
27. Gender Policy in Family and Society among

Palestinian Citizens of Israel: Outside and Inside

Influences

Khawla Abu-Baker

Introduction

This article attempts to analyze and discuss the issue of the lack of gender equality

in Palestinian society in Israel. It focuses on the dialectics of a complex of influen-

ces, the intersection of factors stemming from Israel’s policies as a sovereign state

toward its Palestinian minority on the one hand and factors stemming from the con-

sideration of the society of Palestinian citizens of Israel toward its male and female

members, on the other hand.

The scope of this article is too short to describe, in its introduction, the massive

activity, fieldwork and the rapid positive changes that Palestinian women are expe-

riencing in the public and private spheres. The article therefore focuses on an ex-

amination of the factors imposed by the State of Israel and those acting on the side

of Palestinian society that lead to the continuation of gender discrimination in that

society.

The first main argument presented here is: The society of Palestinian citizens of

Israel is characterized by both traditionalism and modernity, conservatism and

change that are experienced simultaneously, integrated within its daily life and in

the main these processes coexist in harmony.1 It is impossible to understand these

dynamics without understanding the intersectionality between official institutions

of the State of Israel and the institutions of Palestinian society. Intersectionality re-

lates to the influence of the intersection between practices or systems of oppression,

hegemony and discrimination.

The second main argument is therefore that outside factors, represented by

state institutions act together with internal factors represented by patriarchal fig-

ures in Palestinian society to exert different forms of systemic and institutionalized

oppression, both overt and covert, on individuals and groups in Palestinian society

that shape policy regarding social stratification and gender within it.

Systemic institutionalized oppression takes place when laws, customs and prac-

tices reflect and create a lack of equality based on the membership of the individual

in a particular social group. If the circumstances of oppression are imposed through
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institutional laws, customs and practices, then the institution is considered oppres-

sive, whether the individuals working in that institution intend to oppress or not.2

Historical, cultural, national and geographic reasons have meant that various

cultural influences act on Palestinian citizens of Israel simultaneously, and each of

them in turn generates unique acculturation and socialization processes. These in-

fluences include: firstly, the State of Israel, including its institutions, laws and cul-

ture. This factor exposes Palestinian society to laws, institutions and a lifestyle that

is mostly “Western” and does not constitute a natural continuation of the experi-

ence of this society’s traditional way of life. Secondly, Palestinian society inside Is-

rael is influenced by the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and Gaza and the

diaspora: this influence is divided into the national facet with all its various hues

represented by political movements and parties and the cultural facet including po-

litical Islam as a comprehensive lifestyle. Thirdly, the Arab world, especially

through Arab satellite media, literature, music, other entertainment and printed me-

dia: this influence reinforces the fluency of literary Arabic, exposing the Arab world

to local dialects, mentalities and different family values, processes of democratiza-

tion on the one hand and Islamization on the other hand with all its various

streams. Fourthly, globalization, especially its influence on youth culture and the

culture dealing with hi-tech and business.

The Ecological Systems Theory of Bronfenbrenner3 attempted to explain how

humans live in their ecological environment, including their relations with the fam-

ily, institutions serving the individual such as education, welfare, politics, media

systems, laws, and cultural values and the influence of the interaction between

these different factors on the individual. This broad and deep systemic perspective

will help us to understand the individual Palestinian citizen of Israel living in a

complex ecology composed of an entirety of the above-mentioned circles of influ-

ence acting simultaneously, sometimes in harmony and at other times creating dis-

sonance.

Intersectionality of the influence of the state

State laws that intervene in and shape the social structure of Palestinian society

On the eve of the establishment of the State of Israel, 15% of the Palestinian popula-

tion lost their state and became a minority group, citizens of a newly created state.4

Macro-changes were imposed upon this group, including change in geographical
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domicile, especially for all the displaced internal refugees, and change in status

from landowners to destitution. There was also a cultural change from belonging to

a Palestinian state with a dominant Arab culture to belonging to a “Western” state

with a dominant Israeli Jewish culture, from a state influenced by the Islamic reli-

gion to a state influenced by Judaism. The prevalent consideration of the Palestinian

population toward the laws and culture of the young state, which were enforced

upon them, was one of suspicion and hostility.5 Laws that influenced the Palesti-

nian population were firstly the Compulsory Education Act (1949) that obliged all

parents to ensure the regular attendance of their children in educational institutions

from grade 1 through grade 8. This law was amended in 1968 with the reform of jun-

ior high schools, extending compulsory education to grade 9. In 2007, the Knesset

authorized an additional extension to the end of grade 12.6

In 1945, the Palestinian Arab population numbered 1.2 million residents. Pales-

tinian school students in state education in that year numbered 56,359 boys (78.6%)

and 15,303 girls (21.4%). The number of Palestinian students in private education

systems (Christian and Muslim) stood at 36,673, 43% of them were boys.7 The Com-

pulsory Education Act altered the structure of the classic existing social stratifica-

tion, abolishing the work force of children and adolescents, and allowing poor chil-

dren to receive education like the wealthy, and enabling the general population of

girls to receive the same education as the boys.

