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1 The Jeader of the National Plan de Ayala Co-ordinating Committee (CNPA). Referding to the Unified
Socialist Party of Mexicom (PSUM), the Revolutionary Workers* Party (PRT), and the Mexican Work-
ers* Parly (PMT), this leader said: “What we reject are attempts by parties to manipulate the CNPA, They
see us as "booly" and want 10 take advantage of our strength, something we will never allow... the van-
guard of the left is among the masses, not in the parties or in the Chamber of Deputies®. Mentioned In:
Escobar, Arwro and Sonia Alvarez (eds.) The Making of Social Movemenis in Latin America; Identity,
Strategy, and Democracy, Colo.: Westview Press, 1992, p. 53.
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power and actualizing it into real political weight. In taking
such a path—it 1s more likely in the long run to achieve the
widening of women’s rights and their social legitimation than
is possible within the current exclusion of the whole population
from the exercise of political decision-making.
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democratic platform to which women’s agendas could be
strategically in coalition with. In addition, women did not
have the experience necessary to see that it was crucial to
mobilize for a more women-friendly electoral system (i.c.
against the district system and for a woman’s quota). In many
ways the circumstances that limited women’s widening of their
agendas through the first PLC elections are the same
circumstances that ultimately limited the ability of the first
PLC to play an active role in founding and consolidating
democratic governance as a whole.

The signal role of democratic elections (and women’s ability
to be use them) is not (and should not be) solely about
expanding women’s rights. For instance, in the present context
——of the increasingly anti-democratic and authoritarian nature
of political rule, as well as the inability of the leadership, on
its own, to gain even the minimum of national rights—
mobilization for new elections may be the only strategy
remaining in order to move us out of the current national crisis.
The fact that lack of democracy has become an obstacle to the
achievement of basic citizens rights, to a just resolution to the
national question, and to the achievement of gender equality
means that there is a clear coalescence of interests between
the women’s movement and other forces for democratization.
While new elections in absence of strong pro-democracy
political parties may not solve the current political and national
impasse in and of itself, the momentum of mobilizing for new
elections may act to bring forth the emergence of such forces.
In such a mobilization, the women’s movement is now much
more capable than in 1996 of rallying its potential political
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linked with the absence of a wider system of rule of law based
on'citizenship rights for the whole population. The fact that
women cannot get their minimal rights due to them (as they
currently exist within the laws in place) is not just a women’s
issue but links to the whole problem of the lack of objective
recourse in most areas of law for the whole society. Legal
reform for women, needs to be much more linked to the issue
of the absence of rule of law as a whole. This linkage needs to
be made in campaign strategies and arguments, at the same
time that the stress is in on changing the existent laws on the
books,

Future Political Strategies

The basic acquisition of popular support for women’s political
rights—is in itself a major achievement for women.
Specifically, the popular support for women’s voting rights,
as well as acceptance of the need for their presence in the
legislative council are not simply moral victories but represent
the acquisition of major strategic assets for widening women’s
rights in other areas. These democratic tools represent the
central means for the women’s movement to actualize its
potential political power in order to bring about wider social
and political transformations. In the first legislative council
elections—the women’s movement clearly perceived a
strategic opportunity to widen women'’s rights through the
electoral system. However, full realization of this opportunity
was blocked both by the timing and nature of those elections.
Political movements that were historically sympathetic to
women’s issues were largely absent or in chaos and the short
time available to mobilize worked against organizing a wider
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The next table is from the poll undertaken by CPRS in 1995
and allows us to compare between men and women’s
assessments of existing personal status laws in Shari’a.

Do the existing Islamic Laws (those that relate to social
aspects) require re-interpretation in order to become
more appropriate to contemporary life? (Table 6)

West Bank Gaza Total

Men 64% 53% 61%

Women 58% 54% 57%
(CPRS 1995)

The specific wording of the question was perhaps one of the
best attempts to by-pass the problem of the mention of religion
over-shadowing peoples rational feelings towards the need for
legal reform of family law. A full majority (61%) of men and
57% of women see that there is a need for re-interpretation of
existing laws in order to make them more appropriate to the
needs of cohtemporary life. The above findings suggest a few
dimensions of a feasible strategy for legislative reform.
Clearly, they suggest that legal reform is much more acceptable
within the confines of Shari’a. But in addition, there is a clear
consensus that the laws are not fair, and that the court systems
in place do not operate fairly. This suggests that campaigns
can also include the problematic nature of the courts themselves
as part of the strategy for reform. In this way, reforms in the
courts themselves can be a strategic way of bringing about
actual change, as well as being a tangible way in which the
lack of women’s access to objective legal arbitration can be
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Women only (Table 4)

