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Problematic solutions : The impact of the quota system on restricting the female representation

in Palestine
Ot B 1 jal) Sl 05 o U g€l aUT 05 ANSEY) Jglal)

Mohammad Abualrob

Lusail University

Abstract:

Women in Palestine have been struggling on the national front against the occupation to obtain equal
representation since the 1960s. They had not been given enough attention, because the Palestinian
political elites had given priority to the struggle against Israeli occupation and diverted attention from
the democratic perceptions, particularly the elections, which left women with minor representation
and a limited role in the policy and decision-making institutions. However, after signing the Oslo
Accords, the state building was commenced, but the women were still underrepresented, and the
political elites sought to represent women to conform with the international norms for democracy.
Hence, they adopted a feminist candidacy quota, which restricted the feminist representations rather
than terminating their marginalization. For fair representation, women ought to demand a quota equal
to their societal presence.

Keywords: elections — feminist representation — legal quota — women participation.
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Introduction

The political activism of the Palestinian women has historically been analysed in the light of the
development of the Palestinian cause, which implies that the women’s struggle for their own rights
including political representation has not been sufficiently examined. Arguably, the focus on the
struggle against the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian land surpassed many other issues. In fact, the
political elites gave priority to resist the occupation, which came on the account of breaking from the
restrictions of the traditionalism, and enabling the women from asserting themselves in political
context in a steady and stable way.3926

3926 - Soraya Antonius, 'Fighting on two fronts: Conversations with Palestinian women' (1979) 8(3) Journal of

Palestine Studies 26-45, p. 26; Research Centre of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, 'The struggle of Palestinian
Women' (September 1975) , pp. 5-6.
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Nevertheless, in the aftermath of the Palestinian Nakba, the Palestinian women —as the majority of
the Palestinian people— had been fragmented into several groups that forcefully expelled from their

homeland.3927 They had been divided into three major segments; the first remained in their homes in

what later became Israel in post-1948-war; the second segment fled from the horrors of war to
different parts of the World, and the last group of women stayed in the remaining parts of Palestine,
namely the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

In fact, the latter group had been divided into two fractions; the first one lived in Gaza Strip under the
Egyptian governance, while the second one lived in the West Bank under Jordanian monarchy.
Besides the geographic and political division, the Palestinian women had been divided between the
different religious and rightist movements,392® which had perhaps distracted the women’s attention
from their representation in the Palestinian policy and decision-making institutions that enjoy wide
international recognition, particularly the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO).3*?° This paper
seeks to explore the actual level of representation of the Palestinian women in the Palestinian political
representative bodies, and explore whether it reflects the real proportion of women in the Palestinian
society of the Gaza Strip and West Bank.

Firstly: The women in the PLO

In mid 1960s, the Arab states,3* especially Egypt’s president Gamal Abdunnasir sought to establish
a Palestinian representative institution to affirm the Palestinian aspiration for an independent state.3%!
Since its establishment, the PLO has become the general framework and worldwide representative
institution for the Palestinian people.3*? Furthermore, the Arab state granted the PLO a full
recognition as the only legitimate representative of the Palestinian people in Rabat Summit of
19743932 As such, the PLO tends to be seminal child of the Arab regimes, and its policies conform
with theirs, although their policies are women inhospitable labelled ones.

The Egyptian initiative represented the final episode in the series of the Palestinian activism in Egypt
since early 1960s,%*** which paved the way for holding a congress for various Palestinian figures and
trade unions in Jerusalem in May 1964, to establish the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO).3%®
Among the most prominent trade unions was the League of the Palestinian Women, which become
later the General Union of the Palestinian Women (GUPW).3%% |t was not a surprise that the GUPW
was a co-founder of the PLO, as the women started their campaign for feminist rights in the early
1930s.2%%” Some scholars argue that the GUPW was formed in a non-democratic method, which
materialized by gathering 139 envoys from different Palestinian communities around the world, and

3927 - Yoav Peled and Nadim N Rouhana, ‘Transitional justice and the right of return of the Palestinian refugees' in

Israel and the Palestinian refugees (Springer, 2007) 141, p. 326.

3928 Frances Susan Hasso, Resistance, repression, and gender politics in occupied Palestine and Jordan (Syracuse
University Press, first ed, 2005), p. 133.

3929 Frangi, A. (1983). The PLO and Palestine. Zed Books, p. 114.

3930 Muslih, M. (1990). Towards coexistence: An analysis of the resolutions of the Palestine National Council. Journal
of Palestine Studies, 19(4), 3-29.

3931 Shemesh, Moshe. (1984). The Founding of the PLO 1964. Middle Eastern Studies, 20 (4), 105-141.

3932 Brand, Brand, Laurie. (1988). Nasir's Egypt and the Re-emergence of the Palestinian National Movement. Journal
of Palestine studies, 17(2), 29-45.

3933 Taylor, A. R. (1982). The PLO in Inter-Arab Politics. Journal of Palestine Studies, 11(2), 70-81.

3934 Brand, above n (10), p. 29.

3935 Hamid, R. (1974). What is PLO? Journal of Palestine Studies, 4(4), 90 - 109. Retrieved: October 2020.

3936 Brand, above n (10), p. 30.

3937 Hamid, above n (13), p. 94; Fleischmann, E. (2003). The nation and its "new" women: The Palestinian women's
movement, 1920-1948. University of California Press. Cited in: Toenjes, A. (2011). The Role and Status of Palestinian
Women in the Struggle for National Liberation: Static or Dynamic? P. 6-7.
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forming the GUPW.3%% This approach had been inconsistent with some democratic aspects that other
PLO co-founders adopted, such as the elections, which the General Union of the Palestinian Students
(GUPS) held at its inauguration.®® Arguably, the ignorance of democratic principles has contributed
to the marginalisation of women rights, as those who do not possess a thing cannot give it.

