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Economic
Independence
A Prerequisite for the Social
and Political Participation
of Palestinian Women

s other women in 
the MENA region, 
Palestinian women face 
numerous challenges 
that hinder their ability 
to participate in many 

aspects of life. However, Palestinian 
women carry compound burdens on 
their shoulders. Women in Palestinian 
society have been struggling for a 
long time to gain their rights not just 
as women, but also as human beings. 
Palestinian laws and legislation are 
discriminatory against women, and 
the local women’s movement has 
been defending the rights of women 
by influencing society and demanding 
from policy makers a positive change 
in the legal system in order to protect 
and empower women. In addition, the 
practices and restrictions imposed by 
the Israeli occupation affect the daily 
lives of every Palestinian woman, 
making it even harder for women to 
consider increasing their participation 
in the economic, political, and social 
arenas.

Women who 
make the change
Maysoon Zayid
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Just as in many Arab 
countries, the majority 
of Palestinian women 
have been deprived of 
social, economic, and 
political rights. The 
cultural and social context 
is a contributing factor 
in their low societal 
status. Women have been 
deprived of equal access 
to training and to gainful 
employment opportunities, 
and their involvement 
in policy- and decision-
making processes has 
been minimal.

In many countries, women make up 
a majority of the workforce.i However, 
they continue to receive unequal pay 
and unequal access to high-level 
positions and higher-paying jobs. In 
the Palestinian case, even women’s 
representation in the workforce is 
minimal. According to the Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), 
women’s labor-force participation 
rate in 2017 reached 19.3 percent 
compared to 71.6 percent for that of 
men.ii

 There is a prevailing assumption 
that increasing women’s economic 
participation – hence helping them 
achieve economic independence – 
would increase their ability to influence 
decision-making processes, increase 
their participation rate in political life, 
and help change society’s attitude 
towards women. Palestine’s society 
is still based on patriarchal structures 
and the traditional division of roles 
between men and women. When men 
are dominant in families, it is more 
difficult to increase women’s influence 
on decision-making processes on the 
national, societal, and family levels. 
However, the economic hardship 
within Palestinian society could serve 
as a positive factor, assuming that 
increased economic independence of 
women would improve not only their 
contribution to the GDP but also their 
participation in social and political 
fields, which would positively impact 
society as a whole. 

Many nonworking Palestinian women 
state that they are prevented from 
attending workshops, training sessions, 
and capacity-building programs - and 
even from participating in the election 
process. Men justify banning women 
from participation in activities outside 
the home (especially in rural areas) by 
asserting that a woman’s only role is 
as a caregiver who does the housework 
and raises children. They do not see 
any need for women to “waste” their 
time on any other activities. Given that 
the men are the working breadwinners, 
they assume the right to control all 

women’s activities and available 
resources. The question is: how would 
this attitude be changed if women were 
to work and receive income?

Through delivering training sessions 
and workshops to women activists 
and asking them how their jobs have 
affected their roles in their families 
and in their societies, the Women’s 
Center for Legal Aid and Counselling 
(WCLAC) has found that many women 
report that their engaging in work 
outside the home has changed their 
families’ attitude towards them and 
increased their families’ appreciation 
and respect. When women receive 
income, their families’ perception 
of their role changes. Furthermore, 
women report that families impose 
less control on their movements 
when they work in a regular job, and 
that they have more control over their 
income. Married working women state 
that their husbands are increasingly 
accepting a share of the responsibilities 
at home. This not only reflects men’s 
increased appreciation of women’s 
financial contribution to the family, 
but also working women’s increased Photo by Sharif Sarhan, courtesy of UNDP.
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awareness of gender discrimination 
and of their rights as women. Working 
women are generally more involved in 
awareness-raising activities, organized 
by women’s organizations to increase 
society’s awareness of gender-based 
violence and gender discrimination. 
And gender-based violence not only 
refers to physical violence but also 
to economic and social violence. It is 
worth mentioning that non-income-
related skills that women gain through 
their economic participation, such 
as advocacy skills, increase their 
confidence and agency. Moreover, the 
networks women build through their 
work and involvement in social and 
political activities play an important 
role in increasing their participation in 
decision-making processes and the 
political arena. 

Many women, through their work, 
have been able to take part in 
committees, councils, and other 
important memberships that broaden 
their potential and lead them to take on 
significant roles in their communities, 
which eventually enable them to initiate 
positive change. Such developments 
would not be possible if women had not 
changed the attitudes of their families, 
since this is the first step in influencing 
the community.
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“Economic participation is the 
magic wand held by working 
women and has become the 
means to ensure their access to 
their political and social goals. 
Any political position needs a 
strong woman, and the strength of 
women in our society begins with 
their economic independence.
Before I worked, I used to be 
defined by my husband, and I 
didn’t have an identity. I had 
no control over the decisions 
in my life, and I had always to 
follow my family. After engaging 
in work, however, I have been 
able to attain many positions 
that I had always felt scared to 
even dream about. I now have a 
strong presence in the political 
and social arenas, and more 
importantly, I have the only say 
in any decision that concerns my 
life.”
Nadwa Barghouthi, board member at the 
Women’s Affairs Technical Committee, 
programs manager at the Association of 
Women’s Committees for Social Work, and 
member of the Fatah Regional Committee.

Women activists from Hebron at a training 
workshop on economic development.
Photo courtesy of the author.
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