Legal Rights All West |Gaza { Jerusalem
Women | Bank

Current laws in place do not
ensure equality between men

and women 63% 63% | 74% 66%
Positive assessment of legal

system in place 21% | 22% | 19% 18%
Status Laws Should be

based on Islamic Shari‘a 35% 82% | 91% T8%

JMCC and PWWS March 1999

According to the survey, full 85% of women in the West Bank
and Gaza think that Palestinian personal status laws should be
based on Shari’a. If the survey had also been done among
men—given indications from related questions in other polls—
a similar level of support would have been found among them.
However, a full 63% of women felt that the current laws in
place do not ensure equality between men and, given that their
answers to other questions in the same survey showed that
they fit the overall profile of women’s level of support for
“women’s rights”—we can safely assume that this is
predominantly a negative assessment of the laws in place—
rather than just a statement of fact. In addition few of the
women in this survey gave a positive assessment of the courts.
As such, we might assume that while there is a deep
commitment to Shari’a as the basis of personal status laws—
there is also a room for change in the negative assessment of
the current laws and the courts.
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Women’s Legal Rights,.Personal Status Law and the
Question of Legal Reform L

It is extremely difficult to analyze the issue of personal status
law through polls due to the fact that the words Islam and
Shari’a are very emotionally and politically charged terms.
As such, respondents usually emotionzilly react to the mention
of these concepts which overshadow any practical support they
may have for the issue of reforming personal status laws. If
we are to ignore respondents emotive reactions to issues where
Islam is mentioned, we might conclude from the array of polls
undertaken on political attitudes that large parts of the
population want to live under an Islamic Caliphate—with the
entire legal system based on Shari’a law. In those same polls,
we find the same respondents who want an Islamic state—
simultaneously claiming that they want a system of governance
based on parliamentary democracy. As such, in both the cases
of attitudes towards systems of governance and reform of
personal status law—it is very difficult to sift out the actual
from the emotional. Researchers have sometimes tried to evade
this problem by asking very complex or indirect questions—
with the result that respondents do not really understand the
question they are being asked—and thus the outcome js
unusable.

One way of resolving this issue vis-a-vis reform of personal
status law is simply by looking at the contrast in responses -
based on different ways of asking the question. In the table
below are women only responses to a poll undertaken by JMCC
and the Palestinian women’s working Society in March of 1999.
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.. sexes. But perhaps we need to question the question a little
" further. The right to choose may simiply mean for many people..
—the right of women to refuse someone imposed on them by
their parents. This interpretation is supported by the fact that
in the FAFO study—less than ten percent of men and women
thought that choice of spouse should be the daughter’s choice
alone (but should be mostly). On the other hand, the lack of
freedom to choose a marriage partner is not solely a problem
for women. A recent survey by PCBS in 1999 found that while
43% of women said they did not choose their spouse by
themselves, a lower but significant (28%) of men also claimed
they did not choose their spouse by themselves. Thus male
support of women’s right to choose a marriage partner is also
a practical male interest—or concern. If women cannot choose
their marriage partner freely—logically, neither can men.

Once women move from being perceived as a potential marital
partner to being perceived as a wife—we see a sharp decline in
support for rights related to women’s freedom within marriage.
Specifically, the sharp decline can be seen around the issues of
women’s right to divorce and men’s right to beat their wives.
On these two issues the level of support for women’s ri ghts drops
approximately 20% among men AND women in comparison to
their level of support for women's political rights. The overall
gender gap also narrows to approximately 11%. The regional
differences are interesting here—with the greatest support for
women’s right to divorce found among women in Gaza and the
highest rejection of husbands right to hit their wives among
women in the West Bank.
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mentioned, here we have an economic right or issue in which
there is the potential for a conflict of interests between men
and women—women’s access to property being viewed as
directly at the cost of men’s access to property. As such, not
only is there dramatically less support for it among men—
there also seems to be a reticence among women to enter into
such a fundamental conflict.

In sum, we may conclude that men support economic rights
for women——just as long as they meet the practical interests
of men rather than threaten them.

Women’s Marital Rights

The level of support for women’s rights within marriage drops
dramatically in contrast to support for their political or
economic ones—except on one issue the right of women to
choose their marriage partner.

