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Dedication

To every Palestinian woman seeking assurance
To those facing the torment of violence
And the flagrant bitterness of silence

To women violated by relatives before strangers
To those who are humiliated day and night, in secret and in 

public
To all of them we dedicate this effort
Hoping to initiate serious discussion
Or urge legislator and policy-makers

To all those suffering
We present visions and recommendations

 Pushing against the wall of silence
By presenting this study

Perhaps we will not be able to give answers
But we have the honour of trying

We hope that all of you will seek the honour of trying and 
raising questions

There are many questions to raise
In order to reflect the reality

To all of these
We dedicate our efforts

Knowing that we are still at the beginning of a long road
With many debates!
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Abbreviations

GBV  Gender-based violence

PCBS  Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 

PLC  Palestinian Legislative Council

PNA   Palestinian National Authority

VAW   Violence against women

WCLAC  Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counselling 
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Introduction

Based on its long-standing experience in addressing the issue 
of domestic violence, the Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and 
Counselling (WCLAC) believes that protection of women from 
violence means protection of the family and society at large. 
Protection of women has a positive influence on development 
and social welfare in any given society. Lack of protection for 
women can result from many factors including the absence of 
appropriate laws, gender inequality and a patriarchal culture 
that reinforces gender-based discrimination.  A society without 
protection imprisons half its population; restraining their 
capabilities, potentials and souls. 

This report presents analysis of the findings of focus groups 
and in-depth interviews with women’s groups aimed at 
assessing how women perceive protection. The report also 
aims at identifying the protective network in Palestinian society 
and whether other protection frameworks exist in addition to 
those known to us, The report also presents the outcomes of 
workshops held to discuss the preliminary findings, as well as 
a report by a counsellor who has offered counselling services 
to women taking part in the focus groups.

This report is the first to present the perception of protection from 
the perspective of women themselves. Generally speaking, the  
local, regional and international literature reviewed addresses 
the concept of protection from the perspective of relevant 
institutions, whether governmental or NGO, and mostly lacks 
women’s voices. This report seeks to bridge this gap.

By asking women to develop their definition of protection 
from their own perspective, the discussion has elaborated on 
mechanisms to address violence and how effective they are; 
providing a new and important contribution to the issue of 
protection and domestic violence.
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We hope this report will help take further strides in addressing 
the issue of violence against women (VAW). The issue of 
domestic violence has always been raised in isolation from 
its relationship to the concept of protection. By assessing and 
understanding violence in the context of protection resources , 
we put ourselves on the right path towards resolving the problem 
of domestic violence, VAW and gender-based violence (GBV). 
Reinforcing and consolidating protection will certainly provide 
the groundwork for the prevention of violence.

We prepared certain questions for the women who agreed 
to participate in the focus groups or in-depth interviews. We 
then came back with new and more difficult questions. In their 
responses, we could see a reflection of the realities lived by 
women and girls. Our questions covered the following aspects: 
How do women perceive protection? When do they seek 
protection? Where do they get protection when they seek 
it? What considerations do they think about before seeking 
protection? What does protection mean for them? Although we 
got answers from the field to these questions, we came up – 
as mentioned above – with larger and more difficult questions, 
which need to be dealt with in further studies. This will be 
addressed in the conclusion and recommendations section.

We would like to draw the reader’s attention that the term 
“Palestinian women” used in this report particularly refer to 
Palestinian women in the West Bank, including Jerusalem. No 
interviews were held with Palestinian women from Gaza, the 
1948 areas or any other geographic area where Palestinian 
women live.



9

Section one:                                                                   
The overall context of Palestinian women

“Violence starts from the first instance when a relation 
of oppression, exploitation, powerlessness, etc, is 
established.”1

(Paulo Freire, 1998)

This section reviews the overall context of Palestinian women 
by reviewing a few statistics capturing the different situations 
experienced by women in some fields, such as: education, 
employment, and politics. It includes statistics related to 
domestic violence and reviews the situation of protection at 
the institutional and programme levels. Hence it presents an 
overview of local efforts in the area of women protection from 
violence.

On The Sources of Violence in Palestinian 
Society

Despite the fact that this report will not analyse the findings in 
the context of the Israeli occupation and its  impact on domestic 
violence, we see it as imperative to address it here because of  
the impact it has on the whole society. 

Similar to any other society, there are objective and subjective 
reasons for the practice of violence among individuals in 
Palestinian society. A major reason for violence is the lack of 
power balance within a certain group. Yet Palestinian society 
has a specific characteristic in addition to the lack of balance 
in power relations between males and females, which is 
the experience of violence by the Israeli occupation. The 

1  Freire Maria, Macedo Donaldo. The Paulo Freire Reader. Continuum Publishing Company, 
1988.
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occupation applies a systematic and planned methodology 
that reinforces violence in the Palestinian society in qualitative 
and quantitative terms, using brutal and inhumane means. 
According to Freire (1998), this violence becomes internalized 
over time and is then vented in various ways and at various 
levels. This distorts the perception of people under the 
occupation of the natural difference between them and their 
oppressors. At a certain stage, this internalization may prompt 
the oppressed to practice oppression against others.2 

The relationship of violence involves two parties and is 
initiated by one of those. Violence is usually initiated by those 
who exploit and oppress the other and who do not recognize 
the other as a human being. On the other hand, how would 
those who are exploited and oppressed be able to initiate 
violence? Those who are stripped of their humanity are not 
the ones who deny humanity and love, but rather those who 
deny humanity of others are in fact the ones who deny their 
own and others’ humanity.3

From firsthand experience and by observing the practice of the 
Israeli occupation, it becomes clear that it employs violence 
as a means to strip the Palestinian society its humanity 
and dignity in an attempt to undermine it.   This violence is 
systematic. The Israeli occupation targets the humanity and 
dignity of the Palestinian society in order to prevent it from 
retaining its ability of social organization and turn it into a 
group of people lacking the essential criteria and elements of 
a society and lacking any ties that would maintain their social 
cohesion.

There are common sources of violence to all societies, but 
the violence of war and conflict can perpetuate and increase 

2- Ibid.
3- Adapted from the teachings of the renown Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. Ibid.
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domestic violence and violence against women. 

The prolonged Israeli occupation of Palestine and the 
consequent and inevitable violence has reinforced the 
patriarchal relations within the Palestinian society, thus 
hindering the efforts of social change. 

The Israeli occupation and its violent methods are not the only 
and exclusive source of violence in the Palestinian society. But 
we affirm that it should not be overlooked as a main source of 
violence in our society. Nevertheless, in light of the objectives 
of this report, the role of the Israeli occupation’s violence in 
increasing domestic violence will not be addressed here and 
the findings will not be viewed in relation to it.

Domestic Violence; General Overview 

To set the context of this report the following are some statistics 
on domestic violence. The statistics below are all taken from 
the Domestic Violence Survey carried out by the Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics4 .  

According to the survey (61.7%) of  ever-married women in 
the Palestinian Territory have experienced  psychological 
violence, (23.3%) of them have experienced physical 
violence, and (10.9%) have experienced at least once 
sexual violence from her husband during 2005.

According to the same survey (25.0%) of unmarried 
women (18 years and above) stated that have experienced 
physical violence even for one time by a household 
member during 2005.  Meanwhile, (52.7%)  of the same 
group of age stated to have experienced psychological 

4-  Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2006.  Domestic Violence in the Palestinian Terr -

tory.  Analytical Study.  Ramallah-Palestine. 
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violence. 

According the survey, (1.7%) of women seek assistance 
and counselling from organizations, while (3.0%) stated 
that they made phone calls to organizations seeking  
counselling through the phone. At the same time 
(1.7%) stated that they went to the Police station to fill a 
complaint against her husband, or to ask for protection or 
counselling. 

The same survey shows that (42.9%) of married women 
resort to dialogue and discuss the matter with her husband 
to ask him to stop violence

According to the Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and 
Counselling  on the societal actors that referred women to the 
centre during 2008, the courts referred 45 women, lawyers 
35 women, other organizations 22 women and the Police 11 
women5

Other statistics 

To present a more comprehensive view on the situation of 
women in different areas below are some statistics that help 
understand the various aspects of the lives of Palestinian.  

Based on population estimates for 2009, as published by the 
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS),6 about half of the 
Palestinian society as of end of 2009 are females. The estimated 
total population at the end of 2009 was around 4.0 million, including 
2.026 million males (50.8%) and 1.965 million females (49.2%). 
This means that in every 100 persons, there are 49 females.
5- The Women’s Center for Legal Aid and Counselling, report of 2008. 
6- Statement issued by Ms. Ola Awad, the Acting President of the Palestinian Central Bureau of 
Statistics on the eve of the 2010 New Year.
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With regard to marital status, 2009 data indicated that more 
than half (55.9%) the women aged 15 years and more are 
married, 1% are widows, 1.3% are divorced, 0.2.% are 
separated, while 36.5% of females in this age group are single. 
The proportion of unmarried women in the age group 30 years 
or more stands at 9.9%. In 2007 and 2008, the average age of 
marriage for females was 19.5 years. 

With regard to literacy, PCBS data indicated that 5.4% of 
individuals 15 years and older were illiterate during 2009, 
with wide variation between males and females (8.3% of 
females and 2.6% of males were illiterate). In the education 
field, females comprised 55.2% of total students enrolled in 
universities. The data also indicate that more females than 
males are enrolled in the secondary school education. Out of 
100 secondary students, 54 are females.

Description F M

Participation in the labour market for 
the age group 15 years and older 15.5% 67.0%

Unemployment for the age group 15 
years and older 26.0% 24.0%

In journalism 16.0% 84.0%

In judiciary 12.0% 88.0%

At the end of 2009, there were 34 Palestinian female prisoners 
in the Israeli detention facilities, with 20 prisoners serving a 
sentence (five serving a life sentence), 12 under arrest and 
two under administrative detention.

Following the establishment of the Palestinian National 
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Authority (PNA), Palestinian women participated in the 
legislative elections of 1996, giving an indicator of their 
engagement in political and social activism. Despite the 
huge political, social, legal, cultural and organizational 
obstacles facing them, Palestinian women found in the first 
elections a gateway to actively engage  and participate. Out 
of 672 candidates, competing for 88 seats in the Palestinian 
Legislative Council (PLC), 28 were women: 14 from the Gaza 
Strip and 14 from the West Bank.  Only five women won 
the elections, i.e., women won 5.6% of the total seats. Two 
women ministers were appointed to the cabinet representing 
7% of total ministers.7 It also should be noted that out of a total 
of 1,013,235 registered voters, there were 495,839 women 
(49%), compared to 517,396 men (51%) as of 27 December 
1995. The number of registered women voters has exceeded 
the number of men in some electoral divisions (Ramallah, 
Tulkarem and Central Gaza).