Since the inauguration, the PLO had been built around the notion of armed struggle, as the only means
to liberate Palestine,**° which came perhaps on the account of democratic representation. In fact, the
representatives of the different Palestinian factions and groups including the feminist groups had not
been selected by elections, rather they were selected according to the so-called “quota system”.3%*! It
had enabled the elites of each party of the PLO’s alliance, to hand-pick its representatives, without
being obliged to carry out any form of election, and without clear selection criteria. Seemingly, the
GUPW consented to this selection mechanism, because it had simply mimicked the GUPW’s
establishment manner. This claim is demonstrated in the low number of women in the higher political
echelons and in policy and decision-making bodies.3%42

Apart from the absence of the selection method, the PLO’s composition and membership are regulated
by its “Fundamental Law” which also sets up the PLO’s policy and decision-making bodies. They
consist of three hierarchical bodies from top to bottom: the Palestinian National Council (PNC), the
Palestinian Central Council (PCC), and the Executive Committee (EX).3%*3 It is unclear how properly
the women are represented in these institutions, and the impact of the selection method on the
representation level of the women. Therefore, this research paper deals in the following sections with
these institutions, and sheds light of the women’s representation in each of them.

1. Women Representation in the Palestinian National Council

The PNC represents the supreme legislative authority of the Palestinian people around the World, as
it sets the PLO’s policies and plans,®*** to achieve the Palestinian rights including the self-
determination right, and construct potentially an independent state.3**° Although the PLO’s Charter
stipulated in article (5) that the representatives in the PNC should be democratically elected,3%4¢
without providing for certain quota either for women, or any other group, this provision had never
been enforced.?*#” In fact, the PLO’s Arab founders had hand-picked the PNC’s chairman,3%4® who
had in his turn hand-picked the PNC’s members according to geographic representation irrespective
of gender representation,3®*° or any other consideration. Therefore, this selection method bestowed

3938 Sherna, Berger Gluck. (1995). ‘Palestinian women: gender politics and nationalism’. Journal of Palestine Studies,
24 (3), 5-15.

3939 Brand, above n (10), p. 30.

3940 Toenjes, Ashley Michelle Toenjes, The role and status of Palestinian women in the struggle for national
liberation: Static or Dynamic? (Masters Thesis, University of Arizona, 2011), p. 33.

3941 Sela, A. 'The PLO at Fifty: A Historical Perspective' (2014) 1(3) Contemporary Review of the Middle East 269-
333.

3942 Aghabekian, V. (2019). Demanding a bigger role: Palestinian women in politics and decision making. Medicine,
Conflict and Survival, 35(3), 241-264.

3943 Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs (PASSIA), “PA vs PLO”, Jerusalem, Sept.
2014. Awvailable at: https://cutt.us/wkr2A, last retrieved on: 11/10/2024.

3944 Article 7/a of The Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO), “The PLO Basic Law”, Jerusalem, 2" of June 1964.
Available at: https://cutt.us/51UgQ. Last retrieved: 14/1/2025.

3945 Palestine National Council, ‘Palestinian National Council’. Last updated: 2017. Available at: https://cutt.us/cl6s1.
Last reviewed on: 27/1/2025.

3946 The Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO), above n (22).

3947 Becker, J. (2014). The PLO: the rise and fall of the Palestine Liberation Organization. Author House. p. 46;
Khalil, O. (2013). “Who Are You?”: The PLO and the Limits of Representation. Al Shabaka Policy Brief, March.
Washington, DC: Al Shabaka. p. 3.

3948 Muslih, M. (1990). Towards coexistence: An analysis of the resolutions of the Palestine National Council. Journal
of Palestine Studies, 19(4), 3-29.

3949 Hamid, above n (13).
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the women less than 30 members in the PNC at the its inauguration out of more than 420.3%°° Many
scholars questioned the assumption that geography would contribute to equal representation on a
gender basis.

Despite their engagement in the national movement on the basis of armed struggle,”*** and affiliation
to political factions that share power on the quota system, gender equality had not been enforced in
the PNC.3%2 The equality was enforced only in the mandatory military training,®>® and perhaps
scarifying their lives. Indeed, the representation in the PNC was caught by several social and cultural
factors including the utilisation of the scions of elite tribes and clans.®®>* Regrettably, the women’s
representatives were selected according to these norms, and they were not genuine representatives of
the feminist groups.®°® Furthermore, the PLO’s Charter did not stipulate for women’s class quota, or
cultural and professional feminist diversity.

In addition, the women’s representation in the PNC had been caught by the geographic representation
system,3%® which made their representation level much below their expectations.®*®” This system
means that every country obtains certain number of seats in the PNC equivalent to the size of its
Palestinian population, in relation to the entire Palestinian population worldwide. This implies that
the geographic distribution of the representative is based upon a quota system in its core.%® However,
this kind of quota does not observe gender discrimination, which ought to be employed in favour of
women. Remarkably, among the 422 representatives of the PNC at the inauguration session,**° there
were only 6.3% of the members. Sadly, the portion of feminine members in the PNC did not reflect
the real percentage of women in the entire Palestinian population worldwide.

As mentioned above, the Palestinian women were part of the armed struggle, and some of them were
full time commanders in the military ranks,>*®° but they were settled to their “natural” role in providing
their male-counterparts by logistic needs, such as food and uniforms.3%! Hence, the quota system
which is based on the armed struggle, tends to be far from just and fair, as the women paid the price
for the struggle against the colonisation of Palestine, but they did not get the prize in return.