Here both men and women show a high level of support for
women’s right to choose their spouse—above 90% for both

Marital Rights (Table 3)

Marital Rights Men | Women
Women should be able to marry 9% 94%
who they choose

Women should have the right to divorce | 579, | 72%

Husbands do NOT have the right 53, 61%
to hit their wives
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Economic Rights (Table 2)

Economic Rights Men | Women
Can Women Work Qutside the Home?
(CPRS 1995) 1% 9%

Men and women should have equal
opportunities and wages (CPRS 1995) | 75% 87%

Are women able to manage their
property without assistance?
(PCBS 1999) 28% 35%

In 1992, FAFO showed that only about 8% of women claimed
to own land, and another 9% claimed to own a house. In 1999
the Palestine Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), found that
only 5% of women owned land and another 8% owned a house
—a slight decline from seven years ago. As importantly, 20%
of women who had the opportunity to inherit actually received
their full share. While a full 67% of women who had the
opportunity to inherit received none of their share. There are
no surveys to my knowledge that ask whether women should
have the right to inherit property—but the numbers just cited
suggest that even if in principle men supported women’s right
to inherit—in practice very few women do. Attitudes towards
this issue can be gleaned from the question put forward by
PCBS on whether women are capable of managing their
property without assistance (which I assume means male
assistance). Clearly, most men and women do not believe that
women can manage property alone—with only slightly more
women than men (7%) believing women are capable. As

26




by from ten to twenty percent when asked about more specific

- or active comrmtments for 1nstance in tcrms of a woman’s
quota, women’s ability to lead or whether they would vote for
a qualified woman we see men much less supportive.

In sum, there is high support for women’s political rights—
perhaps most startling is the fact that more than 50% of men
and 75% of wormen agreed that there should be a women’s quota
in the PLC prior to the elections—suggesting a major missed
opportunity to further women’s political power back in 1996.

Women’s Economic Rights

In comparison to the findings of FAFO in 1992, three years
later support for women’s right to work outside the home had
risen dramatically among both sexes; a 27% jump in support
among men and an 11% jump in support among women. The
reasons for the jump probably have to do with both the ending
of the intifada and the decline in family income due to the
continual closures that followed the Gulf War. In other words
—in 1995 it was now safer for women to work outside, and
there was also due to the worsened economic situation—a
growth in the perceived need for women to work in order to
contribute to family income. As such, there was most likely a
growth in support for women working outside the home due
to a change in men’s “practical interests” rather than due to a
change based on principles of women’s rights per se. This
issue of “interests” also shows up when contrasting women’s
“right to work™ versus their right to property.
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Political Rights (Table 1)

Political Rights Men Women

Should women be represented % 5%
in the P.L.C? (CPRS 1995)

Do you believe qualified women 74% 87%
should have equal chances in public
responsibilities? (JMCC 1995)

Agree that there should be a women's Yes Yes

quota in P.L.C. elections (TMCC 1995) 52% T6%
Somewhat | Somewhat
24% 13%

Do women have the ability to lead? Yes Yes

(CPRS 1995) 60% 0%
Somewhat | Somewhat
23% - 20%

Would you vote for a qualified woman Yes Yes

(JIMCC 1995) 63% 81%
Somewhat | Somewhat
16% 10%

hand, between men and women'’s level of support for women’s
political rights, and on the other between the level of support
shown for general principles versus specific actions. Between
men and women we see that the average overall support for
women’s political rights is 77% among men and 86% among
women (or if we exclude those who answered “somewhat” to
the last three questions, it is 65% among men and 78% among
women. In both cases there is an approximate ten percent
gender gap. Interms of the other gap, we see men much more
supportive of women’s rights as abstract principles (the first
two questions) in the 70 percentile—but their support drops
24




FAFO Gander Gap 1

lMlcn
mWomen |

‘Women Wking Oulsids Children in daycas Many Wham they Choose Waomen Vole
Ihe Hamé

Excluding the issue of women’s voting rights, we find an
overall gap of 22% between men’s and women'’s support for
women’s rights in the FAFO study.

Women’s Political Rights

Although there is no available data on women’s voting rights
after the 1992 FAFO survey—other questions (such as the need
for women to be represented in the PLC) show how much the
basic issues of women’s political rights had advanced by 19935.

While only 64% of women in 1992 felt that women should
have the right to vote—by 1995, 75% of them claimed that it
was important for women to be represented in the legislative
council. Interestingly, men’s attitudes towards the same issues
between the two periods stayed the same—perhaps suggesting
that men’s acceptance of women’s political rights had been
long established. Here we see two types of gaps; on the one
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cl!ass, education, region etc. Due to time constraints I will
only be able to try answer the question of support for women’s
rights from the perspective of what types of rights men and
women (overall) in Palestinian society are currently willing to
give women. Finally, I'll conclude with what the poll findings
may suggest to us in terms of developing future strategies;
both in terms of wider political strategies and how to proceed
with the issue of reform of personal status law.