Analyzing the elections results, a difference can be noted 
between the proportion of women in the total registered 
voters (49%) and their proportion in actual voters (42%), 
which means that women comprising the missing 7% of 
voters did not practice their right to vote. Women represented 
3.7% of total candidates to the PLC: 16 were independent, 4 
from Fatah Movement, 2 from FIDA, 2 from the Palestinian 
People’s Party, and one from the Arab Liberation front. Only 
five women won seats in the elections.8

In 2004, the first local elections were held under the PNA and 
7- It is noteworthy that women parliamentary representation worldwide does not exceed 13% 
of total seats of national parliaments. In Arab parliaments women achieved 4.6% of seats, com-
pared to 12% in African ones and 16% in Europe and North and South America. In Japan, only 
4.6% of Parliament members are women, while women comprise 10.9% of the French Parliament 
(National Assembly) and 13.3% in the USA. Women comprise 7% only of ministers worldwide. In 
1995, Sweden was the first country to have the same number of men and women ministers.
8-  Nader Said, Palestinian Women and Elections, Ramallah: Muwatin – The Palestinian Inst -
tute for the Study of Democracy, 1st ed., 1999 (in Arabic)
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so for the first time women ran for election to local councils. 
A total of 139 female candidates ran for local council posts 
with 59 successfully contesting their seats.  This compared 
to 254 male candidates winning seats from a total of 852 
male candidates. This means that women represented 17% 
of the 306 seats. Thirty five women won the elections on a 
competitive basis with men, while 24 were elected on the 
basis of the principle of affirmative action (quota).9 Although 
the 17% does not reach the desired level, it certainly reflects 
an achievement for the Palestinian women movement taking 
into consideration the fact that it was their first experience and 
also considering the sizeable cultural and social obstacles 
preventing women from their self-realization in the social and 
political spheres.

Looking at the results of the 2006 PLC elections, it is evident 
that women’s representation has increased,10 reaching 12.9% 
in the current Council (17 women out of 132 members), 
compared to the low of 5.6% in the previous election (5 women 
out of 88 members).

On another note, preference for giving birth to boys is prevalent 
among both women and men in the Palestinian society. Data 
indicates that 33.9% of ever married women who have 4 sons 
wish to have more boys, compared to 15.9% who have 4 
daughters and wish to have more girls. 

This is a factor that illustrates gender-based discrimination is 
still prevalent in the society, where females are not given the 
same value as males. 

This reflects the type of prevailing power balance between 
9-  Nadia Hijel, Women and Elections to Local Councils, Women’s Studies Periodical, Vol. 3, 
2005, pp 59-60 (in Arabic).
10-  It is noteworthy that the increase of this proportion has been the result of several factors, 
mainly a law issued by the PLC in 2004, providing for allocating at least 13 seats out of 132 
seats in the Palestinian Parliament to women. Upon the promulgation of this law, an unprec-
edented number of women has entered the field of political life.
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the sexes on one hand and opportunities and alternatives 
available to each of them on the other. As a result, the relations 
of oppression, exploitation and powerlessness are established 
and reinforced and the possibility of violence increases. 
According to Paulo Freire (Freire, 1998), “Violence starts from 
the first instance when a relation of oppression, exploitation, 
powerlessness, etc, is established.” Such relations are further 
nurtured in the absence of laws, regulations and procedures 
to restore the balance, as well as in the presence of the 
Israeli occupation, which serves to reinforce the unbalanced 
relations.

Seeking to change power relations that generate violence 
against the weaker side, the womens movement and human 
rights and women’s rights organizations in the world have 
worked towards identifying, monitoring and disclosing the 
problem of violence, aiming  to eliminate domestic violence 
and gender based violence through lobbying with decision-
makers. Initially, there was a widespread denial of the problem 
but ongoing efforts and struggle have resulted in the  problems 
being acknowledged and publicly addressed.
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Confronting Domestic Violence

Despite the lack of any documented and accurate information 
about the prevalence of domestic violence in Palestinian 
society,  awareness about the issue started at the beginning 
of the 1990’s due to the efforts of organizations working 
on women’s issues. Awareness of the issue on the part of 
institutions and individuals has increased as a  result of the 
efforts and awareness raising campaigns conducted by the 
concerned institutions. The women’s movement and women’s 
rights institutions are paying special attention to the issue of 
violence against women through their various programs. Today 
we can see how programs, interventions, writings, research 
and studies related to violence are addressing issues like the 
causes, concepts, and forms of violence and other related 
topics.

Based on WCLAC’s experience accumulated over the years 
of its work, we can claim that the protection of women against 
violence has witnessed a growing interest in recent years.  This 
is evidenced in the creation of safe homes to shelter women 
and girls with no other option but to leave their homes and 
seek protection away from their families. A family protection 
unit was established in Bethlehem police department, and 
the police is working on establishing more of these units in 
order to develop mechanisms to protect women subjected to 
domestic violence. Hence it is becoming more important to 
examine the concept of protection, and consider other related 
issues in order to contribute to the development of this area.

Efforts are still ongoing to eradicate domestic violence. To this 
end, a number of institutions are working on changing and 
reforming the different laws to ensure protection of women and 
change their reality. These institutions believe that there is a 
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need to work on two levels: the legal level and the reality. That 
is: the introduction of laws that protect women and prosecute 
their abusers;  hand in hand with efforts to raise community 
awareness of the need to respect and protect women’s rights. 
Altogether, this must lead to a change in existing relations, 
as Hisham Sharabi says (1988), “Change only comes when 
the type of relationship between men and women is altered in 
practice in the society, which is a long-term process.”
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Section two: Methodology

“Theories are stories and authors of theories are story tellers”.
Goldberg, Tarule, Clinchy and Belenky (1996) 

This study adopts a feminist methodology principally based 
on the transfer of women’s experience and voices. Focus is 
placed on the process as much as on the results, meaning 
that great value is given to how results are achieved and 
what methods are used in the process. In this study, as in 
other WCLAC studies, we always seek to engage women as 
partners in the process.

Our relationship with the women we invite to join the focus 
groups and/or in-depth interviews is reciprocal. We do not 
consider them as surveyed individuals or interviewees but 
rather as participants, who share their life experiences and 
knowledge through the interview or in the focus group. We 
always consider what we are able to offer them, such as 
services and information, in exchange for their contribution 
in experiences, knowledge and time. Before and after every 
session with a focus group, the researcher informs the group or 
the interviewees about the counselling service that is available 
to women participants. Individual and group counselling can 
be provided by the professionals that are part of the research 
team. 

This report and its conclusions is based on the information 
shared by the women. No hypothesis was formulated in 
order to be proved or disproved. Rather we were keen to let 
women’s experiences, thoughts, expressions and voices lead 
us to the theory. We analyzed women’s statements in order to 
find the answers by reading the texts several times. In the first 
reading, we sought to identify the information in the texts. In 
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the second reading, we used certain codes to sort the events, 
behaviours, activities, etc, in women’s statements under 
agreed upon headings. We then conducted a third and a fourth 
reading – as necessary – to grasp what the women meant in 
their statements and to echo their realities, experience and 
voices with honesty. These readings were completed prior to 
the beginning of the analysis process. Some scholars call this 
methodology “the grounded theory.”11

We are aware that some scholars do not accept that the 
feminist research methodology of producing knowledge 
from experience, is  a valid research methodology (Grantz, 
1993). Yet we affirm that experience is a way to produce new 
knowledge, as every new experience a woman goes through, 
for example: violence, love, childbirth, marriage, divorce  is 
a new experience that builds on her existing knowledge. 
Therefore, in order to identify what violence, love and 
childbirth, for example, mean for women and how violence 
affects women, what role love has in their lives and how 
these experiences affect their decisions, we can refer to life 
experiences of women who have undergone such situations 
and produced knowledge about them out of these experiences 
(Ramazanoglu, 2002).

We would like to stress that we see experience as one of the 
means to produce knowledge but it is not the only one, and we 
believe that there is a need to delineate the relations between 
experience, knowledge, power relations in the society12 and 
other elements to help understand what we are examining 

11- For more information on the Grounded Theory, refer to:
Strauss, A. (1987). Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists. Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press. Glaser, B. (1992). Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis. Mill Valley, CA: Sociology 
Press. Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative 
Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications

12- In the Palestinian context, the Israeli occupation re-establishes and reinforces the unbalanced 
power relations, inherent to a patriarchal society.
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from a broader perspective. Accordingly, the issues we would 
like to highlight in our studies come from this analysis and first 
of all from women’s voices; the voices that we seek to pass 
through by using their own words and expressions. In spite of 
the dispute about whether experience is a means to produce 
knowledge or not, experience brings to us knowledge that has 
not been otherwise available (Ramazanoglu, 2002). We recall 
in this respect the feminist Afro-American writers who brought 
about new knowledge and theories different to those based 
primarily on the experiences of white women. Being black 
women in a society practicing discrimination on the basis of 
colour, they have been able to contribute to knowledge and 
theory through their experience of racial discrimination (Audre 
Lorde, 1984, Bell Hooks, 1981, and Patricia Collins, 2000).

The sample

Research tools used in this study were focus groups and in-
depth interviews, which conform with the aim of the research 
and the nature of the beneficial  group.

This is not a representative sample and cannot serve for 
generalization. Yet it reflects a certain reality of a certain group 
with certain experiences we wish to understand. The sample 
was detiberate in one part and randomly selected in another. 
The detiberate part is in terms of experience of violence 
and place of residence and the random part was in terms of 
profession and educational level.

Women and girls who had experienced and suffered from 
violence were invited, as well other women and girls without 
knowing whether they had ever suffered from violence or not. The 
latter were invited without being asked about their experience 
with violence. There was no intention to invite women working 
in or having certain professions or belonging to a certain social 
class.
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The sample represents three types of communities: refugee 
camps, villages and cities in the north, centre and south of the 
West Bank. After deciding about the geographic locations of 
the sample, changes took place due to coordination issues. 
The final distribution of focus groups was: 8 groups held in 
cities, 5 in refugee camps and 8 in villages, in addition to 2 
mixed groups in the central area and 2 in the south. We did 
not include Gaza for several reasons, including the unstable 
situation prevailing there.

With regard to age, all women invited were aged 18 years and 
above. 

With regard to the variable of educational attainment, 
participants were not selected on the basis of their educational 
level because we cannot be sure how much education has a 
role in shaping women’s perception of protection. But we can 
affirm that women believe that education in itself is a means 
of protection. We also did not assess the impact of social 
class on women’s perception of protection. Hence no attempt 
was made to select the focus group participants on the basis 
of their social class in order to compare the perception of 
protection within or across social classes.

In respect of the individual in-depth interviews we were unable 
to decide beforehand the type of cases to be interviewed, and 
met any woman that was willing to participate.  Out of the 12 
cases 6 were of domestic sexual violence.  
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Research team formation:

We sought to create a team of skilful researchers with 
field experience in working with women. The team was 
multidisciplinary, including female social workers, lawyers, 
field workers, members of grassroots organizations, and 
women with experience in women’s action. From the inception, 
the team members worked together in the planning for the 
research, development of research questions, data collection 
and analysis. We also sought to ensure that team members 
have been involved with WCLAC in previous projects in 
order to allow for building their knowledge and skills. A two-
day session was held with the team to present and discuss 
the principles of feminist research and explain our relation to 
women participants, the sample and other related details.

Focus groups:

Essentially, a focus group is an informal discussion among 
a certain selected group on certain topics. On the practical 
level, we held 25 focus groups in three types of communities 
(villages, refugee camps and cities) with the participation of 
229 women and girls. Participants included unmarried young 
women and married women in order to assess how violence 
affects each group.