In conformity with the so-called women’s natural role, the Palestinian women established a set of
charitable institutions in several Palestinian cities and refugee camps.®®%? These charities included
literacy, sewing and tailoring, first aid, nursing courses and they set up orphanages’ hospitals and
schools. Despite this widespread presence in the civil society organisations,®®® and inter-class
divisions, the Palestinian women did not get equal or convergent representation to men in the PNC.

3951

3950 Ibid.

3951 Toenjes, above n (18), P. 34.

3952 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 4.

3953 Toenjes, above n (18), P. 34.

3954 Sayigh, Yezid. Armed Struggle and the Search for State: The Palestinian National Movement,

1949-1993. Washington, D. C.: Clarendon Press, 1997. P. 98.

3955 Peretz, Don. Palestinian Social Stratification: The Political Implications. Journal of Palestine Studies, 7(1),
(1977). P. 48-74.

3956 Giacaman, Faris. 'Political Representation and Armed Struggle' (2013) 43(1) Journal of Palestine Studies 24-40,
p. 25.

3957 Hamid, above n (13), p. 94.

3958 Hasso, above n (6), p. 53.

3959 Toenjes, above n (18), p. 32.

3960 Sayigh, Rosemary "Palestinian Women and Politics in Lebanon™ in Arab Women: Old Boundaries, New Frontiers,
ed. Judith Tucker (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), p 176-77. Cited in: Gluck, Sherna Berger,
“Palestinian Women: Gender Politics and Nationalism”, (Spring, 1995), Vol. 24, No. 3, Journal of Palestine Studies, pp.
5-15.

3961 Sayigh, R. (1983). Palestine. Third World Quarterly, 5(4), 880-886.

3962 Samaro, Dima. (2018). “The Political Participation of Palestinian Women in Official and Non-Official
Organizations in Limited Horizon”. ICSR. p. 5.

3963 Ministry of Women’s Affairs — Palestinian National Authority and UN Women, “Cross-Sectoral National Gender
Strategy: Promoting Gender Equality 2011 — 2013”, p. 31.
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This trauma made them chant: “We will not be another Algeria” in reference to their refusal to allow
undermining their interests, like the Algerian women after the independence.3%¢*

In fact, the quota system, among other things had made the women’s representation lagging far behind
their share in the society. Seemingly, this explains the fact that the women’s presence in the 1996-
PNC session did not exceed 8% out of 744 PNC members,**®° and almost 10% of the PNC’s members
of 2017 congress,3%® which had been held in Ramallah. This implies that either in exodus, or in
national soil, the women representation in Palestine is not taken into consideration as a national
priority for inclusive society. (See table 1, page 24).

In its 13" session in 1973, the PNC sat up the Central Council as an intermediary body between the
PNC and the Executive Committee, %7 and authorised it with many PNC’s competences, to regulate
the meetings and shorten the time intervals. Though, the Palestinian Central Council would be
examined in the next section.

2. The Palestinian Central Council

The Palestinian Central Council (PCC) is the second significant decision making body of the PLO. It
is composed of 124 members including only three women.3%® Those deputies represent the mass
organisations, political factions, trade unions.3*®® The PCC has been established by the PNC in its
January 1973-session from its own members, to pursue and actualise its goals, and is headed by the
chairman if the PNC,37° which implies that the PCC is a branch body of the PNC, and its decisions
and policies would barely trespass the PNC’s preferences. It is worth mentioning that the PCC is not
subject to any specific election mechanism, and it is not evident on what basis do the PCC’s members
set in office.

Noticeably, the PCC adopted several significant documents for the women rights, such as the
Declaration of Independence of Nov. 1988, which provided for equal representation for women.397!
Furthermore, the Declaration constituted the basis for establishing the Women’s Affairs Technical
Committee (WATC), which adopted a “common charter” to realize the women rights, including not
restricted to the political rights,®7? such as equal representation in the policy and decision making
institutions. However, this declaration did not take the feminist representation any further, neither in
social nor in political spheres, and the women remained underrepresented.®*”® This implies that the
PCC’s declaration and the charter issued thereby had perhaps been confined the political will of the
PNC’s political elites.

3964 Gluck, S. B. (1995). Palestinian women: gender politics and nationalism. Journal of Palestine Studies, 24(3), 5-
15.

3965 Ibid.

3966 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 9.

3967 Palestine National Council, ‘Palestinian National Council’. Last updated: 2017. Available at:
https://www.palestinepnc.org/en/council-establishment. Last reviewed on: 28/1/2025.

3968 Abu Nahleh, Lamis, et al. (1999). ‘Towards Gender Equality in the Palestinian Territories’, Women’s Studies
Centre Birzeit University, Ramallah. P. 20. Available at: https://cutt.us/ptL1T. Retrieved on: 31/1/2025.

3969 The Palestinian Initiative for the Promotion of Global Dialogue and Democracy (MIFTAH), “Fact

Sheets. .. Palestinian Liberation Organisation”, posted on June 2", 2018. Available at: https://cutt.us/TAYRs. Retrieved
on: 14/10/2024.

3970 Hamid, above n (13), p. 103.

3971 Sa’ada, Luna. “Women's Quota and Representation in the Central Council”. Published by: The Palestinian
Association for Empowerment and Local Development—REFORM. Published on: 2022/02/24. Available at:
https://cutt.us/bWpGf. Retrieved on: 24/1/2025.

3972 Jamal, Amal, Engendering State-Building: The Women's Movement and Gender-Regime in Palestine. (2001),
Middle East Journal, 55(2), 256-276.