Enduring and Changing Gender Gaps

In 1992, the Norwegian social science organization, FAFO,
along with Palestinian researchers undertook a comprehensive
household survey of the population in the West Bank and Gaza.
The importance of this survey is that it was a base-line survey
—a first time attempt to assess Palestinian social and economic
conditions as well as social and political attitudes—an
opportunity not open to Palestinian researchers under the
occupation. This.survey in 1992, now acts as a good starting
point in measuring changes since then. In terms of various
“women’s rights”, the FAFO survey showed a large gender gap
—with women generally much more supportive of an array of
women’s rights than men. The table below shows that on the
three issues; women working outside the home, women putting
their children in daycare and choosing who they want to marry
—there was a much greater level of support for these rights
among women than men. The overall average of male support
for these issues is 48% while among women it is 70%. The
only issue in which men outflanked women—was towards
women’s voting rights; while only 64% of women supported
women’s right to vote in elections—72% of men did.
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the CPRS poll showed that more than 90% of men and women
agree that the relation between men and women should be
based on equality in rights and responsibilities. And more
than 80% of men and women think that women’s oppression
is an important issue. We also know that the majority of
candidates in the PLC elections had “women’s rights” on their
electoral platform. The problem here, of course is that people
may not be talking about exactly the same thing. The concepts
“women’s equality”, rights or “oppression” do not have an
agreed upon definition—there is no clarity about the content
of these terms. Nor is there a clear consensus on the specific
rights which “women’s rights” are composed of—even among
the women’s movement itself. More importantly, what
meaning does the general population give to “women’s rights”
this concept which they seem to quite strongly support?

The argument of this paper is that strong support for women’s
rights (as expressed above)—generally only means an
acceptance of women'’s access to political rights (the right to
vote, to be in the legislative council etc...). To a lesser extent
women’s rights has also come to mean support for some types
of economic rights for women. However, when it comes to
women’s rights in marriage there is a large drop in support—
specifically, when we are talking about basic issues related to
husband’s control over their wives within marriage—we find
men and women much less supportive of “women’s rights”.

I ' had also hoped to talk about who are the constituencies for
the various types of rights for women and deal with the
differences between women in terms of priorities based on
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organizations have generally not seen it as resource for building
strategies and agendas based on assessments of popular
attitudes towards women’s rights. As such, I would like both
to encourage those who undertake polls to more frequently
include gender issues in their surveys, and simultaneously
encourage women’s organizations to make use of such data in
developing their strategies.

Using and Abusing Data

Due to the limitations of time, it is not possible to go into detail
about the problems of polling data in accurately representing a
populations stance towards various issues. However, two points
need to be made in relation to this presentation in terms of how
confident we can be that it generally represents prevailing
attitudes of the population surveyed. One way of assessing the
validity of polling data is through cross-checking between polls
and replication of the same data from one poll to the next. The
data used in this paper passes these two tests quite well—and
where there are changes in attitudes over time—there are obvious
explanations for them. The other point is that it is easy to misuse
polling data or simply take it at face value. As such, I have
ignored data which uses questions which are misleading or
unclear and have attempted overall to be conservative in my
use of the data.

Support for “Women’s Rights”

If we begin with the question is—there popular support for
women’s rights in Palestinian society—superficially, the
answer from polls seems to be a strong “yes”. For instance,
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Is There a Popular Constituency
for Women’s Rights in Palestine?

In this presentation I want to review some of the findings of
public opinion polls and surveys of social attitudes done over
the last few years in an attempt to assess the level of popular
support for women’s rights in Palestinian society. The analysis
is based on data from three different polls that were undertaken
between 1995 and 1999: one by the Center for Palestine
research and Studies (CPRS) in 1995, and two undertaken by
the Jerusalem Media and Communication Center (JMCC) in
conjunction with women’s organizations (one on behalf of the
Jerusalem Center for Women prior to the legislative council
elections and the other undertaken with the Palestinian
Working Women’s Society in 1999).” While polling of public
opinion has become a common and recurrent activity among
a number of organizations since Oslo, rarely and except in the
above cases have organizations attempted to assess attitudes
towards gender issues in their surveys. Additionally, although
such data exists (though in a limited fashion), women’s

(1) I would like to thank the CPRS and the JMCC for actually producing the data
and would like to particularly recognize the role of Nadir Said at CPRS for includ-
ing gender issues in the survey used in this paper. In addition, I would like to
thank Jamil Rabah and Ghassan al Khatib at JMCC for giving me access to the
raw data they produced for the purposes of this paper.
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proaches, informed by other experiences, but based on our
own concrete situation, are continuously explored. We see it
as important to link with the gender activism of the region in
particular and of the world in general.