The second law with far-reaching effects was the Marriage Age Act (1950) that

was amended in 2012, raising marriage age to 18 years and supporting the enforce-

ment of the first act. The third law that challenged the power relations structure in

the Palestinian family was the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act (1991) that

tested the concepts of parental control, parental authority and equal rights between

spouses; in fact, it created new norms for marital and family relations.

These three laws were mostly received by Palestinian citizens with resistance

and hostility was demonstrated toward the state that was accused of trying to con-

trol Palestinian society’s institutions and culture. Palestinian society also related

with animosity toward the Palestinian officials and activists who acted to promote

the laws and accused them of cooptation and betrayal of cultural values. This reality

was characteristic throughout the period of the military regime that was imposed on

the Palestinian population until 1966.8
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Education and new elites

Financial difficulties on the one hand and the restriction of freedom of movement

due to the conditions of the military regime on the other hand encouraged Palesti-

nian families to promote the education of a tiny percentage of young people, who

acquired higher education in Israel and abroad and became the new elite. These

academic cadres gradually replaced the traditional leadership in the management

of local governments and political, economic, educational and social institutions. In

the 1970s, academics constituted a mere 0.4% of the Palestinian population. This

rose to 2.2% in the 1980s and to 3% in the 1990s.9 There were just a few hundred

Palestinian women graduates constituting a tiny percentage of the population. This

reality did not enable equality between the sexes since the number of those with

high school and higher education was totally unequal for men and women. This

equality became possible, with even a tilt in preference of women, only in the 21st

century. Thus, by 2012, the percentage of Palestinian men in the Israeli population

completing 16+ years of education was 11.6% in contrast to 12.6% Palestinian wom-

en.10

The occupation of the West Bank of Jordan and the Gaza Strip by Israel, and the

opening of these borders to the culture of the Arab world and its political and reli-

gious institutions led to new and varied influences on the Palestinian citizens of Is-

rael. They were exposed to a world of educated women, employed in senior posi-

tions in the West Bank and Gaza Strip as doctors, engineers, pharmacists, school

principals and teachers in schools for girls. The work of these women was enabled

especially, and paradoxically, through the separation of the sexes in education that

operated there and in most of the states of the Arab world. Palestinians in Israel

learned that their political/national reality led them to be held back in the race for

progress, especially with regard to higher education for women.

In response to the Israeli policy of intensive appropriation of lands, imposed on

the Palestinian population until the 1970s, the younger academic generation initi-

ated widespread political activity that reached a peak with the establishment of the

Democratic Front for Peace and Equality, that gradually replaced the rule of the

mukhtars (village heads) in Palestinian society. Due to the Front’s declared egalitar-

ian ideology, women were invited to take part in these new institutions, although

they were not promised an equal part in the administration and leadership. The

process was very slowly reversed: although women staffed the operative mecha-

nisms, the young male academic leadership cadre cooperated with the family and

hamulla (extended family) leaders, promising their support, so that a young, all-
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male, leadership began to man the organizations’ management of the new social

and political movements and the leadership of local governments. Thus young male

Palestinian reformist academics contributed to the reconstruction of the political,

social and cultural influence of the traditional leadership and excluded women from

the leadership, sufficing with their representation in a declarative and symbolic

manner.11

The 1980s were characterized by growth of Palestinization on the one hand and

Islamization on the other hand.12 Discussion ensued concerning the issue of social

and political gender equality. Palestinian movements and parties appeared that

challenged state policies, advocating full equality and democratization; gender

equality was mentioned as one of the important issues; however none of these par-

ties or movements placed a woman at their head. The cadres in the front lines of

these bodies claimed: (a) the national (external) struggle is preferred over the (inter-

nal) struggle for gender equality; (b) Palestinian women are not assertive, they do

not fight to be included in the front lines and so they are not worthy to lead the

society at this historical stage.13 The first argument is a classic argument in all sim-