3973 Ibid.
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On the other hand, the PCC had established the Palestinian Authority in 1993,%*’4 and were authorised
by the PNC to draft its constitutional document known as the “Basic Law”.3*"® Surprisingly, the draft
Basic Law did not stipulate for gender equality in general, nor for equal political representation in
particular. Seemingly, the PCC maintained the prevailing status quo in the PLO, namely the quota
system, as the PCC is authorised to elect the Executive Committee, which is the highest government-
like organ of the PLO. The thriving point with the selection of the Executive Committee of the PLO
is that its membership is divided according to an unequal quota system, without elections.®*’® Hence,
the lack of a real democratic representation system in the PCC had perhaps materialized in poor
representation of women in the PCC. From another angle, the women's representation might bedevil
the power balance among the PLO’s factions, as these factions agreed on a certain quota in electing
the Executive Committee regardless of gender representation, which they aver its impacts on the
decision-making mechanism in the Executive Committee.

Notwithstanding the central role of the PCC in the policy and decision making, and even though the
Palestinian women played important roles in the Oslo negotiations, in addition to their role in the
armed struggle, they were excluded from the signing ceremony of Oslo Accord, Cairo and Wye River
agreements, which were designed and signed by men.*’” In other words, despite that the women were
a central element of the political activism, they were not influential actor in the ultimate decision
making.>°"® Thus, many political decisions have been taken behind the back of the Palestinian women.
However, 2015 encountered a turning point in the stance of the PCC. It had asserted the necessity to
achieve full equality for women, and reinforcing their participation in all PLO organs, and the State
of Palestine institutions. the PCC committed itself to no less than 30% women’s representation.%’°
Nevertheless, the women’s representation in the PCC has still been very shallow for the same reasons
that restricted the women’s political participation.>®®® They hold 10 seats out of the 124
membership,3°8! which represents 8% of the members, while 92% are men. Surprisingly, some women
groups including the Women’s Affairs Technical Committee (WATC) preferred to challenge the
women’s underrepresentation quietly, without confronting the dominant political elites.**®? Therefore,
one can argue that the PCC’s elites in particular and the PLO’s in general succeeded to contain several
feminist groups from GUPW to WATC.

Remarkably, the women’s representation in the Islamic groups is progressing in the upper ranks,
but there is no clear indication of authentic progress for the women's representation in the PCC — a
liberal organisation — which strives to realize liberal democratic Palestine.®®* This gives the
impression that the women in the PCC are unlikely to be represented either on a liberal democratic
basis, nor on conservative Islamic doctrine. (See table 2, page 24).
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3974 The Palestinian National Council. “Council Establishment”, 24/1/2023. Available at: https://cutt.us/j8ez1.
Retrieved on: 24/1/2025.

3975 Brown, Nathan J., Constituting Palestine: The Effort to Write a Basic Law for the Palestinian Authority. (2000),
Middle East Journal, 54(1), 25-43.

3976 Hamid, above n (13), p. 103.

3977 Abu Nahleh, et al, above n (48). p. 20.

3978 Central Council of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, “Statement on March 06, 20157, 6/3/2015. Available
at: https://cutt.us/pRty. Retrieved on: 25/3/2025.

3979 Ibid.

3980 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 10.

3981 UN Women Palestine, “Facts and Figures: Leadership and Political Participation”. Available at:
https://cutt.us/F7Axe. Retrieved on: 25/3/2025.

3982 Jamal, above n (52).

3983 Abdel-Latif, O., & Ottaway, M. (2007). Women in Islamist movements: toward an Islamist model of women’s
activism. Carnegie paper. P. 1.

3984 Macintyre, R. R. (1975). The Palestine Liberation Organization: Tactics, Strategies and Options towards the
Geneva Peace Conference. Journal of Palestine Studies, 4(4), 65-89.
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Since the PCC is an intermediary institution that replaces the PNC, when the latter is not in session,
this paper will go a step up, and analyse the women representation in the upper policy and decision
making of the PLO, namely the Executive Committee.

3. Women in the Executive Committee

Though, The Executive Committee is set up through elections by the members of the PNC,3%® and
acts like a government-in-exile for the Palestinian people. Its members are afforded a portfolio-like
mission according to a quota system.3%® Indeed, the Executive Committee (EC) is vested with
implementing the policies, plans and political agendas that are drawn by the PNC.3%" It is consisted
of eighteen members, whom are drawn from the PNC membership. Unsurprisingly in the male
dominated PNC, which is selected according to geographic distribution, the women were hardly
represented in the EC. However, in August 2009, the PNC had voted for the first time in its history,
for the first female EC member,3% namely Ms. Hanan Ashrawi, who is the first and sole woman to
hold membership in the EC.3%8

Ms. Ashrawi stated after her election that “the era of done deals that exclude women is over
reference to the fixed quota system that dominated the PLO institutions. Furthermore, Ashrawi
reasserted the role of women in the national struggle for self-determination, and an authentic partner
in safeguarding pluralism, democracy, social justice, and equality in compliance with the Palestinian
Declaration of Independence that calls for “equal rights, free from sexual discrimination” 3%!
Arguably, these values are the focal principles that govern the struggle of women for their own rights
within Palestinian society and beyond in many third world countries.

It is suggested that the lack of authentic feminist representation in the PLO’s Executive Committee is
an output of the patriarchal attribute of the Palestinian people.*%? Furthermore, the patriarchy had
caused ignorance and de-prioritization of the women’s rights and interests, marginalized and de-
capacitated the women from elections to chair the EC. Therefore, it is no surprise that all the heads of
the EC have always been men since the establishment of the PLO in 1964 to date.