The past first few years of democracy revealed a yawning gap
between the gender activists inside and outside parliament, as
well as between the different strands of the Women’s Move-
ment. And yet the outcomes of these shortcomings show that
these cannot be mutually exclusive. An active gender contin-
gent at the core of which should be women should be in par-
liament. Gender activism from all sectors of civil society should
be strong and work with those in parliament. Such activists
should be organized in a strong woman’s and feminist move-
ments to act as a power base for gender transformation. There
should be no dichotomy between the Popular Women’s Move-
ment and the Feminist Movement but rather they should be
seen as interdependent and complementing each other. One
needs the other and none can be successful without the other.
Women and gender activists should raise their consciousness
so that they do not get absorbed or buy into the patriarchal
agenda. A clear agenda that unites women around common
concerns is important so that “a progressive women’s move-
ment” that recognizes difference and diversity and unites
around common causes is advanced.
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ment of that movement. However, since 1994, the WNC has
not been able to hold together. One of the reasons is that in the
build up to the first elections the diverse ‘women’s interests’
could be negotiated into the Women’ Charter, and women and
gender struggles could be united into one struggle for “the
adoption of the Women’s charter”. Grassroots women and
feminists had a common goal to achieve. But that unity was
issue based and therefore short lived. Since 1994 other priori-
ties and contradictions amongst women have since come to
the fore. The inter-party Parliamentary Women’s Group (PWG)
was formed in the National Assembly with the purposes of
creating a forum for women parliamentarians across political
parties for them to pursue their “common interests” in parlia-
ment. While there are some achievements that can be attrib-
uted to the PWG, it has found it very difficult to operate, pri-
marily because of the diverse interests of its members.

1. A transformative agenda

Gender equality is not a by-product of democracy and it does
not derive only from clauses in the Constitution. Deep-rooted
gender oppression and the multiple forms of patriarchy can-
not be resolved through formal equality. The democratic Con-
stitution delivers formal and not substantive equality but it
has created an environment conducive for further struggles
for gender transformation.

A conscious development of theory is critical to help us un-
derstand the workings of patriarchy, its character and form in
South Africa, as it exists in, and interacts with, other forms of
oppression such as racism and capitalism. Indigenous ap-
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and understandings of the intersection between gender and
other categories.

In 1992, women in South Africa forged a historic alliance
across a broad ideological and political spectrum through the
launching of the Women’s National Coalition (WNC) with
sixty national organizations affiliated to it. The WNC brought
together women from different classes, racial groups, politi-
cal organizations, ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds.
The uniting purpose was the mobilization for the drawing up
of a Women'’s Charter in preparation for a democratic South
Africa. The ‘Women’s Charter for Effective Equality’ was
adopted at a Women’s Convention in 1994. There was also a
hope amongst women that the Women’s Charter would be the
glue that would cement the women together in a Broad Wom-
en’s Movement and that the WNC would be the key instru-
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This diversity has led to the absence of a cohesive gender
movement or feminist movement. While Afshar (1996) cau-
tions against assumptions of women as a homogenous entity,
she suggests forging commonalties across difference through
alliances and coalitions for both practical and strategic pender
interests. Her study of women in third world politics shows
_ that women do not constitute an “automatic unitary group”
that can be united into a single women’s movement or com-
mon women’s struggles.

The South African case does confirm the need for, and the
successes that can be attributed to, the existence of some kinds
of Women’s and Feminist Movements as well as alliances and
coalitions that were forged in struggle. There is, on the one
extreme, what I term the “Popular Women's Movement”, dif-
ferent women’s groups concerned with their day-to-day sur-
vival. These range from groups addressing their socio-eco-
nomic needs (e.g. “stokvels”) to politico-cultural support
groups (e.g. women fighting against being persecuted as
witches). These women’s groups and their networks are con-
cerned with practical gender needs. Most of them have en-
gaged in political struggles under the auspices of political or-
ganizations. They have also formed organizations, which were
primarily united against apartheid; e.g. the United Democratic
Front (UDF) aligned women’s organizations of the 80’s. At
the other extreme there are, what I glibly call, the Feminist
Movement, mainly academics, educated women, most of those
who are better off and who are concerned with the strategic
gender needs. While the two are not mutually exclusive they
are not the same-and their organizations are diverse. Within
the feminist groupings there are different strands of feminism
12




kind of “women’s movement” has, over the years, been at the
forefront of the struggle against class exploitation, gender and
national oppression. At different times, and under different
conditions, one or other of these struggles seemed to take a
primary position.