ilar situations in the Arab world.14 And the second argument is the classic argument

in the dynamics of relations between oppressors and the oppressed.15

The influence of non-governmental organizations

The connection of Palestinian citizens of Israel with other Palestinians in the Arab

world and in other countries, together with the influence of globalization processes,

especially those stemming from Europe and the USA, has provided support for the

establishment of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Most of these organiza-

tions have relied either overtly or covertly on democratic principles and equality be-

tween groups including gender equality. A few of the organizations have declared

that they are feminist, even receiving feminist training and their publications use

feminist terminology.16 Both men and women work in the NGOs, however most of

the funding bodies conditioned continuation of funding on the employment of

women and with time women have been appointed to manage most of these organ-

izations, but not only women. Several organizations opened simultaneously in Isra-

el, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The cadres employed in these organizations

received joint training and guidance and collaborated to form joint programs and

Gender Policy in Family and Society among Palestinian Citizens of Israel  457

11 Abu-Baker 1998.

12 Smooha 2001.

13 Abu-Baker 1998.

14 Badran 1996.

15 Freire 1970.

16 Abu Alasal 2006.



projects (for example: “The Feminist Research and Training Project for Palestinian

Women” that included Palestinian women from East Jerusalem, the West Bank, the

Gaza Strip, Israel, Jordan and Lebanon).

Women’s organizations provided most of the education services for early child-

hood, education and vocational training for illiterate women and welfare services

for children and women in distress in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Most of these

organizations were managed by women who became knowledgeable experts and

became a part of an international professional network.

During this period, the influence of the Islamic Movement began to be reflected

in the Palestinian population in Israel. It was fed especially by the influence of the

Islamic Movement in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, Arab states and Islamic

states.17 Signs of Islamization began to appear in the Palestinian street in Israel in

the dress code of women and men, supporting local and imported production of Is-

lamic clothing, ritual products, religious tourism to Mecca, a flow of local and Is-

lamic NGO resources for the establishment of mosques and an alternative Islamic

education system, especially for early childhood. Men managed the Islamic Move-

ment and its financial bodies, while women organized associations that relied on

the ideologies of different streams of the Islamic Movement.18 Women worked as

teachers in Islamic kindergartens, as instructors in the summer camps and in the

systems for financial and welfare assistance. In 2010, it was noted that there were

about 100 unrecognized kindergartens belonging to the Islamic Movement in North-

ern Israel.19 Women leaders in these settings were subordinate to the official leader-

ship of the Islamic Movement and disseminated its ideology. Thus, they fulfilled

their role while maintaining the existing status of gender equality in the family and

society in accordance with the principles of the Islamic Movement.

The Islamic Movement re-educated broad sectors of Palestinian society in Israel

to return to the bosom of their religion and to adopt a traditional religious lifestyle.

Nevertheless, the movement’s institutions encouraged and supported both men and

women to complete their academic education in Israel and abroad under the condi-

tion that they observe religious principles. The Islamic Movement intelligently em-

ployed modern tools, including men and women in public spheres, and promising

to maintain traditional principles in the private sphere. Thus, it reinforced the status

of the patriarch represented by the figures of religious leaders, fathers and hus-

bands. A group of feminist religious women adopted Islamic feminism, which suffi-

ces with the realization of Muslim women’s rights that were promised in the Koran
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and Sunnah (the Prophet’s oral prescriptions). These religious feminist women coop-

erated with similar organizations and with leaders in the Arab world.20

In the 1990s, with the return of Palestinian leadership to the West Bank and the

Gaza Strip, and establishment of the Palestinian Authority, the status of feminist

women leaders deteriorated. Until then, most of them stood at the head of NGOs,

they received their organizations’ funds from Palestinian and other bodies located

in the West and enjoyed instruction and cooperation within a wide-branched inter-

national professional network.

A classical conflict regarding the management of institutions and organizations

ensued between the existing women leaders and men in the political leadership,

who had returned from Tunisia; this conflict was conducted with the old-new weap-

ons, besmirching the women’s personal and political reputation. Women’s NGOs,

funded by Western organizations were accused of serving colonialists and trying to

break up Palestinian family and social structure by persuading Palestinian women

to adopt the argument of equality between the sexes, which, in the critics’ opinion,

was foreign to traditional Palestinian society and in contradiction to several princi-

ples of the Islamic religion. These accusations seriously harmed the demands of Pal-

estinian women for complete equality, equality resembling the definitions of the

classical feminist movement. The direct accusation equated feminism with colonial-

ism; Palestinian women, proud of their feminist heritage in the field, became targets

for social and political attacks. This trend also existed in the Arab world,21 and fil-

tered through into Palestinian society in Israel.