Furthermore, the underrepresentation of women in the EC had significant impact on the women’s
occupation of the elite PLO positions, including but not restricted to the diplomatic positions. For
instance, the proportion of female Palestinian ambassadors has remained as low as 5.8% of women in
2016, compared to 94.2% of men.3°°3 Noticeably, the presence of women in the Palestinian diplomacy
started as late as 25 years after the PLO’s establishment, when Mrs. Leila Shaheed was the first
Palestinian woman appointed as Ambassador to Ireland in 1989.3%%4 At the present, only nine

553990 in

3985 Article 13 (a) of the “PLO Basic Law”, above n (22).

3986 Peters and Newman, above n 3989, p. 212.

3987 MIFTAH, above n (49).

3988 The Palestinian Initiative for the Promotion of Global Dialogue and Democracy (MIFTAH), “Ashrawi First
Woman in PLO Executive Committee [August 23 — August 29]”, posted: August 29, 2009. Available at:
https://cutt.us/HCE9G. Retrieved on: 29/3/2025.

3989 Joel Peters and David Newman, The Routledge Handbook on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (Routledge, 2013), p.
212.

3990 MIFTAH, above n (68).

3991 Yassine, Majdy, “PLO Executive Committee Member Dr. Hanan Ashrawi marked International Women’s Day
(March 8) and issued the following statement”, Posted on 07/03/2017. Available at: https://cutt.us/IKrQl. Retrieved on:
29/3/2025.

3992 Toenjes, above n 18, p. 46; Aldaggag, Ihab, Palestinian Women's Movements and Their Relations With the
Palestinian Nationalist Movement: A History of Partnership and A Future of Challenging Cooperation (PhD Thesis,
Columbia University, 2014), p. 225.

3993 Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, Women and Men in Palestine, p.58. Cited in: Samaro, Dima, “The
Political Participation of Palestinian Women in Official and Non-Official Organizations in Limited Horizon”, published
by ICSR (2018), p. 13.

3994 Brussels Diplomatic in News, “Leila Shahid leaves her function of Palestinian delegate to Belgium and the EU”,
posted on December 14, 2014. Available at: https://cutt.us/H1t7u. last retrieved: 15/10/2024.
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Palestinian women are serving as ambassadors,*®> among dozens of Palestinian male ambassadors
and diplomats.

Admittedly, the PLO had never carried out any elections for its representative bodies, which perhaps
explains the nominal representation of women in the Palestinian policy and diplomacy. To handle the
past mistakes, and put Palestine in the top list of countries that provide women with equal rights and
freedoms, the Palestinian elites should carry out free elections for all Palestinian that breaks from the
quota system, to empower the women to run freely for elections. (See table 3, page 24).

The presence of the EC in the political arena, makes it possible to describe the Palestinian political
system as dual-institutional regime that is divided between PLO, and the Palestinian Authority, which
is established pursuant to signing the Declaration of Principles (Oslo Accords), the PLO vested the
Palestinian Authority (PA) by a mandate to implement the Accords,**® in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip. Therefore, this paper will study the PA’s political institutions, to highlight the women’s
representation in these institutions.

Secondly: Women in the Palestinian Authority

The Palestinian Authority had been established in accordance with Oslo Accords, which had been
signed between the PLO and Israel. Pursuant to the establishment of the Palestinian Authority (PA),
the military and political elites of the PLO constituted the nucleus of the PA’s leadership.3*®" This
implied among other things that the policies of the old regime would reinstate itself in the new
established-PA, and would reproduce the quota system and the same leadership, although in a
different form.3**®® Remarkably, the women did not intuit the significance of this transformation to
transform their representation from a minority, to either equal representation with men, or to a
minimum quota depending on their proportion in the society.

In fact, the women’s agenda and representation were pushed aside by the PLO’s elites, who structured
the PA.*%% The power struggle and the unstable relations between the PA’s elites and the opponent
Islamic parties hardened the mission of the feminist groups. The Islamic opposition nominated
themselves “defenders of Islam” which enhanced the subversion of the women’s agenda by accusing
their feminist agenda as being “conspiracy” against Islam.*°® However, despite the PA is not an
Islamist entity, it had almost sided the Islamists in their position behind the closed doors, and gave
hollow words to the women movement.“%! The hidden alliance between the two parties resulted in
maintaining the status quo of women, and the demands lingered in place. (See table 6, page 25).

In 1996, the first free elections in post-Cold War era for the Palestinian people had been carried out,
and the women obtained a limited representation. To clear the fog about the women’s presence in the
PA’s political and decision making institutions, the following sections will scrutinize their status in
the Palestinian Legislative Council and the cabinet.

1. Women in the Palestinian Legislative Council

Despite the fact that all the previous Palestinian representative institutions adopted a quota system,
the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) was the first institution that breaks this approach. Upon its
election in 1996, the legislature has commenced a massive legal reform, which brought about a variety

3995 Ibid, (ICSR), p. 13.

3996 The Palestinian Central Council decided in its session that held from 10 — 12/10/1993 in Tunisia, to establish the
Palestinian National Authority. Available in Arabic at: https://info.wafa.ps/ar_page.aspx?id=4935. Last retrieved:
15/10/2024.

3997 Albasoos, Hani. (2014). The Future of the Palestinian Authority. Journal of Conflictology, 5 (2), 2.

3998 Giacaman, above n (34), p. 25.

3999 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 6.

4000 Sh'hada, N. (1999). Gender and politics in Palestine: discourse analysis of the Palestinian authority &

Islamists. ISS Working Paper Series/General Series, 307, 1-88. P. 4.

4001 Ibid, p. 15.
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of legislation including, but not restricted to the Elections Law No. (13) of 1995.4%2 The latter
provided for “general, free and direct elections” of the of the legislative and executive branches.*%%
Arguably, it was the first attempt to break from the past feminist unrepresentative PLO’s policy and
decision making organs.