Women's movement and feminism - are we together?

Women’s struggles in South Africa have always tended to be
around the practical gender needs of the majority of women.
Emancipation of women was seen as an integral part of the
national liberation movement. At the early stages of women’s
struggles, there was little concern whether these challenged
patriarchal relations or not. However, as the national libera-
tion movement itself progressed, and different forms of femi-
nism in South Africa and elsewhere developed, a perspective
of gender struggle was integrated into the understanding of
the national liberation struggle.

However, there remained within South Africa an absence of a
feminist movement beyond the confines of academic institu-
tions. At the same time there was some hostility towards West-
ern feminists. Tensions remain between those who define them-
selves as gender activists and the feminists. This tension flares
up from time to time. For instance in 1991, at a “Women and
Gender in Southern Africa” conference in Durban, black
women activists who were mostly in the political or “grass-
roots” organizations accused white women academics of un-
dermining and patronizing “grassroots” women and their or-
ganizations while the academics felt that these activists were
failing to seriously address patriarchy outside their poiitical

organizations.
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and women in a patriarchal society continue to exist, so do the
differences and inequalities between white and black women.
Central Statistics (1998) released statistics that show that in
1995: unemployment was highest for black women, and most
of those employed were domestic workers; the average Afri-
can woman employee’s earnings were only 43% those of the
average white woman employee and only just over 26% of
the average white man employee; the white woman’s earnings
averaged 60% of those of white men, while African women’s
earnings averaged 89% of those of African men; over 41% of
African households (this means women) as compared to 1%
of white households have to walk over a kilometer to fetch
wood; over 71% of African households as compared to 3% of
white households were fetching water from outside their
homes, and white women were likely to give birth in a hospi-
tal as compared to only 18% of African women who were
likely to do so. The closeness in conditions of black women to
those of black men makes it difficult to understand any no-
tions of “sisterhood” across racial divides.

Practical gender needs continue to be the major focus of black
women, the majority of whom are African, poor, unemployed
and living in the rural areas. As one woman put it, “While you
feminists are concerned with getting out of the kitchen, our
fight is to get a kitchen”. Strategic gender struggles seem aca-
demic, remote, far fetched for the majority of women who are
literally struggling to survive poverty. Because of what Bozolli
calls the “patchwork quilt of patriarchy” under racist capital-
ism, even the idea of common gender interests seems far-
fetched, and yet the South African case will show that some
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This interviewee, among others, seems to agree with Phillips,
(1991, 1993) who argues that the fundamental problem lies in
that patriarchy intersects with other forms of oppression and
discrimination based on, for instance, class and race.

Bracketed within its (woman} category are a multiplicity of real,
living women, who do not share an identical oppression; they have
resisted the blandishments of what is supposed to be their move-
ment, to define themselves by their race, their class, their national-
ity... anything but their sex . . . universal sisterhood defined as the
transcendence of the ‘male’ ends up being a middle-class psycholo-
gized notion which effectively erases material and ideological power
differences within and among groups of women. Sexual inequality
might be a universal phenomenon, but that does not mean that
women are universally the same. (Phillips, 1991:72)

Gender interests

Maxine Molyneux points to the importance of differentiating
between practical gender interests and strategic gender inter-
ests. The former focus on the need for services and goods that
arises out of women’s socially constructed roles while the lat-
ter relate to the transformation of patriarchal relations, and a
society with real substantive equality between women and men.
This differentiation is critical in South Africa, particularly
because of what has been termed the existence of two nations
within one country. This, amongst others, means that thanks
to the legacy of apartheid, white people in general, who are
the minority, have always had and continue to have access to
resources and tend to be relatively rich while black people,
especially the Africans, have been denied access to resources
and continue to be poor. While the differences between men
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parliament. There are those who argue that women can get to-
gether, struggle and organize as well as represent women’s in-
terests under the umbrella of ‘sisterhood’ that cuts across divi-
sions. (Karam 1998). Others maintain that women are best
placed to represent and express their interests while
‘conscientising’ others about their situation. Women, in this
perspective, also bring a different style of leadership, behavioral
patterns and approaches to problems. It is also argued that women
have different kinds of perceptions, determined either by their
biological make up or their upbringing or both.