Intersectionality of internal factors in relation to gender in the

Palestinian family and civilian society in Israel

The education boom and neo-patriarchy

Contrastingly, in the 1950s, the dawn of the establishment of the State of Israel,

there was a change in the structure of the Palestinian family.22 The diminishment of

the population due to expulsions beyond the borders of the state on the one hand23

and massive expropriation of lands on the other hand had a direct influence on the

transition of the Palestinian population from agrarian labor and lifestyle to proletar-

ian labor and lifestyle.24 The disappearance of the lands as private property and the
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reduction of revenues from agriculture in the remaining fields brought an end to the

need for cheap labor in agriculture. Gradually, all the children in the family, boys

and girls, registered for schools in their villages and towns. Except for a few schools

belonging to church orders, the entire education system was coeducational for both

genders. Localities where there were high schools, registered a higher proportion of

girls who graduated from high school.25 Privileged families and parents with a mod-

ern social outlook encouraged their daughters to acquire higher education, espe-

cially teaching studies. The diminishment of professional academics in the rem-

nants of Palestinian society that remained in Israel, as a direct result of Al-Nakba,

led the new state to encourage new teachers to take up employment immediately

after high school or studies in a teacher’s seminar. The first generation of Palesti-

nian government employees were teachers, who worked in their home towns or vil-

lages although some worked as peripatetic teachers in several localities where there

were no graduates.26 The establishment of a teachers’ seminar in Haifa (later the

Arab College, Haifa), as a boarding college, encouraged traditional parents to send

their daughters to study teaching. In addition to studying teaching, boys also

studied other free professions in Israeli universities and the Technion. Some, assist-

ed by funds from the Communist Party, even went to study higher education in

Communist states of Europe, and later funded by their nuclear and extended fami-

lies, they were able to study in all European countries and North America. By the

end of the 1970s, all the above-mentioned institutions included Palestinian students

on their campuses.

The patriarch enjoyed the modernity of Palestinian women: fathers envisaging

the economic potential in higher education allowed their daughters to further their

studies. Some families forbade their daughters to study far from home, since this

necessitated sleeping outside the home, far from patriarchal supervision. Thus the

father, directly or indirectly, determined the choice of discipline to be studied and

consequently his daughter’s vocation. Young women who arrived in the higher edu-

cation institutions immediately after high school, without a profession, and with

slim chances of receiving a grant (since they had not served in the Israeli army),

were forced to rely on funding for their studies from their parents, usually the fa-

ther. Parents conditioned their financial support on supervision of the women stu-

dents’ behavior, demanding that they maintain traditional values and sustain the

family’s good reputation. Practices enforced to maintain family traditions shaped

the subjects studied in higher education, one of the levers of modernity, without

allowing the women to choose the disciplines. Thus, although they studied in mul-

ti-cultural institutions of higher education, the women were not able to enjoy a true

inter-cultural experience in its broad sense due to restrictive paternal conditions.
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An additional group of families, under the influence of norms that developed in

the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, were willing to fund their daughter’s higher edu-

cation studies on the condition that she promised to give her future income for at

least three years to her father, a sort of compensation for the expenses invested in

her studies. This practice was especially important for poor families, since it al-

lowed additional brothers and sisters in their turn to acquire higher education. The

women continued to reimburse their fathers, even after their marriage, until the end

of the predetermined period. This arrangement meant that the women did not be-

come financially independent. At the same time, the father and later her husband

and family maintained their financial investment and even increased their financial

revenues from it, in addition to the profit of improving their social reputation.

The acceptance of Palestinian women graduates from an accredited academic

higher education institution in Israel or Europe did not change the Palestinian fam-

ily structure or the nature of marital relationships or the traditional division of roles

and authority in the family. Consequently, it did not alter women’s status in the

family and in Palestinian society. Where there were changes, they were specific,

conditioned by various factors.27 However, where there was an intersection of sev-

eral factors, such as economic, political and national status, the traditional situa-

tion continued to exist, with modern decor. Sometimes, a spark of feminist dis-

course engendered re-examination of the socialization processes, education and

distribution of resources within the family and society, and discussion concerning

women’s participation in political power.28 The patriarchs neutralized this budding

discourse, strongly criticizing its content and diverting the discourse so that the

women who instigated it were accused, as already noted, of betraying their tradition

and acting as agents for foreign colonial culture, threatening to undermine proper

family and social order and insulting local patriarchal leadership. Traditional wom-

en also participated in the attack, influenced by the values of patriarchal education,

which saw the feminists’ suggestions for a new division of functions and gender

equality as a serious injury to morale, and to the tradition and values of Islam.