In fact, the Elections Law was a fruit of long women struggle and lobbying against men-centred
legislation,*°® which induced the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) to endorse the Basic Law
with article (9) that states “the Palestinians are equal before the law... without discrimination based
on any norm such as sex”.**% Basically, this provision put a barrier against maintaining the quota
system, and enabled the women to run freely for elections.

However, the women’s participation was restricted by other obstacles, including but not restricted to
the financial limitations, as the women are dependent mothers, and they hardly own financial
resources, or get monetary help for the feminist organisations to disburse for their electoral
campaigns.*® Therefore, only 25 women out of 672 candidates,*®” which represented 3.7% of the
total candidates. The election result was no less frustrating for many women, and squandered their
hope for equal representation, as they obtained only 5 seats out of 88 membership, which means that
the first PLC included only 5.7% female representatives among its members.40%®

Pursuant to this relapse, the PA’s elites had been criticised, as the women representation had been
well below their size in the society, since the official statistics suggest that women constitute 49% of
the Palestinian society,*%% and 47.5% of the voters according to the Central Elections Commission
(CEC).*%% Therefore, the PA’s elites reproduced the quota system, and adopted the so-called legal
quota, or candidacy quota, which implies allocating women certain percentage of seats by law in the
PLC,%! without guaranteeing any minimum representation for women in the legislature.

In 2005, the legislative majority issued the Elections Law N° (9) of 2005, which embodied the above-
mentioned candidacy quota of “no less than a woman in: a) the first three names in the list, b) the next
four names that follow, c) the five names that follow to the end of the list.*°*? In fact, this system
guarantees the women minimum percentage of candidacy, which is 20% of the candidacy list, and
there is no clear commitment to list the women in the top positions in the previous groupings, to
enhance their chances of winning sufficient positions.*®*® As such, the women are guaranteed
candidacy, but not representation.

Furthermore, providing for one woman in every name-group means that the feminist representation
is restricted to one in each candidate group, whereas the men’ representation escalates with the
progress of candidacy group from two in the first group, to three in the second group, and four men

4002 Central Elections Commission, “Previous Election Events”. Available at: https://cutt.us/ljW3a. Retrieved on:
12/2/2025.

4003 The Palestinian Authority, “the Law N° 15, of 1995 Relating to the Elections”, published on 7/12/1995, the
Palestinian Gazette Vol 8, p. 7.

4004 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 7.

4005 Palestine, “The Amended Basic Law of 2003”, Palestinian Gazette, Excellent Issue N°2 (19/03/2003), p. 5.

4006 Freedom House, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010 - Palestine (Palestinian Authority and
Israeli Occupied Territories)”, 3 March 2010, available at: https://cutt.us/SGy0j. Retrieved on: 25/10/2024.

4007 The Palestinian Central Elections Committee, the 1996 Presidential and Legislative Elections. Available at:
www.elections.ps/Portals/0/pdf/Resultselection1996.pdf. Accessed on: 12/2/2025.

4008 Ibid.

4009 State of Palestine — Central Bureau of Statistics, “H.E. Dr. Awad, Highlights the Situation of the Palestinian
Women on the Eve of the International Women's Day, 08/03/2021”. Available at: https://cutt.us/cc309. Retrieved on:
12/2/2025.

4010 Central Elections Commission — Palestine, “legislative elections 2006 / 2006 PLC Elections Maps”. Available at:
https://cutt.us/tTo7T. retrieved on: 12/2/2025.

4011 Palestinian Authority, Article (4) of Elections Law No (9) of 2005, Palestinian Gazette, vol. 12(57), published on:
18/8/2005, p. 8.

4012 Section (4) of the Election Law No 9 of 2005.

4013 Congileo, Deanna and Viveash, David. (2012), “Palestine Electoral Study Mission Urges Political Reconciliation”,
The Carter Centre on 20 October 2012. Available at: https://cutt.us/naS27. Retrieved on: 23/2/2025.
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in the third group, and so on to the end of the list. Moreover, the 20% representation limit that is
granted for women does reflect their actual portion in the society, which is 49% of the Palestinian
people according to the Central Statistics Bureau.

The candidacy quota trick was reviled in 2006-elections, when the women obtained 11.2% of the
parliamentary seats, despite the fact that their voting percentage has been 46% of the constituency.**
Obviously, the quota system and the aspiration to a democratic Palestinian state did not hold together
in relation to the women representation under the PLO’s political regime. Regrettably, the achieved
women representation did not match the minimum ground that the elections law granted for women,
not did match the feminist portion in the society. Nevertheless, the women did not challenge the
elections results in the courts to enforce either percent.

It is worth mentioning that the PNC had decided in its twenty-first session, in Gaza in April 1996, to
grant full membership to the PLC-members in the PNC.*%*® This implied adding 83 men out of 88-
PLC members in 1996, and 115 men in 2006, which had increased the originally imbalanced
representation of women in the PNC in favour of men. (See table 5, page 25).

Nevertheless, the women took every possible opportunity to advance their concerns and demands to
PA’s political elites, this paper will scrutinise the women’s representation in the executive authority
of the PA, namely the government.

2. Women in the executive

The PA has a dual headed executive branch; the president and the prime minister. In fact, the
appointments to the major political and decision making posts occur by a presidential decree, upon a
recommendation from the government, which in practice, is an appointment by men dominated
government, in favour of other men.**® One of the major posts that used to be filled in cooperation
between the president and the cabinet is the governor. In fact, since 2010, there is only one female
governor among 16 male governors in the PA,*% which perhaps alarms the women’s advocates about
the level of feminist representation that the executive seeks.