Focus groups were held with women who suffered and 
experienced violence from both groups (married and unmarried 
women). They were invited on the basis of this experience, 
Other groups were held with participants who we do not know 
whether they experienced violence or not. These were invited 
without any reference to their relation with violence and were 
not asked about their experience with it so as to highlight any 
differences if found.
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As stated above, 229 women and girls participated in the 25 
focus groups. Their academic level is presented below, noting 
that some of them preferred not to state their educational 
level:

19 participants completed the elementary school level, - 
25 completed the preparatory level and 70 completed 
secondary education
24 participants hold university degrees, one holds a - 
masters degree   
6 hold a diploma- 
8 were illiterate - 
The rest did not wish to disclose their educational level.- 

With regard to the marital status of focus group participants, 
one was divorced, one a widow, one can be described as 
“abandoned,” 75 unmarried and 140 were married. The rest 
did not wish to answer the question about their marital status. 
Their age ranged between 18 and 60 years. In this regard also, 
some participants did not prefer to disclose their age.

In-depth interviews:

In-depth interviews were also held with 12 women and girls 
from the West Bank. This sample included two married and 10 
unmarried women. They all had either experienced violence in 
the past or were still experiencing it and asking for assistance. 
The experience of violence had lasted for more than two years 
and this allowed us to discuss with them the path of this violence. 
The aim of these in-depth interviews is to identify family and social 
resources that support women who decide to seek protection 
and help, that is, identify the support network for women victims 
of violence who decide to end the violence by seeking help and 
protection.  With regard to the educational level, 11 out of the 12 
interviewees had preparatory to secondary education and only 
one completed her undergraduate university study.
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Counselling groups:

As stated above, we offered counselling services to women 
who requested it. Five counselling sessions were held for 
women requesting to join this type of service. These groups 
were held in Balata refugee camp, Jenin refugee camp, Arroub 
refugee camp, Huwara and Salamona. Usually these groups 
were composed of individuals sharing a common view. 

In addition, a number of individual sessions were also held 
with participants from the focus groups and their children 
and husbands based on their request. The aim of offering 
counselling services to women participating in the focus 
groups is to emphasize the need to offer them something in 
return for their time, experiences and information shared in 
the groups. This is what we refer to as a reciprocal relation.

Pledge by WCLAC:

WCLAC made a pledge, which was read to the women and girls 
before starting the interviews. It states that WCLAC takes the 
responsibility for respecting any information shared by women 
and girls. This helped us build trust with the participants. A 
consent form was also prepared and signed by participants in 
the in-depth interviews.

Workshops to present the preliminary results:

Upon obtaining the preliminary results, we held four workshops 
(in Nablus, Bethlehem, Hebron and Jenin) in order to discuss 
these results with various social groups and get their insights 
about the preliminary findings. This step reinforces the 
notion of partnership with other institutions by giving their 
representatives a chance to express their views regarding the 
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research findings. This is in contrast to the other approach of 
sharing the results with the community only when the study 
is completed. Workshop results will be presented in a special 
part of this report.
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Section three:                                                                                  
Presentation of findings

This section presents the key findings of the focus groups, 
which responded to the research questions in 6 themes. 
Namely: the concept of protection; forms of protection; when 
do women seek protection; what considerations do women 
have when they seek protection; who or what protects women 
from their point of view. The results are presented by giving 
context and analysis to the expressions and/or words used 
by women to express themselves, their opinions and their 
experiences.

The concept of protection

This part of the study addresses the concept of protection 
as perceived by women participants. From the beginning, 
we have focused on identifying the concept that Palestinian 
women themselves perceive about protection, which they 
feel as being more suitable to their context. This approach 
emphasizes the theoretical and methodological importance 
of this research, which is based on women’s understanding, 
definition and perception of social and economic problems 
facing them as women on one hand, and mechanisms to 
counter them on the other.

Words and phrases used by women to express their perception 
of protection were varied and diverse. It is clear from the 
responses that  women’s understanding and expression 
of the concept of protection are formed depending on their 
background and experiences and are affected by their cognitive 
level. The analysis revealed that there is no precise definition 
of the concept of protection, agreed upon by the women 
who participated in the focus groups. There were obvious 
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differences in the way how they expressed the concept of 
protection. Some women denoted that protection for them is 
“security and stability” or “peace of mind.” Others reflected a 
more subjective level of perception of protection, considering 
it as “women’s strong character,” “women’s self-protection,” 
“self-confidence,” “freedom,” “feeling comfortable,” etc. There 
were expressions more related to the external environment, 
whereas some women shaped their perception of protection in 
expressions such as “the law,” “raising children’s awareness,” 
“provision of security,” “giving women their rights,” “education,” 
“the family,” “getting help from others,” and “home.”

Accordingly, women’s definition of protection ranged between 
two main levels:

The first: depends on subjective factors to define protection, 
whether  related to women’s strong character, awareness, 
education, economic independence or other factors. For 
example, one participant said, “The most important aspect in 
protection is to build a strong character and protect yourself… 
To feel strong from inside.” (Married woman not experiencing 
violence from Shufat refugee camp). Another one said, “I 
protect myself by myself.” (Married participant experiencing 
violence from north West Bank).

The second: relies on external factors in defining protection. 
In this part women perceive protection as a reflection of a 
number of objective conditions that need to be available in 
order to achieve protection. These conditions relate to issues 
like the rule of law, tribal influences and others. 

The findings indicated that women’s definitions confused 
protection as a conception and as a tool used by women to 
protect themselves. In several occasions, focus was made 
on the concept as being a “tool,” reflecting ways or methods 
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women may resort to when feeling incapacitated or subjected 
to violence, such as resorting to the police or parents, keeping 
silent, talking to a friend, and the like.

There is awareness, whether consciously stated or not, of 
the interdependence and correlation between the concept 
of protection and conditions required to ensure it. Many 
participants based their definition of protection on conditions 
that must be met to provide women with protection, meaning 
that these women perceive protection as the practical steps 
that are followed or to be followed in order to enforce protection 
in theory and practice. This reflects the importance of the 
practical need for protection felt by women, as if protection 
as a concept exists only if the conditions and tools for its 
provision were available.

The findings did not indicate a specific and clear pattern of 
answer for each group. There were answers shared by both 
women who were selected to participate in the focus groups 
based on their experience with violence and those who were 
not asked about their experience with violence when they 
were selected to participate.

Nevertheless, in some instances, some differences were noted 
and need to be highlighted. For example, when analyzing the 
answers to the question: What does protection means to you, we 
noticed the group of women who experienced violence focused 
on the first level that gives more value to subjective factors 
than external ones. This may be linked to their experience with 
violence, since in most cases, unmarried women are subjected 
to violence from within the family and therefore cannot reveal 
it due to society pressure that encourages to keep domestic 
violence within  the family. Hence they find no other way than 
becoming responsible for protecting themselves by themselves. 
We also noted that the same group of unmarried women who 
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have experienced violence more often than the others reported 
security as equal to protection, indicating that women who have 
experienced violence know – and realize – that lack of security 
leaves them at risk of losing protection. On the other hand, 
unmarried women who have not been subjected to violence 
did not realize the importance of security as long as they enjoy 
it and feel protected.  

Noticeably, the phrase, “I protect myself by myself” was 
repeated several times among unmarried women exposed to 
violence but not among those who were not asked about their 
experience with violence. This phrase may illustrate the bitter 
experience of such women, finding that nobody – and nothing 
– can protect her but herself.

The term “patience” was also repeatedly stated to express 
the perception of protection by both unmarried and married 
women experiencing violence. This expression grabbed 
our attention as it entails a risky perception that women 
experiencing violence believe that patience can protect them 
and that a victim can protect herself by tolerating violence. 
For example, when a participant said, “Patience,” another one 
commented, “We have long experienced patience in all its 
forms… A woman may be protected by her husband if he is 
a good man.” (Married woman experiencing violence from 
north West Bank). For some girls and women experiencing 
domestic violence, patience may have also been used as a 
strategy to deal with violence. However, going further in our 
analysis, we would perceive patience as just another form of 
violence, when women and girls experiencing violence find 
that all mechanisms they seek to protect themselves from 
violence are blocked before them. Social pressure makes it 
difficult for a victim of violence to make a complaint against 
the perpetrator or seek help from outside the family, since a 
woman taking her complaint beyond the boundaries of her 
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home is perceived as violating family norms and disclosing 
internal affairs. This means that any step she may take, other 
than patience, will only bring more harm to her. As a result,the 
violence is perpetuated as the victim is forced to accept the 
violence and refrain from disclosing it.

Accordingly, we can conclude that the concept of protection as 
perceived by girls and women participating in the focus groups 
is about the availability of a number of subjective and objective 
factors that create a real and tangible feeling in the woman that 
she is in a secure state. These factors then protect  her rights 
and value as a human being, whether in relation to herself 
or her money, children and possessions. Major subjective 
factors as perceived by women are self-confidence, stability, 
strong character, self-reliance. At the objective level, factors 
ranged between economic independence and education, the 
rule of law and awareness.

The following are some expressions stated by participants, 
which may allow for a deeper understanding of what women 
perceive as protection:

“· Somebody to be in charge, to protect you. A married woman 
would say that she is protected by having a husband and 
that her husband will protect her from anything in the world.” 
(Married woman experiencing violence from north West 
Bank).
“Help.”· 
“· The most important aspect in protection is to build a 
strong character and protect yourself… To feel strong from 
inside.” 
“· One can protect oneself or can raise one’s children the 
right way.”
“· Giving women their rights. Our voice as women is not 
heard. Whatever we say, we are ultimately considered guilty. 
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Giving women their rights is the most important protection 
for them.” (Married participant not experiencing violence 
from central West Bank).
“· Protection is the rule of law and the development of laws 
favouring women and a law to protect women.”
“· For me as a woman, protection is to have self-confidence 
and a strong character that enables me to confront all 
difficulties. This is in addition to education because it is an 
essential matter. By means of education, I can protect myself 
from many things.” (Married participant not experiencing 
violence from north West Bank).
“· It is a type of prevention of negative influences that may 
destroy people’s lives or even private properties. In other 
words, it is to preserve something or a human being 
or properties in such situation that they have to have.” 
(Participant experiencing violence from north West 
Bank).
“It means immunity from all aspects, social, economic and · 
political, and to be protected at home and in the street, 
because nowadays there is a lot of corruption and violence 
in the street and schools, security chaos and thefts.” 
(Married participant experiencing violence from central 
West Bank).
“Talking about protection, some women were subjected to · 
beating and went and reported it to the police. As a result 
their lives were ruined and they were divorced.” (Expression 
by a participant from Jerusalem area).
“· Protection is when the woman feels prejudiced and 
humiliated and when her needs are met, when she feels 
safe outside the house and inside and having a stable life 
with her husband and children.” (Married participant not 
experiencing violence from north West Bank).

“· Protection means giving women their rights, but males 
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always reject this. For example, the male duck13 is silly…. 
In our society, masculinity means controlling those who are 
weaker.” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank).