Both in the private and public spheres, Palestinian men refused to alter the tra-

ditional distribution of functions and held on to the status quo. Without any imme-

diate response, and faced by men’s refusal to enlist to their assistance, Palestinian

women who entered the labor market in the public sphere relied on the help of oth-

er women in order to continue to fulfill their traditional roles, such as child care

and administering the household.29 Help was given by mothers, sisters, mothers-in-

law and other female members of the family and even by women outside the family

for payment. In most cases, when relatives enlisted to help poor working women,
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the situation limited possibilities for economic, political and social progress of all

the women involved, those who worked and those who supported them by fulfilling

their traditional roles. With regard to a sense of welfare, the multiplicity of the wom-

en’s roles and the often conflicting expectations from them, for example to invest

more time in looking after the family yet also to bring more income into the family,

often harmed their sense of psycho-social wellbeing.30

This same reality actually reinforced neo-patriarchy31 and improved men’s sta-

tus; they married educated women, who were more independent, and their income

increased, also increasing their living standard. Children received better supervision

and education, enabling the patriarch to continue to expand their investment in

their work, in their hamulla, social and political relations. Fathers and brothers en-

hanced their social pride and reputation especially when their daughters with aca-

demic education and employed in positions that promised a permanent income,

were married to “busy” men.

Economy, gender, and maintenance of the family structure

Three deficiencies in areas of state responsibility influence the circumstances of Pal-

estinian women’s employment in Israel. Firstly, Arab villages and towns in Israel

suffer from a lack of industrial areas in their close vicinity. This severely limits the

opportunities and character of work available in these localities, especially for wom-

en;32 secondly, a lack of public transportation in Arab villages and between Arab

localities;33 and thirdly, a lack of services including educational and welfare centers

for mother and child, at reasonable prices, that could help the woman to be more

available for financially profitable work outside the home.34 In addition to the regis-

tered number of Palestinian women employed in regular work who constitute 22%

of all Palestinian women of working age,35 there are unrecorded numbers of Palesti-

nian women, especially in rural localities, who are employed in family businesses

or temporary employment, such as harvesting crops with family members or

through their agency.36 These occupations are founded on the exploitation of Pales-

tinian women as cheap labor.37 Women agree to work under difficult conditions and

almost without any significant financial remuneration and thus cooperate with and
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reinforce the economic and social status of the patriarchy, contributing to the con-

tinuity of the patriarchal structure that oppresses and discriminates against them.38

The contextual reasons for this are: Firstly, in comparison to the reality of working

for nothing, when women, either single or married, continuously contribute to the

home and family economy, even raising the children of relatives without any finan-

cial compensation, any tiny income is appreciated by this group of women as signif-

icant income. Secondly, most of the women in this group are not mobile; they live

their daily lives under patriarchal supervision and need permission or accompani-

ment by someone on behalf of the patriarch if mobile. In Druze society for example,

in order to ensure the continuation of their tradition, religious leaders have issued

an edict that prevents a woman driving license owner and her parents from entering

the khilwah (Druze prayer house). In other words, they threatened to impose reli-

gious excommunication on the family, a very meaningful far-reaching sanction in

traditional society.39 The edict does not apply to Druze males with a driving license.

This is a classical example of the use of traditional means, such as religion in order

to prevent signs of modernity, such as a woman driving that would enhance her mo-

bility and independence.

Working outside the home, even under conditions resembling slavery, allows a

certain distancing from the extended family and the woman can create new and re-

freshing relationships, enjoying a momentary sense, however false, of independ-

ence and dominion. Their working conditions strengthen the employer, but they

never ensure financial independence for their Palestinian women workers or income

equal to that of the Palestinian men (or Israeli Jewish workers). Thus, their status

within their families as breadwinners remains inferior and unvalued. In encounters

at home between a couple, the husband will act as the one who is returning from

hard work and will demand relaxing treats from his wife at home. However, the

woman cannot demand this consideration from the man, and will act as a home-

maker that enlists to manage her traditional roles successfully.40

Marriage, building a family, and economic power

Heterosexual, monogamist, endogamous marriage within the same religious group

and patriarchal domicile are predominant characteristics of marriage in Palestinian

society. Women move to live in their husband’s locality. Lack of suitable lands for

house construction in Arab villages and towns have increased the price of the few

private lands still available as reserves for building for the younger generation. On
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the other hand, the presence of several male brothers needing housing, with an

average difference in age of approximately two years between them, means that the

project of house building for children is of primary importance for Palestinian fami-

lies. A further consideration is that the low income of Palestinian citizens in com-

parison to other citizens of the Israeli state means that being able to own a home is

a challenge to Palestinian society in general.

