaches of the nationalists, who have persistently relegated women’s interests to 

the bottom of the agenda, in favour of the national cause and, in the last years of the fi rst 

Intifada, in favour of political compromise with the religious parties.2

Issues that are religiously, politically and culturally sensitive started being debated publicly, 

this critique going hand-in-hand with the movement’s redefi nition of gender interests and re-

establishment and re-articulation of the very legitimacy of women’s rights. Women’s groups 

have powerfully brought to the fore the valid claim of equal rights for women on the basis of 

their equal participation in the struggle for self-determination and independence.3
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Signifi cant in the movement’s politics is the historical moment of its appeal; the ‘autonomous’ 

Palestinian women’s movement introduced into public debate issues related to equal rights 

and equal citizenship at a time when the national movement was at its ‘lowest ebb’4 due to 

international power shifts, regional political changes, local disputes over the Oslo agreement,5 

and the striking failure of the nationalists to ‘address complex issues … such as social rights, 

pluralism of worldviews, and freedom of speech’.6 Palestinian women’s activists were aware 

of the nationalist trend around the world to overlook women’s contributions once national 

liberation was won; some women’s activists expressed their disappointment with the post-

Oslo Palestinian Authority (PA) attitude towards women: in the words of one woman activist, 

‘We have worked so hard for so long, but we do not see fruits of our work’.7

The debate about women’s strategies vis-à-vis the state has arisen only in the last decade, 

with the establishment of the PA, which made possible the fi rst meeting between ‘Palestinian 

society and its leadership in exile’.8 In this period, the Palestinian women’s movement was 

the most active social movement; it brought up the question of equality and claimed its rights 

from the ‘nonsovereign government’.9 The claims of the Palestinian women’s movement not 

only drew attention to new ‘social agents’, but also provided a different interpretation of old 

problems.

A key element in the movement’s campaign is its political strategy. When the female 

participants in the Model Parliament (MP) for Family Law Reform (1997-98) were intimidated 

and labelled as western by the Islamists, as happened frequently,10 their ‘counterdefense to 

the Islamists was to ground [their] equality argument in the language of nationalism, state 

building and democracy’.11 This political strategy, which links gender equality with the ‘deep 

geopolitical inequalities of the Oslo period, not only reclaims nationalist ground from the 

Islamists, but opens up the possibility of a new democratic alliance’ with the nationalists.12 The 

same nationalists who were apologetic vis-à-vis the Islamists during the fi rst Intifada became 

supporters of women’s rights. It was the social question posed by the Model Parliament, 

which the nationalists had for a long time failed to advocate, that attracted public attention 

and nationalist support. A leftist leader commented on the Model Parliament campaign, 

saying that ‘the parliament was like a light and we had to respond’.13

This shift in the nationalists’ attitude does not signify a transformation in their discourse about 

women’s rights; it is rather due to the political space created by the women’s movement, 

which ‘opened up a political debate that had been absent’.14 The nationalists’ support for the 

women’s cause in this specifi c case confi rms the fact that the women’s question continues 

to be a matter of political pragmatism.15 Nevertheless, it validates the movement’s claim that 

their political concerns are not restricted to family law reform as such; the women’s movement 

is concerned with the question of citizens’ rights and political democracy in general.

Despite their different ideologies and heterogeneity, and even with the plurality of their 

political orientation and class background, a central element has emerged in non-Islamist 

women’s organisations: a shift towards a public interrogation of gender relations in Palestinian 

society through employing the notion of equality. This process has been paralleled by a 
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gradual institutionalisation of the women’s movement itself through the establishment of 

women’s study centres, increased numbers of grassroots women’s organisations focusing 

on empowerment and awareness raising, the setting up of women’s departments within 

ministries, etc.

In this regard, Ameri16 observes that there are two viewpoints within the Palestinian women’s 

movement concerning the issue of institutionalisation.17 One sees this development as a 

defensive action, which comes from the movement’s fear of the Palestinian Authority’s 

power to limit the scope of mass mobilisation, while the second sees it as a move away from 

the grassroots, which perhaps will weaken the roots of the movement and make it an easy 

target for the Islamists and the PA. In Egypt, professionalisation and institutionalisation were 

among the main effects of donors on the women’s movement. This led, as Al-Ali observes, 

to what has been called careerism within the women’s movement.

Model Parliament: a brief overview
The Palestinian Model Parliament was a networking project between a number of human 

rights centres, women’s centres, and women’s coalitions. It was established in 1997 with the 

aim of bringing together all parties interested in proposing Palestinian laws and legislation 

based on equality and human rights.

The Model Parliament began with planning sessions in all regions of the West Bank and 

Gaza. The activities resulted in the election of 88 members from the West Bank and 120 

members from the Gaza Strip. The parliamentary seats were divided equally between men 

and women. The participants were representatives of political parties, members of the 

Legislative Council, human rights activists, representatives of women’s organisations and 

grass-roots organisations, as well as some sheikhs.