Based on the above, we can differentiate two ways  
in which women participants perceive protection:

Subjective level· 
Objective level or external environment level· 

 Protection on the subjective level means: feeling secure, · 
stability, peace of mind, freedom, feeling comfortable, strong 
character and self-confidence.
Protection on the objective or external environment level · 
means: education, the law, awareness, and the family.

Forms of protection

From the outset we recognized that there is no single specific 
and definite form for women’s protection, given the diversity of 
social and economic environments, educational backgrounds 
and their degree of exposure to acts that require a special 
type or types of protection. Therefore, we decided to address 
the forms of protection as seen by the women in order to 
assess what forms women think are the most appropriate for 
their protection at all levels. This will be of benefit on several 
fronts, notably for understanding the practical form (s) that 
should be taken into consideration by those concerned with 
women’s issues in Palestinian society. This is an important 
aspect as it can be realized on the basis of the day-to-day 
experience of Palestinian women. It is important to understand 
the relationship between the subjective and objective aspects 

 13- Referring to a proverb known at the local level
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when considering the most frequent or most suitable forms of 
protection as perceived by women participating in the study. 
This relationship has a dialectical relational dimension in 
the sense that it is scientifically and cognitively unsound to 
focus on the subjective dimension and overlook the objective 
factors when dealing with issues of concern for the Palestinian 
women.

This part presents the answers given by women in response to 
the question, “What are forms of protection in your opinion?” 
Thus, representing the forms or mechanisms that women 
believe, once available, they can protect them.

Women in the study referred to various forms of protection, 
giving examples of them. Here we see that women perceive 
the forms of protection on two levels: The first is more about 
external factors, i.e., related to the public sphere. Reference 
was made to the law, institutions, the police, awareness, and 
employment as forms of protection. The second level was 
perceived as closer to the women, including the family as a 
form of protection, the extended family, the nuclear family, 
parents and siblings.

Participants see forms of protection at both the subjective and 
objective levels. This should prompt us to consider working 
on both levels in parallel in order to influence the situation and 
level of protection offered to women experiencing domestic 
violence.

“Acquiescence” was also mentioned as a form of protection. 
This means that  some women believe if  a woman acquiesces 
she will enjoy protection. This expression overlaps with the 
term ‘patience’ referred to earlier. By avoiding confrontation 
and by refraining from demanding their rights, women believe 
they can protect themselves from violence, as well as from 
any confrontation or clash that may take place.
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We also notice that the family (the father, brother, mother  
sister and other family members) have a special status for 
women. Various family members were mentioned as forms of 
protection. Unmarried women living with their families tended 
to express this position more often than the married ones. In 
addition, education, economic independence and employment 
were mentioned as forms of protection.

Women considered obtaining information as a form of 
protection, even when it is apart from education. This means 
they believe that knowledge provides women with protection. 
The perception of knowledge as power is a common feature 
in various fields. Women also considered that religious 
figures, lawyers, law enforcement officials, the police,  and 
those knowledgeable about tribal and religious systems as 
forms of protection. They also considered emancipation from 
economic dependency as a form of protection.  All of these 
are related to the external setting around the woman rather 
than the subjective aspect.

Women believe that internal factors protecting women 
represent part of the subjective form of protection. Some 
explained that internal protection is a form of protection. This 
can be sorted as part of the aforementioned expressions 
related to subjective factors, when a woman believes that she 
can protect herself and use her personal internal strength as a 
form of protection. Women also believed that rights realization 
is a form of protection.

In the analysis we concluded that in some cases, there 
was a clear difference in women’s perception of the forms 
of protection, although there was agreement on some forms 
in other cases. Such agreement and discord is linked to 
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various factors, mainly the direct experience of the woman 
with these forms, the experience acquired from hearing 
or witnessing violence and discrimination, and forms of 
protection these women would adopt to protect themselves 
from injustice, violence and discrimination. In other words, the 
adoption of a form of protection sometimes comes as a  result 
of what the woman hears  about the most effective forms 
of protection to protect herself from discrimination. We also 
notice that women’s perception is influenced by their priorities 
in terms of relying on their own strengths and resources or 
relying on external “objective” sources, and which value they 
give to any particular form in terms of its effectiveness. These 
forms also ranged from the passive to the most effective and 
revolutionary, from complete silence and acceptance as their 
“best” means of protection to reliance on the power of law as 
the most effective means. Overall, however, we find that the 
forms of protection can be categorized in two main patterns: 
internal protection and external protection, or a combination 
of both.

With regard to internal forms, many women participating 
in the study believe that women themselves have the prime 
responsibility for ensuring the best protection for themselves 
and their properties. This group of women looked at factors 
emerging from  themselves to protect them from injustice. 
According to them, such major factors may include:

Self-confidence: many women emphasized this factor as a 
primary form of protection for Palestinian women, considering 
that high self-confidence is a pre-requisite for self-protection. 
A woman expressed this notion by saying, “Self-protection 
depends on one’s character and self-confidence and to which 
degree he/she is strong enough to defend oneself, to which 
degree I am rich of thoughts and knowledge, how much I know 
and see and find entry points that can lead me to safety and 
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protect me from any violence or pressure I may encounter.” 
(Married participant not experiencing violence from south 
West Bank).

Education: Several participants believed that education 
is an effective form of protection that should be sought by 
Palestinian women. In this regard, one woman said, “In 
our social and political situation, I believe that education is 
the main form of protection for women in particular and the 
most important matter to advocate for. Education should not 
stop at the Tawjihi level, no, it should continue to university 
and beyond.” (Unmarried participant not experiencing 
violence from north West Bank). Another woman said, “As 
others said, self-protection comes through education and 
educational attainment. When I have a certificate, it’s like 
having a weapon. a form of protection.” (Married participant 
not experiencing violence from south West Bank).

Confrontation: This factor has been markedly present in 
a number of cases, this group of participants believe that 
confrontation is an effective form of protection and the best 
and shortest way to achieve protection rather than silence 
and fears.

Acquiescence: In other cases, women found that acquiescence 
and silence is an effective form that Palestinian women 
should adopt. With regard to silence, a woman commented, “I 
see silence as the best form of protection, because there are 
sensitive things one cannot talk about. If you disregard them, 
things will go on.” (Married participant not experiencing 
violence from central West Bank).

Concord with the husband: Some married women believe 
that being in concord with the husband is an important 
factor, as a form of protection that she should adopt in her 
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private life. However, these women did not specify on which 
matters a woman should be in concord with her husband. In 
this respect, a woman said, “For me, one should start with 
her husband… Get in concord with him… Believe me, every 
woman knows her husband, and there must be a way to bring 
him and get in agreement with him. Start with your husband 
first of all and when you convince him, everything will be fine 
for you.” (Married participant not experiencing violence 
from south West Bank). Another said, “Agreement between 
the wife and the husband is the best form of protection for 
women.” (Married participant not experiencing violence 
from south West Bank).

Conforming to societal norms of ‘good behaviour’: A 
number of women interviewed expressed the view that women 
should avoid anything that will “provoke the society” according 
to their expression, thus protecting themselves by behaving 
in a way that cannot attract criticism of their behaviour.  For 
example one woman explained: “I protect myself, I do not 
let people say anything wrong about me or say so and so. 
I can do good deeds because ultimately this will be in my 
favour and thus I protect myself.” (Unmarried participant 
experiencing violence from central West Bank). Another 
woman expressed a similar view saying, “I believe the best 
protection for a woman is to behave well…” (Unmarried 
participant experiencing violence from central West 
Bank).

With regard to external factors, forms of protection as 
perceived by women in the study varied. Their evaluation of 
the importance of each factor varied as well. However, we 
were able to identify some of the most frequently cited factors 
as follows:

The law: Many women cited the importance of the law and its 
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enforcement as a form of protection that women should seek 
when they are subjected to violence  or prejudice. Although 
important, we believe there are some points that need to be 
raised in regard to this factor:

The majority of cases agreed that women should resort to 
the law in extreme cases only.
Women are aware that there is a problem in law 
enforcement, with many indicating that the law is enforced 
on the weak  only, and women are considered the weakest 
link in this body. A women noted, “Protection is when 
there is a protective law, but there is no law. When my ex-
husband kicked me and my five children out of the house 
and locked the house, I went to the police and they told me 
to go to the Shari’a court. I went to the court and told the 
story to the judge... When the judge called him, he said: 
This is my house and it’s up to me whatever I do with it.” 
(Married participant experiencing violence from north 
West Bank).
The law discriminates in favour of men, whether in its 
articles or in its enforcement. Some women stated that 
the law supports men in most cases and works quickly for 
them. But when it is in women’s favour, the implementation 
mechanisms take a very long time.
Women usually resort to the law in cases of inheritance 
more than other cases. For example, domestic violence 
cases are usually addressed by the family and tribal 
leaders.
Women often fear the law. Although many are convinced 
of the role of the law in protection, they avoid it for various 
reasons, primarily the fear of the adverse consequences 
and the increase in violence if they resort to the court. 
This is on the one hand. On the other, they fear the culture 
of gossip in the society or fear for the reputation of their 
family and relatives.
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A woman expressed her opinion of the importance of courts 
in protecting women by saying, “For instance, if a wife is 
subjected to great pressure from her husband and these 
problems lead to separation in the marital life, the court can 
ensure her protection from the husband and ensure her 
rights.” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank). Another one said, “The law, law 
enforcement. Everybody is required to implement the law.” 
(Unmarried participant not experiencing violence from 
north West Bank). A third one said, “I want a law that protects 
me. I need information that helps me deal with others.” 
(Married participant experiencing violence from central 
West Bank).

Family and relatives: This is one of the most important 
elements that was repeated frequently as a form of protection. 
Palestinian women still perceive family and relatives 
(regardless of the degree of kinship) as an important source 
to turn to for protection from injustice and prejudice. Views as 
to which relatives provide such protection more than others 
were varied, citing the husband, sons, the father, and tribal 
leaders.

Employment: Results of the interviews showed that many 
women in the study considered paid  work an important 
source of protection against challenges of daily life whether 
at home and in the family or at the level of public life. This 
factor is linked to women’s economic independence and in 
their private and public affairs in material terms, which gives 
them a form of material and moral protection.

Independent residence: Several women noted that having 
an independent residence for the nuclear family is a form of 
protection that Palestinian women should seek. Independent 
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housing makes women feel safe, and thus is a form of protection 
that women perceive as effective.

Enforcement of religious principles: Some women believed 
that the application of religion is a form of protection in general 
and for women in particular. However, they did not explain 
how it should be applied and what levels of application will 
protect them.

Raising women’s awareness: Women interviewed expressed 
the view that  raising women’s awareness of their rights and 
duties and increasing their intellectual level in order to enable 
them to deal with issues of their public and private life is a 
form of protection. Sound socialization and non-discrimination 
between males and females will help achieve this, in addition to 
the promotion of girls’ education, workshops, training course, 
etc. A woman in the study said, “If we carry out a large role 
in raising women’s awareness and offering them guidance, 
this will form a type of protection for them. Awareness can 
equip women with strength and direct them to the right place 
where they can seek protection and guidance.” (Unmarried 
participant experiencing violence from Jericho).