The intersection between the expropriation of lands, poverty and lack of equal

conditions for the Palestinian population to purchase a home in Jewish towns and

villages, together with patriarchal practices and discriminatory inheritance laws

have encouraged the continuation of the patriarchal mechanism. Parents, who take

responsibility for their male children, begin to build housing units for them close to

their own homes, immediately when this becomes financially possible. It is usually

cheaper to build several housing units simultaneously over several years. This prac-

tice has meant that sons continue to live close to their parents and prevents a proc-

ess of migration to the larger towns. Thus too, parents of a bridegroom determine

the bride’s future place of residence and determine how she assimilates within the

life of the husband’s nuclear and extended family of origin.41

This fact has led to a norm that the investment in male children is a fixed long-

term investment, while the investment in female children is a moveable and transi-

tory investment. Families avoid bequeathing their property to their daughters and

thus a continuous gap is formed between the values of private property held by

women and by men when they marry. In several areas in the Triangle region and

the Galilee, it is accepted practice that the family of the groom provides a home –

solid immovable property and investment – and the family of the bride provides the

furniture – disposable moveable property that loses its value by time. Although

women invest from their income in the construction of their home and sometimes in

the construction of a home for their husband’s brothers, in order to prevent them

from attaining future rights on these houses, the grandparents register the property

in their names without dividing rights in the property among their male children

and grandchildren. For reasons justified as etiquette, customs prevent women from

conditioning their residence in the husband’s locality on the registration of the fam-

ily home jointly in their name and in the husband’s name. Women who insist on

this are accused of attempting to break up the property of the joint family of origin.

In order to shatter the reality that excludes and restricts the woman, she or her

husband needs to enjoy a high enough income to enable them to purchase new pri-

vate land or a private house in the same locality or one of the towns. This solution

implies the weakening of inter-generational connections, a diminished sense of af-

filiation to the extended family and the hamulla, weakening the patriarch’s role and

encouraging equality of opportunity for men and women. However, this solution is
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unavailable for most young couples due to economic limitations and they remain

under the dominion of the patriarch.

Conditions of marital relations that create gender gaps

The children of the first Palestinian women academics in the State of Israel did not

lead a more equally shared life in terms of gender in comparison with children of

women who were not educated.42 When they chose to marry, the principles of gen-

der equality were not central conditions in their choice of a spouse.43 Feminist dis-

course had not filtered into the Palestinian family in Israel and remained within the

domain of women’s organizations and field activities.44

Women did not succeed in exploiting their education as human capital within

the nuclear family and the extended family or within their society.45 Patriarchal

power bypassed their qualifications by maintaining traditional values, such as the

retention of the custom of men marrying “down,” especially maintaining a gap in

ages to the benefit of the groom. This custom entails men marrying women younger

than them, less educated, sometimes even before they have completed their school

studies and become financially independent. Thus, marital relations are shaped in

light of a complex of advantages for the man and are maintained for years, even

when the woman reduces gaps between her education and income and that of her

husband.

The fact that many women decide to further their academic education has led to

a rise in the age of marriage. Because of the gap in ages allowed between the

spouses, single women graduates aged 24 find themselves competing with a large

group of women aged 17–24, so that men continuously prefer to marry younger

women, when they search for a spouse. These men do not give preference to wom-

en’s education, rather to younger age and earning ability.46 This trend strikingly

points up the lack of awareness and acceptance of gender equality, even among

educated Palestinian men. Thus, the number of Palestinian spinsters has increased,

including both academic and non-academic women. This relatively new trend has

encouraged some Palestinian women, for the first time, to marry “down.” Palesti-

nian society disparages single women, calling them a’wanis (‘old spinsters’) and

considering them socially or mentally deviant.47
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As the number of women academics has risen, the age of marriage has also ris-

en for both sexes in all three sectors of Palestinian society: Islamic, Christian and

Druze.48 This increase has not brought any change in preference toward marriage of

persons of the same age. The family/society maintains the age gap between the

groom and bride to the benefit of the groom usually maintaining a gap of 4.4–5.5

years between them.49 This fact has generated new individual and family practices:

Firstly, in 1987 the median age of Muslim men at first marriage was 24.0 and of

women 20.1; in 2007 the median age for marriage for Muslim men was 26.0 and for

women 20.7. In other words, the age gap between bride and groom rose from 3.9

years in 1987 to 5.3 years in 2007.50 This fact indicates a step backwards toward tra-

dition and inequality. Secondly, despite the increase in the proportion of academic

women, the proportion of men who chose to wed women with academic education

less than their own actually increased.