But others dismiss this notion of ‘special qualities’ be they
natural or nurtured and assumptions of sisterhood. They ar-
gue that particularly because of the existence of gender within
other constructs, women depending on their social context
experience gender oppression in different ways. This multi-
plicity of identities determine the differing forms of patriar-
chy that women experience and the different forms of strug-
gles that they engage in, as well as the kinds of organizations
and networks they form.

In a study I recently undertook on the vexed question of women
in politics and representation, one interviewee said to me,

It would be very difficult to convince women in Britain that
Margaret Thaicher had the same interests as those of working class
women or that the interests of white women in South Africa were
the same as those for black or poor women. Race, class and gender
cannot be separated.

This interviewee dismissed as simplistic an attempt to build a
“women’s movement” which did not problematize the category
“woman”.




There has always been and continues to be a heated debate
about whether in our context there can ever be a universal
Women’s Movement that would address the needs of some
“universal interests™ and an agenda for gender transformation.
This tension reflects a broader one that exists at the interna-
tional level, deriving from the various strands of feminism.

II. Lessons from South Africa

Conceptualizing a Woman's Movement has been a complex
issue in our country primarily because of the interconnection
and the existence within each other of the main oppressive
systems - capitalism, patriarchy and apartheid. And yet the
successes we have so far scored can be attributed to the exist-
ence, in struggle, of some kind of Women’s Movement. The
thread that ran through the various stages of our revolution
was the struggle for gender equality whose main pillars were
mass women'’s activism, institutional and structural formations,
and solidarity in the struggle against apartheid, and that in
itself united democratic minded people across class, race and
gender. It also became clear for South Africans in general, and
women in particular, that that struggle had to be recognized
and organizations had to be formed. Women formed their own
organizations. Solidarity amongst different sectors, formations
and groupings had to be strengthened.

Women's interests and women’s perspectives

Differing views exist on whether or not women are a homoge-
neous group with common interests that can be represented in
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en’s Budget Initiative, launched by parliament and civil soci-
ety, has underscored the importance of disaggregated data,
indicators, yardsticks and other analytical tools in transform-
ing government policy.

This instinitional framework, buttressed by a comparatively strong
women’s movement, offers hope that South Africa will be able to
move more decisively and systematically than many countries in
bringing about greater equality between men and women.

However a great deal still remains to be done. Women in South
Africa are far from homogenous. While we can attest to the
fact that the above achievements, and many more, are prima-
rily aresult of women’s struggles and gender activism we can-
not claim the existence of a coherent Women’s Movement.

(f Gender Equality
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These words, spoken by one of the world’s most revered lead-
ers, are an inspiration for the “second revolution” in South
Africa. In the years of struggle against apartheid, the fight for
equality between men and women was of secondary impor-
tance to the struggle against racial oppression. Today, armed
with a new constitution that outlaws discrimination of any
form, South Africans are tackling the deep-seated legacies of
racism and patriarchy simultaneously.

Since South Africa’s first democratic elections in April 1994,
a powerful enabling environment has been created for the ad-
vancement of gender equality. Elements of this include strong
political commitment at the highest level; constitutional pro-
visions; the drafting of a National Gender Policy, ratification
of the Convention for the Elimination of all Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women (CEDAW), and mobilisation
around the Beijing Platform for Action.

In the 1994 elections, the proportion of women in parliament
rose from 2.7 percent in the white minority parliament to 27
percent in the first democratic elections. This proportion rose
to just less than 30 percent in the 1999 elections. Women com-
prise 24 percent of the cabinet. These figures compare favour-
ably with the global averages of 11 percent women in parlia-
ment; and five percent women in cabinet.

Following extensive consultations, and drawing on the expe-
rience of other countries, South Africa has established national
and provincial machinery for advancing gendér equality de-
signed to ensure that gender considerations are taken into ac-
count in all government policies and programmes. A Wom-
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interests - sometimes articulated as their practical gender needs,
at other times as their strategic gender needs and in many in-
stances as both.

o That in those struggles solidarity and common issues united
women and organizations, coalitions and alliances were
formed.

® That while a broad Women’s Movement is currently being
called for, there is a better understanding of what that means
in terms of diversity, difference and commonality.

@ That throughout our struggle what has always emerged as a
common thread is the activism and action, organizations and
organizing, and solidarity, as well as the need for the link be-
tween theory and practice.

I. Gains in Gender Equality Today

“Itis vitally important that all structures of government,
including the President himself, should understand this
Sfully: that freedom cannot be achieved unless women
have been emancipated from all forms of oppression.
All of us must take this on board, that the objectives of
the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP)
will not have been realised unless we see in visible and
practical terms that the condition of the women of our
country has radically changed for the better, and that
they have been empowered to intervene in all aspects of
life as equals with any other member of society.”