Women’s institutions: Some participants noted that they did 
not have adequate knowledge about what type of institutions 
are concerned with women’s protection from injustice and 
discrimination or even where such institutions are located. 
Others believed that these institutions are a form of protection 
that women should resort to in certain circumstances. A woman 
indicated this position, saying, “I think there are institutions 
concerned with women protection, where women could 
approach rather than becoming aimless, not knowing where 
to go.” (Married participant not experiencing violence from 
south West Bank).
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 Another one said, “Nowadays there are institutions and centres. 
They talk at Ajyal14 about physical and sexual violence and say 
if anyone is experiencing such things, there are institutions 
and here are their phone numbers…. A woman can protect 
herself by calling such institution.” (Unmarried participant 
experiencing violence from central West Bank).

 The outcome of the focus groups  with the women on this issue 
indicates that  the participants cannot identify any specific 
form of protection for Palestinian women. Rather, such forms 
are varied and diversified according to the perceptions and 
priorities of participants. They are divided into two categories, 
one relying on internal factors and another on external ones, 
whereas they perceive that a combination of both may form 
the best form of protection. From our analysis, it seems that 
these perceptions and variations are due to several factors, 
primarily: the type of experience every woman has gone 
through and the level of awareness of each one of these forms, 

14- Reference is to Ajyal local radio station.
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which predisposes women in the study to give preference and 
priority to a certain form at the expense of others.

When do women seek protection?

This part of the study seeks to identify the circumstances that 
drive Palestinian women to seek protection, and to explore the 
circumstances in which women find themselves forced to seek 
protection. We found that there is no particular circumstance 
that drives Palestinian women to seek protection, but in general 
Palestinian women often seek protection only when they are 
exposed to extreme and harsh pressure, leaving them without 
any other choice but to seek protection from family or official 
sources.  Yet we would like to stress here that women’s fear 
of becoming subjected to even more violence or fear of their 
image in the society are two factors that prevent women from 
seeking protection in many cases. 

This section presents major conclusions drawn from women’s 
responses regarding the timing or stages when women decide 
to seek protection. Do they seek protection from the first time  
they are exposed to violence? Do they have different tolerance 
levels? Based on our experience in WCLAC, women usually 
come to ask for help after they have depleted their highest level 
of tolerance and after getting to the point where it is impossible for 
them as victims of violence to continue to live with the violence.

Women’s responses in this study demonstrated a great deal of 
agreement on this issue  (in contrast to the significant variation 
noticed in relation to other issues) confirming that women do 
seek protection only when the situation becomes unbearable and 
intolerable. Whether they agree or disagree as to where women 
seek protection, study participants were in  consensus  that 
Palestinian women seek protection only in extreme situations. 
This conclusion is related to several indications, which are 
summarized below.
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Often women feel that their seeking protection means  making 
them vulnerable to blame by  society and to questions over 
the ethics of the woman and her family. This kind of emotional 
and psychological blame can also amount to a form of violence  
Therefore, Palestinian women do not tend to seek protection 
fearing that this could  bring about a bad reputation for herself 
and her family, especially if she has single sisters. This was 
clearly evident in women’s attitude when the police was 
mentioned as a source of protection for women, and the type 
of views they expressed in support of the above conclusion.

Palestinian women still overwhelmingly think that their role is 
to sacrifice themselves for others. This means in practice that 
they endure injustice and violence often without  complaining 
because they see their role as to serve their sons and 
husbands. Therefore, they are not likely to seek protection 
but would endure the abuse and keep patient for the sake of 
the family and children.

Some women lack trust in the law, especially those who once 
tried to resort to it and had difficult experiences. Others lack  
knowledge of  the law. Lack of trust and ignorance combined 
create a serious obstacle preventing women from seeking 
legal protection. Other factors are their confidence that the law 
discriminates in favour of men and that its implementation often 
takes very long time. This prevents Palestinian women from 
seeking protection through the judicial system.

Yet Palestinian women seek protection in many cases. In the 
following paragraphs, we will review some conditions and factors 
perceived by women as motivating them to seek protection. 
The review will start with factors that are deemed extreme or 
compelling, when violence and oppression reach an intolerable 
level.
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When women are subjected to the harshest forms of 
violence. Palestinian women seek protection when they 
are exposed to extreme violence in general, and physical 
violence in particular. One of the women participating in the 
study expressed this by stating, “Only after she is battered 
and the family stands against her and everything goes 
against her and he keeps beating her, she would go to get a 
medical report and go to the police for example…” (Married 
participant not experiencing violence from central West 
Bank). Another one said, “In the case when she is subjected 
to horrible injustice… something that is simply unbearable.” 
(Unmarried participant not experiencing violence from 
north West Bank). A third one shared her view on this issue 
stating, “When violence goes beyond the limits, a woman 
would feel unable to tolerate and may leave her home, even 
may wish death for herself or blowing up her husband with a 
bomb…” (Married participant from north West Bank).

The following case may show  that Palestinian women seek 
protection only in cases that can be described as inhumane 
and beyond human endurance. This woman said, “We ask for 
protection only when we are to be admitted to the psychiatric 
hospital. I know many cases who really were admitted to the 
hospital. For example, a woman became schizophrenic after 
her husband kicked her out and sold the house…” (Unmarried 
participant from north West Bank).

When there is an urgent need: In recent years, Palestinian 
society has experienced difficult periods of general economic 
decline, which is primarily due to the  closures and siege 
policies that characterise  the Israeli occupation. The situation 
is characterized by declining income, rising unemployment, 
and a sharp rise in prices, increased cost of living, leading 
to increasing rates of poverty. Therefore, in many cases 
Palestinian women are forced to seek financial support 
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from the  institutions.. A woman indicated this by saying, 
“Material need… For example, any widow in need for help 
would approach several centres for protection, such as 
In’ash Al-Usra or Zakat centres, where she can get a monthly 
allowance.” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank). Another one added, “The material 
situation is difficult. Many women seek protection in order to 
get money because the husband, for example, is unemployed. 
So they approach some institutions in order to get money.” 
(Married participant experiencing violence from north 
West Bank).

When a woman is denied her inheritance right:  The findings 
of the focus groups  with women in this study indicate that 
women in some social segments do demand their rights to 
inheritance, with some resorting to courts for protection and 
assistance. In this regard a woman answered the question, 
“When do women seek protection?” by saying, “Inheritance. 
When someone appropriates their right to inheritance… Some 
brothers do not give the sister her right by agreement, so she 
goes to the court to demand her right…” (Married participant 
experiencing violence from central West Bank). Another 
one said, “It happens often with the inheritance issue. But this  
is not limited to sisters. Some brothers suffer as well. Some 
take more than others.” (Married participant experiencing 
violence from north West Bank).

In cases of sexual abuse and rape: Findings of interviews 
with women indicate sexual violence is practised against 
women. The participants indicated that Palestinian women 
seek protection if they are subjected to sexual violence.  Acts 
of sexual violence are a very sensitive taboo, especially 
when it concerns an unmarried woman and becomes 
known in the community. The perception of one participant 
was that sometimes women  seek protection when they are 
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subjected to sexual violence or harassment  saying, “When 
she is subjected to sexual harassment – which is the most 
important case – she will be forced to talk to somebody to 
protect her, because she cannot take action on her own and 
will need protection from someone who can take action with 
her…” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence from 
south West Bank). Another woman said, “When her parents 
marry her to someone against her will or when there is sexual 
abuse…” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from south West Bank).

Interview findings indicated that various circumstances may 
force women to resort to seeking protection. These are listed 
below without being detailed:

Wh en a women is facing problems with her husband or 
family;
When she feels a lack of internal security whether because 
of her family or husband (Unmarried  participant from 
the South  of the West Bank)
When all means are exhausted and control is lost, reaching 
a deadlock, “When the issue reaches the level of despair 
and lack of hope, she will have to ask assistance from 
someone.” (Unmarried participant not experiencing 
violence from Jericho);
When she feels afraid or threatened, as indicated by a 
participant, “I search for protection when I am afraid… when 
I am afraid of something and want somebody to protect 
me, if I cannot protect myself and need somebody else 
to provide me with protection.” (Unmarried participant 
experiencing violence from Jericho);
When she is forced into marriage, as indicated by a 
woman, “When she is forced to marry someone against 
her will.” (Married participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank).
Divorce: Palestinian women seek protection in case of 
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divorce and complete separation between the couple, 
especially if the mother has no provider and has children, 
which makes her seek protection in order to meet the daily 
living essentials for herself and her children.

Analysis and discussion of the findings of interviews with 
women in the study reveal that Palestinian women seek 
protection in various circumstances when they feel forced 
to do so. Participants indicated that women seek protection 
when they experience the most severe forms of violence and 
discrimination within the family or in the society. Women may 
seek protection from friends, parents, tribal leaders, official 
institutions or NGOs.
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Considerations that prevent women from seeking 
protection

This part of the study presents the major considerations that 
prevent women suffering violence from seeking protection 
from family or external parties. Due to the variations in the 
conditions of each case, the responses regarding major 
objective and subjective considerations varied in their nature 
and priority. However, we were able to understand that social 
considerations, primarily the fear of negative repercussions 
and of gossip, come  top of priorities. The findings also 
revealed that, in many cases, Palestinian women give prime 
consideration to the fate of her children and the reputation 
of her family, which will be explained in more detail in the 
paragraphs below.

There are many considerations assessed by women before 
they decide to seek protection, although they may spend 
varied times to do the assessment. (Such considerations can 
be divided into two categories: the first is related to internal 
obstacles and the other to external ones). However,  all such 
considerations can be categorized as external if we agree 
than women living in violence - in the absence of protective 
laws and where laws support the perpetrators - do not have 
a free choice. They cannot decide between staying with the 
violence or leaving it behind due to reasons related to the 
external environment, that is the society, the law, the family, 
the interest of their children and so forth.

At first glance, some may think that women decide not to seek 
protection voluntarily, or due to “ignorance” as some may dare 
to say, as if a woman living in domestic violence does not have 
the capacity to understand that she is not leading a normal 
life. Therefore, we tend to believe that reasons, obstacles or 
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considerations that women have to examine before they seek 
protection and before they decide to quit the cycle of domestic 
violence are all external. As some of these considerations 
appear as internal at first glance, they are dealt as such 
unless one takes a thorough look at the level of freedom that 
a battered woman can have to make free decisions. 

When examining considerations raised by women in the focus 
groups, we find that they were related to fear of several issues 
and at several levels, including fear of the society. The latter is 
common for all women, married and unmarried, experiencing 
or not experiencing violence. Some participants expressed 
this by saying, “The first thing we think of is people’s reaction,” 
“Anyone of us will consider people’s gossip,” “Ultimately, a 
women will think of her reputation in the society,” or “The society 
always blames the woman.” (Married women experiencing 
violence from south West Bank).