The number of single women rose; the percentile of women who married hus-

bands with a lower level of education than their own also rose.51

Modernity leads to a return to tradition

Until the 1990s, Palestinian society’s social norms encouraged women to marry

“up” in terms of age, education and financial resources and income. Women who

chose to invest in education and acquired one or more academic degrees, experi-

enced social and financial independence during their studies; yet they did not suc-

ceed in translating their academic success into the choice of a spouse with equal

qualifications.52 The norm of an age gap and education gap allows men a very broad

range of choice in relation to the women’s range of choice. Thus, a man aged 30

would be eligible to choose a woman from all age categories from age 17–30, while

women aged 30 would be limited to a choice of men aged 30 or more.53 At the age of

30, most men are already married and have established families. Those who have

not yet married by age 30 prefer younger women. Single women aged 30 find them-

selves having to choose between socially derided spinsterhood, and marrying

“down,” in other words with men of lower social or education level than them. The

increase in the number of Palestinian single women54 and in the number of women
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marrying “down”55 indicates the failure of academic and/or careerist women to

translate their success into the realization of gender equality between spouses with-

in the family. Examples of this kind meant that parents who stopped encouraging

their daughters to marry at an early age in the 1970s, began again in the 1990s to

entreat them to adopt the traditional values that they had abandoned for modern

values. Thus, they again began to encourage their daughters to marry at an early

age, now combining the establishment of a family with studies and work, as noted

above.56 This example provides further evidence of the success of the traditional

mentality and approach over processes of change and modernization.

Fertility

In addition to women’s increased participation in the labor market, the increase in

the number of men and women studying higher education influenced a decrease in

fertility rates of Palestinian women from all three religions in a comparison between

the 1980s and today.57 Nevertheless, parents’ attitudes and desires continue to influ-

ence a young couple’s decision-making processes concerning the timing of bringing

children into the world. Thus, most young couples do not use contraceptives before

the birth of a second or third son or daughter.58 This means that in most young fam-

ilies, their children are born within the first five years of marriage. Successive births

taking place at the beginning of their marriage prevent the women, some of whom

marry before beginning further education, from having the time and ability to study.

Some of them even begin to work and combine their marital process, pregnancies

and establishment of the family with academic studies and work. In practice, young

Palestinian women compress all the most important developmental stages of their

lives into these five years. The emotional and physical burdens that they endure

lead to rapid burnout and chronic exhaustion, so that they suffice with the comple-

tion of tasks required for each role, forfeiting ambition and any sense of self-realiza-

tion.59 During this period, as noted, other women help these women to advance

their various careers as professional women, mothers and homemakers, while the

husband is usually free to establish himself professionally, socially and politically.

In this personal-family-social reality, women avoid advancement in any of the areas

that they have taken upon themselves; they are afraid to continue their higher edu-

cation since it may harm their functioning in other areas of responsibility, burdened
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by guilt feelings toward their young children, feeling that they cannot invest the

necessary hours in childcare. This group of women avoids seeking promotion to se-

nior roles such as coordinators or managers and they delay coping with this issue

until their obligations to their young children lessen. In the mental and social do-

mains, they have no free time to develop relationships with members of their ex-

tended family and the surrounding society. The women’s steps are supervised and

any decision that reflects a preference for one domain over another will be criticized

by their family, their husband’s family of origin, the extended family and surround-

ing community. Criticism directed toward them acts to maintain the woman’s sole

responsibility for her multiplicity of roles and the women’s sense of a lack of well-

being.60 In contrast, men allow themselves to expend time and energy in one or two

domains that they choose, such as work and social activity, or political activity and

leisure time. The families of origin (the wife’s and her husband’s), the extended

family and surrounding community will support these choices and even justify

them. In a broader systemic way, as noted, this “norm” does not only influence the

advancement of the female public with their multiple careers, but also leads to the

stagnation of the situation for all women and all men in general. High prices have

been paid by the minority of women who chose not to follow the herd, rather to

make their own chosen preferences such as building a career, neglecting the matter

of fertility or motherhood and even standing for election in opposition to men in

political life.61

Participation in politics

The dispute concerning the equality of Palestinian women as candidates for election

in local and national politics has resounded since the beginning of the 1990s.62 Over

the years, pro-active associations and affirmative action projects have been estab-

lished such as the “National Project for Arab Women’s Representation in Local Gov-

ernment” under the auspices of a coalition of women’s organizations and the

“Women’s Equal Representation” project, aimed mainly at encouraging equal op-

portunities for women.