President Nelson Mandela, opening the first
session of parliament after the country’s first
demaocratic elections in April 1994.
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Gender Transformation
and the Women’s Movement in South Africa

Introduction

This paper attempts to analyze the existence and role of the
Women’s Movement in the struggle for gender equality in
South Africa. It argues that:

@ The interconnection between capitalism, apartheid and pa-
triarchy determined the forms of exploitation and oppression
in South Africa.

@ Such forms of oppression in turn influenced the kinds of
struggles that were to be waged as well as the kinds of organi-
zations that emerged.

® Gender struggles have been always an integral part of these
struggles though most of the time hidden, subordinated or
undermined.

e That at different times, dependent on the context, women
and gender activists engaged in different forms of struggle.
@ That at all times, primarily because of the interconnection
between class, race and gender, and the existence of each con-
struct in the others, there was never a moment when there were
“universal women’s interests”

e But that at all times women engaged in struggle for their

3







Gender Transformation and the
Women’s Movement in South Africa

Tenjiwe Mtintso







The Palestinian Women’s Movement
Problematics of Democratic
Transformation and Future Strategies

Proceedings of the 5th Annual Muwatin Conference held in
cooperation with the Women Studies Institute, Birzeit
University, Ramallah,

17-18 December 1999




Gganleall

bl js agany LB Sl jully Tacdsll 5 51 8 Bblas ala il
" cion Tasla i 1M

Aalalf 3, nan Lo, i ya Jof

S RIPCAPPERRVEDS JIRPPRT PG | plo 850 (B3 peslas rolas gali
Lxos gude i rala (5 colid) p Lada¥i ale 2500 (S 9)h) plgdl
esliaad il ot Eanall Lol

Llyd a3 QW) sude 1 guniiio (g guals

Loy Ll a1l Bl (ool g puiain gudic ibalia g9
o a5 Wlall el poll G0 vacy dieals 3ady (Dol iasal
Llal all il e giabncadill st pulant) oo dadhew Y

Sl JL&_,NJE'T_,H:,S‘,‘?_&J:\:L&:MJJ;E‘M Bua g duwl; 18y galew Sad
golaially

A (3 sainalll mali sy ey ey luat plo 3 B3l colan Loy,
2w daala 8 Zuaiilly o gatall

.la.da;u]“_;l»@obl‘ FLg IR JJJLJJLLLAJA‘)J‘J‘ALQ)JJA wJlas 3 yutyy
ol Galailly

.rﬂaﬂhal%gjthl?.\ﬂrl:giijlld CERRY P

iadl wis bt Laan B yuaey axbibl jiaadl Loall S a ude oyl Suale
B pali)] La yaa,

kel e Lo B 3000 ipaald 5 g yo

GLEW platd alash sty oblge clisl Lulas goie ‘gg pall hluns
e Ll Lol







s LS)

GRige o cilandng ilogh i d Bla 3311 1REL f5290 -3
o Cabindl g5 8lls Bl vl paill g ol a3l (e Jase Lgd coaiad 4B
e il il 53l (51 g yne o8 LSy . Lol jaasall Jsaslly paiall
o P (P S SPPEL JE Pl R T vy PO oo
B T L S

iyl Be Lalall LYy ol s sole] Loanl (a5 138 iy pesiall

o biale doae Al paalan alSay Ldley Ligu Hliy ol

sl Tanal) sl Gl ,2Y cplaals 3y ¢ puaiill (AT Jyll plins
A ulil L0Lall 3 a0 oo (ol §8 5ai5e e cdansill 138 Hasdy
DALY pualh (AMATly ala3ll Labliaaly e S5,u3ll o 3ty

Ol (e e e wiisal Ale a3 i)
llya lall GBI 5,8y cp puaoll 138 il (ol 99 aisa aeu S3y
e bl B o Tbias JIC Glagdge Taslil g 353 bl

o S sy o sat @illisn o ol ) gslS Tl 3T cnas

Bagpealls uSa3 Y iy a3l YA s je S ISEYT UK T3 B
sasis gl (BN elals 5 1o @ Blal Jaiitly sladl lsal)
ghabiatall padadl b sliliady g il Luaal e fyutie JS
il i el paiall g giy S L] Bl 51U p gudgad
ALl Juiin p gunga g 8 e S8l 90 a5 1l
gl sl il figs (15 o paniall JlaeW Jgam e ool 3.8 a8

iiall LW L B gudga B ] b pped 3