“Many of the so-called internal obstacles for women are in fact 
generated by a structure that is meant to subjugate women. 
The inclusive character of such subjugation makes it difficult 
to identify and leads women’s loss of freedom in a society 
dominated by males, in a society that considers domestic 
violence an accepted personal matter for the man and the 
woman, while at the same time underestimating violence 
against women by making the allocation of resources for 
battered women at the lowest level of funding priorities.” 
(Hirshmann, 2003)

According to Hirshmann (2003), “a society where ineffective 
acts of police and courts, relatives and friends consistently fail 
to assist and protect a battered woman, feelings of shame, 
guilt, and lack of esteem and merit are expected responses. 
However, their sources are not completely internal.” 
(Hirshmann, 2003). Women have to find their ways to live 
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with the situation. Women differ in their ability to make free 
decisions and in options available to them to chose what suits 
them. Raja Bahlool notes, “Although the space for free choice 
may shrink or expand depending on individual conditions and 
may differ from a society to another or from a period of time 
to another, it is possible to say that women, generally, are not 
the masters of their lives.” (Bahlool, 1998, p. 61)15.

There is another fear for married women which is fear of 
divorce. It is linked to the fear of inability to support themselves 
and their children financially and of being rejected by their 
original families. The woman’s family will not accept divorce 
even if it is the decision of her husband and even if divorce is 
sought as a means of protection from violence. Women fear 
that divorce will force them to be part of an isolated social 
group of “divorced women.”

This raises questions on the status of women in the society: 
Why this status? How it affects women’s relationship with the 
society, their decisions and self-perception? It is necessary to 
address these questions in our study in order to understand 
the indicated women’s perception and fear from the society. In 
this regard, Halim Barakat (1982) maintains that “the inferior 
status of Arab women is a direct result of the prevailing system, 
type of social structures and division of labour and the extent 
of participation in production processes.” (Barakat, 1982, 
p. 53). Hence it is very difficult, if not impossible, to ensure 
women,s protection without considering the social structures 
as a basis for change.

Another issue restricted to mothers is the issue of children, 
which women obviously place great importance  on, but which 
also provide the basis of fear..l. “I am afraid that children will be 

15 Bahlool, Raja. Women and Democracy Foundations in Liberal Feminist Thinking. Muwatin – 
Palestinian Institute for the Study of Democracy. Ramallah, 1998.
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broken.” (Married participant experiencing violence from 
south West Bank). “All women feel afraid that children will 
be lost.” (Married participant experiencing violence from 
south West Bank). On the other hand, children increase the 
value of women in the society, as explained by an unmarried 
participant: “An unmarried woman, even if well-educated, is 
perceived by the society as inferior to a woman with children, 
even if uneducated.” This reflects participants’ assessment that 
the society gives more value to children than to education.

Women may consider that seeking protection may risk them 
losing their home and shelter. While seeking protection is a 
solution for the problem, it can also be seen as another potential 
problem. For the perpetrator, violence is not a problem as long 
as it is kept within the family.

Another issue raised and explicitly expressed by women 
experiencing violence in particular is that they fear that violence 
will increase in amount and severity. They tend to keep their 
experience of violence discreet because they fear if they take 
the issue out of the boundaries of the family and then fail to find 
the required protection in order to end the violence, then they 
will be at risk of experiencing more violence.

We here go back to the issue of free choices available to women 
victims of violence. What options are available in a society that 
blames the victim? The society will “blame her if she dares to 
take her family’s secrets outside the house,” as a participant 
explained. Another one noted, “Family’s secrets should not go 
out according to social norms and traditions.” Or, “I am afraid 
they will take a position and say she is a loser in her life.” The 
more the society is able to maintain a comprehensive, coherent 
and effective system of oppression, the less is the victims’ 
ability to recognize it.

Another consideration is that women are unsure whether they 



53

will get protection if they decide to seek it. Statements such as: 
“Women would think first whether the situation may change 
and whether they will get protection or not.” (Participant 
experiencing violence from central West Bank) were 
expressed repeatedly by participants.

At the same time, there were voices saying that women will 
not give consideration to anything once they decide to seek 
protection. According to a participant, “Accepting violence is 
a tragedy above the original tragedy.” (Married participant 
experiencing violence from central West Bank). Although 
fewer than the first ones, these voices believe that the most 
important thing is women’s comfort, “because if I accept it once 
I will have to accept it lifelong, and I will be under pressure, 
and the pressure will explode and a small problem will become 
a big deal.” (Married participant not experiencing violence 
from central West Bank). In summary, in relation to the 
question what prevents women from seeking protection, there 
are external and internal factors ranging from fear of negative 
repercussions for them and their family and children to the 
lack of confidence  in the laws and institutions.

Where do women seek protection

The following paragraphs will present major sources of 
protection sought by Palestinian women when the conditions 
force them to do so. We intentionally divided these sources to 
family/informal sources and official ones. This categorization 
is based on the findings of interviews with women in the study, 
which generally indicate that women either resort to family 
and friends or to official institutions, such as the police, the 
court or a women’s institution. This should not overshadow 
the fact that women may seek a combination of sources from 
both categories in certain cases. Below is a detailed account 
of these two categories.
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Sources approached by Palestinian women victims of violence 
vary. Some  participants expressed the view that the family is 
the most effective source of protection  and are the first and 
last resort for women. Another group considered the family as 
part of the problem and the violence in one way or another. 
Thus, for them, external bodies, both official and informal, 
could be more effective and capable of offering protection.

In fact, this variation in the views can be attributed to personal 
experiences in each case. A striking result is that women 
almost have a consensus on ranking Palestinian official 
bodies, especially the police, low in terms of women’s trust in 
them and preference to seek protection from them. 

As noted previously, many participants  indicated that women 
prefer to keep silent about their daily experience of injustice 
and violence, believing that silence is the only way to protect 
themselves in such patriarchal culture.  Furthermore believing 
that silence will ensure the interests of her family members 
and children if not her own interests.  This belief is also 
compounded by the opinion  that society and social institutions 
cannot protect her or prevent the injustice and even, to the 
contrary, may increase it.  Yet despite this,  women often are 
forced by the situation  and the severity of violence to seek 
help in alleviating the violence. This is often after they deplete 
other internal resources such as patience, tolerance and 
silence, as ways of avoiding the violence.

Various cultural considerations prevent women from seeking 
protection at official bodies and give preference to “internal” 
bodies, such as fear for their reputation or that of their 
families. Hence such considerations affect the type of source 
of protection that women may approach.

Palestinian women needing protection do not go to the police 
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as a priority for various reasons, primarily lack of trust in such 
systems and fear for their reputation and that of their children, 
especially daughters. When they do go to the police, the 
reason is often related to the severity of violence and the loss 
of hope in any “internal” solutions.

Women resort to the court in cases of land disputes with their  
family and cases of divorce to request child maintenance or 
custody more than in any other case. Therefore, seeking judicial 
protection by women is rare and attached to certain cases.

Palestinian women are an integral part of the Palestinian 
society sharing the same dimensions, particularly the cultural 
ones. Since the prevailing culture is largely based on religious 
concepts, believing that people in case of difficulties should 
turn to God for help, Palestinian women also turn to God to 
ask for patience, protection and compensation.

At the family level, mothers are the main source of security, 
from which Palestinian girls seek protection when they are 
subjected to violence or pressure inside the family. Rarely do  
they approach male family members for protection. Mothers 
are followed by older sisters and then friends. This reflects the 
kind of relations existing between women in such cases. This 
is not meant to overlook the fact that participants in other cases 
stated that the father and brothers provide protection, but did 
not specify that they resort to them to seek protection.

Family and relatives:I. 

Often Palestinian women seek protection from the closest 
people, such as their father, mother, friends and even 
neighbours, for two reasons: The first is the woman’s feeling 
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that these people are more responsive to her problem than 
others and thus more willing to help solve it. The second is that 
the woman is reluctant to take her problem out to the external 
world fearing the potential consequences of disclosure. 
The following is a description of this group in more detail:

Mothers: Palestinian women feel attached to the family in 
general and parents in particular and seek their help when 
subjected to violence or external pressures. When a mother 
or father is absent for some reason, the woman may resort 
to an older brother or sister. This is a reflection of the cultural 
composition prevailing in the Palestinian society, resting all 
dimensions of the “responsibility” for child rearing and care 
on the shoulders of parents, especially when it comes to 
daughters and more particularly if the daughter is married and 
the problem is with her husband.

A participant indicated the above perception, saying, “First, 
the woman will talk to her mother, then her father, starting from 
the closest… the mother, the sister, the father…” (Married 
participant experiencing violence from central West 
Bank). Another woman said, “I go to my mother… because 
she is calm and patient… and she understands me and feels 
with me…” (Married participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank).

A woman explained the importance of parents and why women 
prefer to resort to them over any other source by saying, “First 
thing, she would resort to her parents… because they are the 
basis of her family, her origin, and the ones with most ability to 
protect her and keep her secrets…” (Unmarried participant 
experiencing violence from north West Bank).

Older sister: In many cases, Palestinian women resort to 
their older sister when seeking protection, advice, ideas and 
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plans to overcome a certain problem or situation. This is 
linked to a deep social and psychological factor rooted in the 
psyche of Palestinian females that sisters, especially older 
ones, are a safe resort when they need advice and perhaps 
protection. This is also linked to the perception that the older 
sister has more experience and can offer help to address the 
problem. The sister is also more keen than others to preserve 
the secrets, particularly in light of the divergence between 
Palestinian girls and their male relatives, including brothers, 
as described in a previous part of this report.

A participant pointed out, “I go to my older sister because I feel 
she is like my mother and has large experience and  will discuss 
the matter with me rationally…” (Unmarried participant 
experiencing violence from north West Bank).

Although women in general are aware that the sister will not 
have solutions to their problems in most cases, they see 
talking to their older sister as a sort of psychological protection 
offering some comfort. This was expressed by a participant 
saying, “I resort to my older sister and try to relieve my stress… 
this way I protect myself from unforeseen things… I mean if 
I keep everything inside my heart, I may get a heart attack. 
So I protect myself by going to my sister and complaining to 
her as this way I feel much comfort.” (Married participant 
experiencing violence from south West Bank).

Friends: Friends can be included as part of the family sources 
of protection sought by women. They can also be seen 
as providing psychological protection or morale lifting. For 
Palestinian women, a friend is often a secure resort where 
they can let of the steam or ask for advice, which may help 
find the much needed comfort when they are experiencing 
violence. A friend can also help the woman identify possible 
sources of protection and encourage her to seek help. In this 
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regard, a participant said, “For me, I go to my friends because 
I feel they offer me positive solutions and understand me 
well…” (Unmarried participant not experiencing violence 
from north West Bank).

Another participant explained that friends are the first resort 
for women when they want someone to listen to them. She 
said, “Friends… I see a friend is the best place for the woman 
to approach and seek help. Even if she cannot solve the 
problem, at least she will listen to you tentatively and will try 
to give you direction, in the sense that you can both discuss 
it over…” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from central West Bank).

Family or hamula16 leader: This category also includes other 
conciliation figures. The Palestinian society is a family-oriented 
one in a traditional sense, especially in rural areas. Every 
family has a prominent figure or leader that represents it in the 
external world at all levels. Hence it is natural that women, in 
many cases, resort to such persona seeking protection from 
her suffering. A participant said, “… The leader of her family, 
possibly… because he will be respected by everybody…” 
(Unmarried participant experiencing violence from central 
West Bank).