In general, the women still represent %11.3 of the total employees of the middle and higher
governmental positions,*®® in the executive branch. Therefore, the PA had potentially resorted to
cosmetic the feminist representation to confront its international sponsors. In fact, since the beginning
of 2000s, many donor states have made their funds to the PA conditioned to certain reform agendas,
including the institutional and political realms. The donors focused specifically on the democratic
representative institutions,***® perhaps including the PLC and the government. Thus, the PA decided
in May 2014 to accede to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), which is the most famous women human rights treaty on the international
level 4920 |t provides women equality with in various aspects of life, including but not restricted to the
political representation and decision making.*%%!

Remarkably, the PA had not put serious efforts to enforce CEDAW. This seems to be clear in the
statement of Chief Sharia’s Justice/the president’s adviser in the religious affairs Mahmoud Alhabash,
who has stated that “Even if Palestine signed the CEDAW... we will not touch any act that touches

4014 International IDEA, “Country Quotas Database: State of Palestine”, 13 February 2020. Available at:
https://cutt.us/ZJFyb. Retrieved on: 4/4/2025.

4015 Mazen Masri, 'Memo: Distinction between PLO, PA, PNC, PLC', Aljazeera The Palestine Papers 5th February
2006. Available at: The Palestine Papers, accessed on: 28/12/2024.

4016 Aghabekian, above n (20), p. 7.

4017 Ibid, p. 9.

4018 In Arabic: The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, “Man and Woman in Palestine: Issues and Statistics”,
December 2017. P. 50. Available at: http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Downloads/book2343.pdf. Retrieved: 30/10/2024.

4019 Springer, J. E. (2015). Assessing donor-driven reforms in the Palestinian Authority: building the state or sustaining
status quo? Journal of Peace building & Development, 10(2), 1-19.

4020 Schneider, 1. (2020). Debating the Law, Creating Gender: Sharia and Lawmaking in Palestine, 2012-2018. Brill. P.
232; UNDP, “A REVIEW OF Palestinian legislation from a women’s rights perspective”, march 2012. P. 17.

4021 Samaroo, above n 31, p. 3.
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our principles or our values.”*%?? At the beginning of 2021, the PA’s executive branch issued several
laws by decree that seem to be compatible with CEDAW’s framework. For instance, the president of
the PA issued Law by Decree No (1) of 2021 to amend Law No (1) of 2007 regarding the elections,**?®
which is expected to comply with CEDAW’s equality provisions, in the representative and decision
making institutions.

However, the Law by Decree No (1) of 2021 did not fully fulfill this obligation, rather, it raised the
feminist quota from 20% in Law No (1) of 2007 in the candidacy list, to 25% in the law by decree No
(1) of 2021.49%4 This level of representation does not conform to the minimum feminist representation
that had been demanded by the Women’s Affairs Technical Committee,**?® or to the decision the
Central Council to make the women’s representation no less than 30% of the political and
representative institutions.9%

In fact, the new legislation represented a continuation to the pre-CEDAW era, when the candidacy
quota represented a restriction for equal representation between men and women. Seemingly, this
policy has pushed the former sole and only feminist member in the PLO’s executive committee to
announce her intention to abstain from running for elections in 2021.4%%7 If Ashrawi’s stance would
make any indication, it would probably suggest that the feminist representation in Palestine is
encountering a retreat, even after the PA’s elites acceded to CEDAW.

Remarkably, since 2006 to date, the feminist representation in the government is ranging between
12.5-22.7% of the total portfolios.*%8 It is very close in numbers to the threshold that the PLC granted
for women according to the Elections Law of 2005, which is 20%, and the percentage they obtained
in practice, which is 11.2% of the representatives. This implies the fact that the government complies
to a certain extent to the boundaries that the legislature set for the government in practice, not in text.
As for the ministerial posts, the feminist representation in the Council of Ministers is still primary. In
2020, women held only 14% of the ministerial portfolios,*®?° and the men held the remaining 86%.
They are assigned to the Ministry of Women Affairs, The Ministry of Tourism and the Ministry of
Health.*%% |t is noticeable that none of the previous portfolios belong to the Sovereign ministries,
which implies that even when the women are represented in a certain PA’s institution, they are
assigned to the service posts, not the policy and decision making ones.

4022 Littlewood, C. (2020, January 8). Silencing Palestinian women. The Article. Available at:
https://www.thearticle.com/silencing-palestinian-women. Retrieved October 30, 2024.

4023 The Palestinian Authority, “Law decree No (1) to amend Law No (1) of 2007 regarding the elections”, Palestinian
Gazette, Excellent Issue (23), published on: 13/1/2021. P. 2.

4024 Ibid, Article (5).

4025 International IDEA, “Country Data — State of Palestine”. Available at: https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-
quotas/country-view/246/35. Last retrieved: 23/2/2025.

4026 Central Council, “Central Council Statement Ramallah 4 — 5 March 2015”. Available at: https://cutt.us/TFy73.
Retrieved on: 4/3/2025.

4027 El Haroun, Zainah, “Ashrawi Will Not Run in Palestinian Elections, to Mentor New Generation”. Reuters. Feb.
16/2021. Available at: https://cutt.us/NbwHC. Last retrieved: 4/3/2025.

4028 State of Palestine, the Central Statistics Bureau, “Proportion of women in government, management or senior
positions in Palestine”, published on: 4/4/2022. Available at: https://cutt.us/I4vyB. Retrieved on: 29/1/2025.

4029 The Palestinian News & Info. Agency (WAFA), “Palestinian women participation in labor force, policy-making
very low - Statistics Bureau”, published on: 10" March 2020. Available at: https:/cutt.us/WtHSw. Retrieved on:
1/2/2025.