What was striking was the fact that the MP members worked systematically to examine, 

debate and challenge the very basis of the family law, namely the issue of frame of reference, 

a fi eld which fundamentally questions the sources and consequences of any legal reform. 

Most women’s groups view family law reform as a fi gurative indication of the state’s policy 

towards not only the gender question but also towards what constitutes the identity of the 

state itself.

In order to provide MP participants with the opportunity to debate women’s rights from 

different perspectives, training courses were conducted on issues related to human rights. 

These included contemporary readings in religious thought dealing with women’s rights and 

the position of women in Islamic legislation. The training sessions compared the ideas of 

Muslim thinkers from many different periods and regions. The members of the MP were all 

conscious of the fact that the issues before them were basically a matter of power relations. 

Thus, their problem was to fi nd solutions that would help to build a new, more balanced 

equation that would strengthen the ‘progressive’ discourse while keeping the realities of 

Palestinian society in mind.
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There were two main approaches to doing this. Some participants argued that the Islamists 

should be confronted on their own ground and challenged on the basis of new and progressive 

readings and interpretations of the Qur’an. They called for a feminist interpretation of the 

Qur’an as a way to strengthen the feminist discourse.

The second viewpoint came from some ‘secular’ members in the MP, who said that Islam’s 

position on women’s rights in general is ambiguous at best, and that Islam’s compatibility 

with women’s rights cannot be resolved easily. They added that the Qur’an would have to 

be read selectively and subjectively to fi nd supportive verses, and thus feminist interpreters 

would use the same methodology as the dominant religious institutions. Furthermore, the 

feminist interpreters would have fewer texts to support their perspective, while the ‘traditional’ 

Islamic school of thought has at its disposal an arsenal from the mainstream of the Islamic 

heritage. In addition, they described the women’s battle within Islam as a losing one, not 

only because Islamic texts contain clear ideas of male superiority, but also because the 

authority of feminist interpreters of Islam would never be greater than that of the male-

dominant institutions.

These members also argued that efforts to comb through Islamic texts for evidence of 

sympathy for women would be unfruitful from the ‘liberal’ viewpoint. Their strong argument 

was that women’s struggle for their rights should be seen as a political struggle within the 

power structure of society and that any attempt to obscure this fact would serve the opposition. 

Therefore the battle should be conducted politically, taking into account the power relations 

of society and the dominant patriarchal relations in every aspect of life in Palestine and in 

the Islamic world in general.

A comprehensive evaluation was conducted at the conclusion of the MP’s activities. One of 

the main achievements of the project was its success in reaching thousands of women and 

men in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Other achievements included raising the awareness 

of political parties, especially the leftists, about issues specifi c to women, and lobbying them 

for better laws for a Palestinian society based on justice and equality. The MP initiative 

sparked a debate that had been missing from Palestinian society for a long time. The MP 

members were able to communicate their objectives to the people despite the counter-

campaign. The project succeeded in ensuring the right of women to discuss their situation 

and the discrimination against them in the current laws. The MP members crossed the 

limits and taboos set by some Islamists that forbid people from discussing shari’a. Finally, in 

implementing the slogan that the national and social struggle have to be carried out side by 

side, the MP fi lled the vacuum left by the democratic movement.

Longer-term implications
The movement’s political strategy is very signifi cant in terms of its relevance to the public/

private discussion; it is quite instructive that the women’s movement’s attempts to enter 

the monopolised public space with new claims and demands actually opened up the same 

space to the voices of the ‘stronger’ political actors. Hammami and Johnson discuss these 

changes extensively.18 They argue that the Oslo agreement produced a ‘profound crisis of 
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political visions, language, and direction for the national movement, particularly as it was 

locked in the Palestinian Authority system of rule’. Thus the Model Parliament provided an 

exceptional opportunity to the political parties to make their voices heard.

The movement has not only challenged the state on the grounds of women’s rights, but also 

thrown up profound questions about the rights of citizens vis-à-vis the state and the right of 

the whole nation to equality, citizenship, and independence at the international level. In other 

words, the movement has succeeded in making the links between the women’s question 

and people’s rights (men and women) vis-à-vis the state, and could link the two with the 

nation’s right to independence and self-determination. Interestingly, this specifi c strategy of 

Palestinian women, as Peteet19 has pointed out, emanates from the movement’s deliberate 

approach of locating their arguments within the human rights and democracy paradigm 

rather than situating the debate around issues related to sexuality. These three linkages 

made it clear that the Palestinian women’s movement has begun to make the transition from 

the ‘chorus’ seats20 to centre stage at the national theatre.

Endnotes
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