Another participant revealed the importance of the family 
leader in solving many problems facing women saying, “In 
every family, there is a leader who is respected by everyone. 
Women resort to such leaders because they have the 
experience and in many cases, they listen to the woman and 
make justice to her…” (Married participant experiencing 
violence from south West Bank).

16- Extended family
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Official bodies:II. 

Although family, relatives, neighbours and friends are 
important sources of protection for Palestinian women, there 
are external bodies that are approached in some cases, to 
which we refer here as official bodies. Major elements in this 
category are:

Courts: In spite of a culture that views women resorting to 
courts for justice and protection as shameful, the severity 
of the situation women are living with may leave them with 
no alternative. Findings of interviews with women in the 
study indicate that women turn to the courts more often for 
assistance in resolving the following issues: 

Divorce: There is no evidence that a culture of seeking 
divorce through the court exists among Palestinian women. 
Yet, where marital disputes come to an irreversible stage, and 
the man places  the woman under pressure and refuses to 
divorce, women resort to the court. As one participant said, “A 
woman will not go to court unless she is forced to do so and 
things have reached the level of divorce. Then she will go to 
court.” (Unmarried participant not experiencing violence 
from north West Bank). This culture is due to a reprisal 
mentality used by men to force the wife to give up her rights. 
This also includes the issue of maintenance: when the wife 
turns to the court as a last resort to demand maintenance 
from her ex-husband. Often a lawsuit can take years before it 
is finally decided. 

Inheritance cases: there are instances when Palestinian 
women are forced to resort to court to demand their inheritance 
rights. In fact, until recently, such practice used to be very rare. 
However, statements by women in the study indicate that there 
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is a new tendency for women to resort to courts to demand 
their inheritance rights, when they have no other option.

As stated above, women resort to the court only in irremediable 
cases. A participant expressed this opinion saying, “The 
court… a woman may resort to the court if things get to the 
point when nothing else can be done… and if there is serious 
threat of dangers to her family and life… that she might get 
killed… Then she will go to the court.” (Married participant 
experiencing violence from north West Bank).

The police: III. 

What has been said regarding the court system applies also 
to Palestinian security institutions, primarily the police. It is 
still considered shameful to resort to the police in Palestinian 
society in general and more so when a woman does so. 
Yet women are sometimes forced to resort to the police for 
protection in particularly serious cases.

A participant denoted this position saying, “Due to the 
increasing violence, she would go to the police, because 
she tries for the first and second time and finds that it is not 
working… The police will make him behave well, the prison 
will do so.” (Married participant experiencing violence 
from south West Bank).

Another talked about her experience before marriage, “My brother 
used to beat me a lot… Once he hit me severely with a club, so 
I went to the doctor and got a report… and I went to the police 
station and was referred to the court…” (Married participant 
not experiencing violence from south West Bank).
Another woman explained that women resort to the police 
when they experience severe violence, as stated in one case, 
“I tell you I went to the police when my ex-husband hit me 
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very severely… I had bruises on my body… I wanted to show 
the blue marks on my body to men there… In the police, 
they told me to go to the court…” (Married participant not 
experiencing violence from central West Bank).

Another one affirmed that women resort to the police only 
when other sources, especially the family, fail to find a proper 
solution for their problems. She said, “If her family and relatives 
do not manage to bring her justice and she loses any hope in 
them, she will go to the police because sometimes the police 
can do something or at least exert pressure on the family 
to take action…” (Married participant not experiencing 
violence from north West Bank).

Women’s institutions: IV. 

The findings of the interviews revealed that women’s 
institutions defending women’s issues in general and violence 
against women,  in particular are not known to all women. 
Yet the interviews also revealed that in many cases, women 
considered it is safer to resort to women’s institutions than 
others, especially official ones. Women resort to these 
institutions because of confidentiality and to obtain material, 
legal or even psychological support.

The findings of interviews indicated that some women are 
aware of the importance of resorting to these institutions, 
which they believe maintain an important trait – confidentiality. 
In this regard, one participant noted, “Women’s centres are 
the best because they respect confidentiality… they listen to 
you and feel with you more than others… and this is what 
I prefer.” (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from south West Bank).

Another one stated, “Although we do not like to let our problems 
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go out, I think that institutions concerned with women’s issues 
have the most ability to protect women… They often offer legal 
advice as well as psychological counselling… They maintain 
confidentiality… better than others.” (Married participant not 
experiencing violence from south West Bank).

Political parties:V. 

Until recently, Palestinian political parties have been an 
important reference point for all social groups, including 
women. Political factions represented the governance and 
in some cases, acted in the role of the judiciary deciding 
disputes between individuals and even between families. The 
findings of the interviews indicate that women would resort 
to political factions if they need some sort of assistance or 
want to end injustice or pressure practiced against them. This 
perception is supported by the fact that factions have been 
an important source of financial and other support when men 
become absent from the family due to imprisonment, death 
or other conditions. In this regard, a participant said, “In many 
cases, we resort to factions… especially when the family fail 
to do anything to help us. The factions solve many family 
disputes and other problems …” (Married participant not 
experiencing violence from central West Bank).

Another woman indicated that Palestinian factions have 
been an important reference for women, especially in the first 
Intifada, “In the past, especially in the first Intifada, whenever 
we face a problem, we would go to the factions in the town 
because they have the power, are respected and feared… 
many problems have been solved through them…” (Married 
participant experiencing violence from south West 
Bank).
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Drawing on the above and based on the findings of interviews 
with women in the study, one can conclude that there is a 
preference amongst the women participants to silence over 
confronting the problem.  There is also a lack of trust in official 
institutions to a large extent.  The findings did reveal that 
Palestinian women would resort to some “internal” sources, 
which include family and friends, and as a last resort to some 
external sources, including official bodies, to seek help and 
demand the ending of the injustice they are suffering.
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What protects women?

We raised the current more practical question: “What protects 
you?” in order to assess whether the concept of protection 
is perceived as a theoretical concept more than a practical 
one. We found that there was no consensus amongst the 
participants on a framework for what protects women.  
Suggested mechanisms ranged from the  subjective or internal 
mechanisms to the objective or external factors and included 
education, self-confidence and the creation of protective laws.  
This variation is the result of the different levels of awareness 
and perceptions drawn from the type of experience they have 
gone through.  We would suggest that the findings reflect an 
agreement that various protection mechanisms need to be 
developed and applied simultaneously. Both subjective and 
objective mechanisms should be developed to create an 
integrated process that provides effective measures against 
injustice and violence suffered by women.

Many women in the study see that what protects them lies 
simultaneously in their empowerment at the personal and 
community level. Therefore, we sense a strong link between 
improving the status of women in the society and improving the 
situation of the society itself, that is women’s status will never be 
improved “under economic exploitation, feudal slavery and tribal 
domination in the Arab world and under colonialism and neo-
colonialism in this country.” (An-Nashef, 2003, pp. 277-278). 

Once again it becomes clear that women’s protection has 
a subjective dimension and an objective one related to the 
external environment. These factors, which are interlinked 
and overlapping can be summarized as: women’s strong 
character, educational attainment, self-confidence and the law. 
Education will increase women’s self-confidence, which may 
protect women by strengthening their character. Yet, thus far, 
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there is no evidence that education can protect women from 
violence, although it may allow them an opportunity to end the 
practice of violence against them. Educational attainment can 
help a woman to depart from the violent relationship and find 
alternatives. 

There were statements suggesting this perception, such as 
“My educational attainment is my protection,” or “My strong 
character and my education protect me,” (statements by 
unmarried participants not experiencing violence from 
north West Bank), which reaffirm the importance of education 
for women and girls, as a major means of protection.

The following expression reflects women’s comprehensive 
vision towards protection: “The most important thing that 
protects women nowadays is their education and awareness, 
strong character, having a say, well-off; having self-confidence 
is surely a protection, as well as their children, honesty 
and sincerity.” (Unmarried Participant not experiencing 
violence from the North). As well as the following statements: 
“The most important thing is confidence. My self-confidence 
is my protection,” “My self-confidence and awareness protect 
me,” “Self-confidence is the protection,” (Unmarried participant 
not experiencing  violence from the North)  or “I protect myself 
by myself.”  (Unmarried participant experiencing violence 
from the North)
  
When the preliminary findings of the study were discussed in 
workshops in 4 areas of the West Bank with representatives 
of civil society organizations, we found that their perception 
of protection did not widely deviate from that of women who 
participated in the focus groups and in-depth interviews in the 
study.
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Many women believe that employment is an important source 
of protection and material wellbeing. Although employment 
outside the house may increase the load on women, it provides 
her with a certain space to express herself, her feelings and 
thoughts freely and an opportunity to create a community away 
from domestic violence which may allow them to perceive 
themselves as capable and productive. 

However, the question to be raised is: Does a woman’s 
employment provide her with guaranteed protection from, 
violence? Is employment a solution for the problems of 
violence? The findings of a study by the researcher Ayman 
Abdul-Majid, would suggest that these questions can be 
answered in the affirmative.  His findings indicated that the 
discourse and language used by working women reflect more 
confidence than that of women who are not working, while the 
language of men in families where women are not employed 
reflected authority and control (Abdul-Majid, 2007, p. 93). 
Further specialized studies on this issue are needed in order 
to acquire more knowledge about the relationship between 
these variables and violence.

Some women believe that only they have the ability to stop the 
violence against them. Such perception could be attributed 
to the reality of their lives, where others around them are 
unable to protect them from violence or because they do not 
wish to disclose their situation in settings beyond the family 
boundaries in order to preserve the reputation of their family. 
Some maintain that it is their own responsibility to protect 
themselves and end the violence practiced against them. One 
participant said, “The most important aspect of protection is 
that you should have a strong character and protect yourself.” 
Others believe they can change the character of their violent 
husbands and protect themselves and they even have a way 
to do it! A participant said, “He hit me for the first time, he hits 
for the second time, then I say ‘Never dare to hit me again! I 
am not your pet and you did not buy me like a slave!’”(Married 
participant not experiencing violence)
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Although many women recognize that changing the character 
of the perpetrator of violence is impossible and that it is very 
difficult, if not impossible, to stop the violence without external 
help, some women keep trying and keep a hope that they will 
manage to change the situation and stop the violence. This 
could be because they insist on preserving a certain image 
of themselves and their families, they are confident that 
nobody is able to help, or for other reasons that need further 
examination. The following statement from one participant 
reflects this, “I would be lying if I say I am not as a woman 
experiencing violence. Any woman that tells you that we do 
not experience violence is not saying the truth. We experience 
violence, of course. The protection is that I try to change his 
character, which is impossible, but we should try.” (Married 
participant experiencing violence from the North)

Although women admit the ineffectiveness of some “temporary 
solutions,” such as resorting to the law, they tend to turn back 
to the law once and once again as a solution when they have 
no other alternative solutions. Hence the notion of having a law 
to protect women is an acceptable one, and even resorting to 
the current law is also acceptable although it may not provide 
the needed protection. 