4030 State of Palestine — Council of Ministers, “The Eighteenth Government”. Available at: https://cutt.us/udgHO.
Retrieved on: 1/2/2025.
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Conclusion

The contemporary Palestinian political system had been built in early 1960s, and the establishment
process had been influenced by policies of the Arab regimes that were incompatible to the democratic
norms and principles. In addition, the concept of the armed struggle had dominated the political view,
and dissipated the women’s chances of being equally represented like men. Presumably, holding arms
had been linked to the men at the time of establishing the PLO. At this phase, women were assigned
other roles in the Palestinian life, which conform to the cultural heritage and traditions.
Nevertheless, at present, the Palestinian political elites tend to be unpassionate about the equal
feminist representation, because the marginalization of women has become a frequent practice in the
Palestinian political institutions since the outset of the representative institutions of the Palestinian
people till now. Seemingly, making a turning point in the representation of women doesn’t seem to
be an easy mission under the governance of the ongoing political elites, because the majority of them
are the same elites, who dominated the policy and decision making since the past century. Presumably,
the change the policy and decision making entails change for the policy and decision makers in order
to fulfil equal representation for women.
Notwithstanding the previous crucial reasons, the women organizations hold some segment of the
responsibility about the low representation. First of all, their outset had emerged on non-democratic
manner. Their representatives were selected on geographic basis, and from the noble and wealthy
families, which overlooked the other classes in the Palestinian society. Potentially, these classes did
not put a lot of efforts to expand the representation to include all other classes, rather they were
satisfied with representing themselves, and their clans.
Furthermore, the women representative organizations had been very tolerant and passionate with the
political elites, and enabled these elites to blackmail these organizations to decorate the undemocratic
policies and decision making institutions of Palestine. These organizations were expected to make use
of the constitutional moment that occurred after the establishment of the PA, and entrenched their
rights, especially the equal political representation in the constitutional provisions of the Basic Law,
and in the PA’s enforcement institutions. The inability to do so had resulted in continuous low
representation and marginalization of women in the various representative Palestinian institutions.

Recommendations

As the women in Palestine are underrepresented, it goes without saying that the first and foremost
recommendation of this paper is to seek a representation system that empowers women, and provide
them with equal rights and representation, especially in the political sphere. Notwithstanding this, the
paper also recommends the following:

1. The PLO ought to break from the old undemocratic narrow Arab regimes, and resort to the
wider more democratic representative policies that conforms to the international standards.
2. The political elites in Palestine should seek new modern notions and perceptions for the

representative institutions of the Palestinian people. This implies that the notion of armed struggle
might have served the Palestinian cause on the political arena, but it is not necessarily a representation
mechanism. Furthermore, it does not seem to be fair and just for women to be represented only
according to one sole notion.

3. The geographic distribution does not seem to be ideal model for representation, because it
might happen that the representatives in a certain geographic area might be from a certain class, or
segment of the society. Therefore, this notion ought to be replaced by fair and free general democratic
elections that brings delegates from all classes, trade unions, organizations and necessarily from all
genders in the society.

4. The women organizations had been established on non-electoral regimes, and that weakened
their positions, and marginalized their rights on the political agenda. Therefore, they ought to re-
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establish themselves on democratic basis, and reform their representative mechanisms to be fit for
international perception.

5. Since the women did not make the best use of the constitutional moment, which occurred at
the endorsement of the Basic Law, they should consider networking with the international feminist
organizations, and introduce their demands and rights through international agenda that the PA
struggles to position itself on it.
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Appendixes:
Table 1: Women’s Representation in the Palestinian National Council (PNC)
Number category Number = percentage
1 PNC Members (inauguration Session 422 =100%
1964)

2 Women members 1964 30=6.3%

3 Women in PNC in 1996 Session ~60 of 744 members = 8%
4 Women in PNC in 2017 Session ~80 of 744 members = 10%

Table 2: Women’s Representation in the Palestinian Central Council (PCC)

Number Category Number = Percentage
1 PCC Members 124
2 Women Members (Initial) 3 = (2.4%)
3 Women Members (2015) 10 = (8%)
4 Men Members (2015) 114 = (92%)

Table 3: Women’s Representation in the PLO Executive Committee (EC)

Number Category Number = Percentage
1 EC Members 18
2 Women Members (Pre-2009) 0=0%
3 Woman (Post-2009) 1 0f 18 =5.5%
4 Female Ambassadors (2016) ~80f130=5.8%
5 Male Ambassadors (2016) 122 =94.2%

Table 4: Women’s Representation in the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC)

Number Category Number = Percentage
1 PLC Seats (1996) 88 = 100%
2 Female Candidates (1996) 25 out of 672 =3.7%
3 Women Elected (1996) 5=5.7%
4 Women’s Share of Population 49%
5 Women Voters (1996) 47.5% of electorate
6 Women Elected (2006) 11.2% of seats
7 Candidacy Quota (2005 Law) 20% of candidate lists
8 Candidacy Quota (2021 Amendment) 25% of candidate lists
Table 5: Women’s Representation in the Executive Branch of the Palestinian Authority (PA)
Number category Number = Percentage
1 Female Governors (2010—Present) 1 out of 16 = 6.25%
2 Women in Middle/High Gov’t Posts 11.3% of employees
3 Women in Cabinet (2006-2021) 12.5-22.7% of portfolios
4 Women Ministers (2020) 14% of ministerial posts
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Table 6: Key Legal and Policy Commitments for Women’s Representation

Number category Number = Percentage
1 PCC Declaration (1988) Equal representation = 50/50%
2 Elections Law No. 13 (1995) General elections = 50/50%
3 Elections Law No. 9 (2005) 20% candidacy quota
4 CEDAW Accession (2014) No direct quota enforcement
5 PCC Resolution (2015) 30% target (not enforced)
6 Law by Decree No. 1 (2021) 25% candidacy quota
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