In 2003, 249 Palestinian women candidates stood for election in local govern-

ment but only two were elected. In 2008, 149 women stood for election in local gov-

ernments, only six were elected.63 In 1987, one – and the only – woman was elected

as mayor. In 1999, Hussniya Jabara was elected as the first Palestinian woman to

become a member of the 15th session of the Israeli Knesset on behalf of the Meretz
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Party. After her election, Nadia Hilou was elected on behalf of the Labor party to the

17th Knesset, and most recently, Haneen Zoabi was elected on behalf of the Balad

party to the 18th, 19th and the 20th sessions of the Knesset. She was also the first

Palestinian woman to be elected on behalf of a Palestinian party. In 2015 Aida Tou-

ma-Suleiman was elected for the 20th sessions of the Knesset on behalf of the Com-

munist Party and the Front Movement for Democracy and Peace. The election of

these women was preceded by successive elections of Palestinian men who stood

for Zionist parties and parties defined as left-wing Zionist. Palestinian society

through Palestinian media, Palestinian women’s organizations and Palestinian par-

ties attacked the women, who were elected to the Knesset, and described them as

collaborators, Zionists, traitors, and serving the oppressors of the Palestinian na-

tion.64 Palestinian men elected by the public in the same frameworks did not suffer

this censure. The attacks by Palestinian society against the elected women from

Zionist parties on the one hand and the attacks from Jewish society against Member

of Knesset Haneen Zoabi, who was elected from a Palestinian national party on the

other hand, created a delegitimization of the role, status and contribution of Palesti-

nian women elected to the Israeli Knesset. Here too, the immense investment that

led to the election of women to this high-ranking political position was not ex-

ploited as a lever for the alteration of Palestinian women’s status.

The example of Palestinian women members of the Knesset demonstrates the

dynamics of cooperation in which there is intersectionality between state factors

and factors of Palestinian society. When factors in the state, such as Zionist parties

chose a Palestinian woman for the Knesset, factors in Palestinian society blocked

the progress of this trend by marking the woman as the enemy of Palestinian soci-

ety, because this trend threatened to undermine the status of Palestinian men at the

head of the political pyramid. In contrast, and similarly, when social factors such as

the Palestinian parties chose a Palestinian woman for the Knesset, other factors in

the state blocked the acceleration of this trend by marking the woman as the enemy

of the state. A research study that examined the mechanism of corrective discrimi-

nation as a solution for the elevation of Palestinian women in politics in Israel

found that Palestinian women supported such a process but Palestinian men ob-

jected to it.65 Thus, it seems as though there is no practical solution that would al-

low Palestinian women to participate in political activity as equals to Palestinian

men, while continuing to be accepted by both the state and Palestinian society.
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Summary

The society of Palestinian citizens of Israel is characterized by both traditionalism

and modernity, conservatism and change, processes that are experienced simulta-

neously in their daily lives, and in the main, in harmony. The gender discrimination

that exists in traditional societies is obvious and becomes more acute due to inter-

sectionality with national discrimination that prevents the general Palestinian mi-

nority society from realizing complete equality in economic, political and education

resources with the majority Israeli Jewish society. In the reality of discrimination

and systemic and institutional oppression that the state imposes through official

overt and indirect tools at its disposal against Palestinian society, a situation is cre-

ated in which the oppressed society institutionalizes gender discrimination and

channels existing resources for the benefit of men, who are considered as having

the potential to retain the resources and power. Palestinian society has developed

mechanisms, most based on Palestinian traditions or religious rules, in order to im-

pede the changes and achievements attained by Palestinian women, to ensure the

continuation of male domination in the society and to reinforce it. Intersectionality

of discriminatory laws, poverty and lack of equal conditions for Palestinian society,

together with patriarchal customs and discriminatory inheritance laws encourage

the continuation of the patriarchal mechanism and reinforce existing gender regula-

tion.
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