“The law, if righteous, will protect me”.(Unmarried participant 
from the South) 
“When people stand together and have a collective stand. I 
support women to demand their rights and resort to the court 
and the personal status law. The (personal) status law does not 
protect me, yet it is a law.” (Married Participant from the 
Middle)
Our findings indicate many women persist in  changing their 
situation and try to stop the violence against them either through 
educational attainment, strong character, self-confidence, the 
law, or other means.
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 Section four: Seeking Protection 

In this part of the study we will present findings and analysis  of 
the  in-depth interviews with women and girls who experienced 
violence and sought protection. The aim of the in-depth 
interviews was to identify and outline what can be referred 
to as the actual protection network on the ground in case a 
woman or girl decides or is forced to seek protection. The 
aim was also to have a closer look at the details of women’s 
suffering when they are subjected to violence in order to better 
understand our society, families, the law and lack of law, and 
other intertwining and complicated elements of domestic 
violence.

We held 12 in-depth interviews with women suffering from 
sexual, physical, psychological and verbal violence by the 
husband or sexual abuse by a close relative in the family, as 
well as with girls exposed to sexual violence by a male family 
member, such as the father, a brother, or an uncle. There 
are also cases of violence other than sexual perpetrated by 
males in the family. We hesitated a lot in terms of presenting 
the expressions of girls who shared their experiences with is 
fearing of causing any threats for them. Therefore, we refer to 
those expressions in brief.

Clearly we were unable to get the desired depth in the focus 
groups as much as we did in the interviews. Women and girls 
shared with us issues, experiences and pains, while none of 
them could reach such level of information sharing in front 
of other group members. Therefore, the findings of the in-
depth interviews allowed us to assess – at a certain level – 
the effect of violence and protection on women’s psychology 
and we managed to identify the level and nature of protection 
currently existing in the reality of women and girls suffering 
from violence.



69

The findings of 12 in-depth interviews indicated that most 
of the women sought protection with close family members 
before turning to official bodies. It was found that the decision 
to resort to official bodies is taken when all efforts at the internal 
level are depleted. In cases where protection was sought with 
an official body, the situation has reached a very dangerous 
level that the woman/girl just could not live with and tolerate 
any more.

Findings indicate that women recognize that seeking protection 
does not always bring about a radical solution to the problem. 
More often, solutions whether from the family or from external 
bodies, both official and informal, are partial and temporary 
and do not constitute a final remedy. Many believe that the 
solutions in the majority of cases favour the man. Tribal male 
leaders – and the police – seek to solve the issue by means 
of covering it up. Some women expressed the view that the 
outcomes of seeking the protection of a certain body may 
complicate the problem and may even aggravate the violence 
practiced against the woman.

Based on the 12 cases we found that  where the woman did 
not approach any relative or close body for protection and 
resorted to official bodies, namely the police, to demand 
protection, the woman said that she had a belief that people 
who are around her are unable to protect her, she does not 
trust them, since she believes they were aware of the violence 
she is suffering but kept silent and did not take any action. 
Hence she does not have trust in them.

We noticed from 12 cases that assistance coming from a 
relative, a neighbour, a family leader or conciliation committees 
is often temporary and is not meant to help solve the problem 
and end the violence but aims at achieving “conciliation.’ So 
this assistance is not decisive in banning violence, criminalizing 
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the perpetrator and protecting the victim. The issue is dealt 
with as a misunderstanding and things can go back to normal 
if both parties want this. Under this formula, the woman/
girl has a responsibility to work hard to bring things back to 
normal. Such type of intervention prejudices the weaker and 
violated party, which is the woman/girl in this case.

The findings of interviews revealed varied experiences among 
those exposed to sexual violence. While one managed to find 
protection and follow up from the police, (who contacted her 
family and got a written pledge from the father). Other  cases 
stated that the police never understood their situation and 
their bitter experience with sexual violence becomes a way for 
the interrogators to satisfy their curiosity by trying to get more 
details of the relation without paying any attention to finding a 
radical solution to the problem or at least stopping it.

In cases of sexual violence within the family, women seem 
to experience the most severe form of injustice that a human 
being may experience. They cannot share their suffering with 
anybody else because the perpetrator is a brother, father, or 
uncle, who has a kinship authority and gender-based authority 
over the victim. This clearly reveals how power relations 
influence the type of authority imposed on the girl, where she 
is subjugated to sexual desires and psychological needs in 
order to relieve the feeling of deficiency in the male relative 
that urges him to practice his authority on the female.

Certainly, cases of sexual violence within the family have the 
most severe effect on the victim’s psychology and mentality. 
She loses the ability to define any borderlines in her private 
relations, in the sense that things become confused when it 
comes to differentiating relations. This happens especially with 
girls suffering sexual violence from early years of life. What is 
even more dangerous is that such girl may develop a certain 
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distorted perception of sexual relationship based on her private 
experience. She might become an easy prey for people around 
her if they become aware that she has been sexually abused. 
Some males may look at her as violated and can be exploited 
once again since she has already been exploited.

As Rana Nashashibi (2005) denotes, experience of violence 
creates a state of high tension.  Sexual violence from within 
or outside the family creates high tension that destroys the 
growth process. “The earlier in life the experience of sexual 
violence is, the more effect it will have on the individual on the 
long run. The physical and psychological violation becomes 
to occupy a large part of self-perception for the suffering 
individual” (Nashashibi, 2005, p. 31). Thus we conclude that 
the violent experience occupies a certain space in the formulation 
of self-identity and self-image of the girl. This type of violence 
also makes her fully lose trust in all people around her. More 
importantly, she is assigned with the burden and responsibility of 
keeping this violence confidential, as she becomes under threat 
of punishment if the issue becomes known to anybody else.

With time, a girl suffering such harsh violence will develop a 
feeling of guilt because of her incorrect belief that she has 
a role in “accepting such relation.” although in many cases 
the sexual violence takes place when the girl is at an early 
age when she is unable to understand what a normal sexual 
relation means. It is also noted that women victims of rape 
develop feelings of powerlessness, especially early in the 
period of sexual violence and before seeking protection. This 
often makes the victim unable to protect herself or disclose 
the violence and unable to tell any person, whether close or 
not close to her, fearing the consequences and fearing that 
the family and others will not believe her. If she discloses the 
sexual violence practiced against her by the father, brother or 
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uncle, she will be putting the image of a male family member 
under question, and will expect that she will be considered to 
be lying and will be accused and even isolated by the family. As 
one said when she was interrogated by the Attorney General. 
“I just couldn’t say that my father is the one who did so to me, 
because the society will never accept the fact that he raped 
me… no one will believe me.” 

The girls did not accept the sexual violence by male members 
of their families as a normal thing that they can live with. 
However, there were notable differences between them in 
terms of how long and how much could be endured, and 
how long they could resist the violence on their own before 
deciding to seek protection. This depends on the authority the 
perpetrator has on them and his power within the family, as 
well as the way of upbringing adopted by the family and other 
factors that need further and deeper investigation.

Most victims of domestic sexual violence turn directly to official 
bodies, such as women’s rights institutions or the police, when 
they decide to seek protection. We found that the victims 
think that outsiders will be more likely to believe them and 
stop the violence. This is important in light of the fact that 
“fearing not to be believed” is an obstacle or consideration 
assessed by the victim before seeking protection. As one 
said, “As soon as I told them what my father did to me, they 
believed me.” Another problem facing a girl that is subjected 
to domestic sexual violence is that she recognizes that some 
family members know about her suffering but take no action 
to stop the violence, especially if the perpetrator is the father. 
An interviewee expressed this concern when she was asked 
if she ever resorted to a family member or a close person to 
seek protection, when she said, “My family are the reason 
that destroyed my life, and my father and mother are the first, 
because she saw my father in my bed and did nothing.” 
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We found that when a victim resorts to a family member, she 
does not find protection, especially when the perpetrator is 
the head of the household. Although the outcomes of seeking 
protection may differ depending on the status of the person 
approached for protection. In the interviews, one woman 
indicated that she turned to her mother, as indicated in the 
abovementioned case, and another to her stepmother. The 
outcome was as follows: “When I went to my stepmother and 
told her about what my father did to me, she said, ‘This is 
disgraceful. Do not tell anybody about it, even your siblings, 
in order to avoid problems’.”

Sometimes domestic violence is the main cause preventing 
a family member from developing personal mechanisms of 
self-protection. When the source of sexual violence is from 
outside the nuclear family, such as an uncle or a cousin, it will 
be very difficult for the girl to disclose the issue to her parents 
and find support from them. In such case, she will suffer from 
a combination of domestic violence and sexual violence at the 
same time.

We found that girls and women suffering domestic sexual 
violence have developed a sense of security and temporary 
and conditional comfort after they sought protection. This is 
because they cannot receive counselling services all their 
lives, and because counselling services are limited in quantity 
and quality. 

Findings from the analysis of interviews with women in 
the study indicate that the role of the police and the office 
of the general attorney varies from one case to another. 
Nevertheless, cases where the police intervened and the 
general attorney provided follow up clearly indicate a positive 
influence. The girl would regain some of the trust in people 
around her, which helps relieve the high tension associated 
with the violent experience.
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A positive role played by safe homes and women’s institutions 
was also evident. It seems that the outcome depends on the 
staff character rather than the institution, in the sense that 
if the counsellor is supporting, the police officer is able to 
understand and the general attorney is following up with the 
case and working on ensuring protection, the outcome will be 
completely different than that when any of these stakeholders 
does not demonstrate the required understanding and/or 
support.

In cases of violent forms other than sexual, such as physical, 
psychological and verbal violence, similar to the conclusion 
from the focus groups, the in-depth interviews demonstrated 
that women seek protection from within the family first and only 
after they deplete all their feelings and endurance. They usually 
start with the closest ones and then go farther.

It was clearly evident that women resort to the courts in certain 
cases, mainly inheritance disputes, divorce and maintenance. 
Another conclusion is that in most cases, violence does not 
stop completely even with the intervention of the police and 
the office of the general attorney and when the perpetrator is 
forced to sign a pledge. Rather, violence and threats remain a 
possibility that women have to live with.

Women and girls shared with  us their experiences in seeking 
protection expressed discontent with the requirement to repeat 
the details of the incident several times to the police, the 
general attorney, and the human rights’ or women’s centre or 
institution.
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About education:

Similar to the focus groups, education was believed to be 
necessary both for women and girls who were exposed to 
violence and those who did not refer to the experience with 
violence alike. Education is seen as a solution for the violence 
problem and as a gateway to get out of the situation.

Interviewees who did not complete their education expressed 
an intention to engage in education after they have gained 
security and protection. We noticed that most girls suffering 
sexual violence by a family member were also forced to drop  
out of school, because they were unable to proceed with their 
studies alongside their schoolmates, which is understandable.
Alternatively  they were forced to drop school by the father, 
brother or mother, which is meant to facilitate control of their 
mobility and keep the sexual violence hidden inside the family 
boundaries.
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Section five :                                                
Reports from the field – workshops’ 
outcomes

“We think of protection only when we experience violence. 
Before, I never asked myself what protection means to 
me.”
(Participant in Jenin workshop)

This section presents the outcomes of workshops held to 
present the preliminary findings of the study. We decided to 
share these preliminary findings with the community in order 
to strengthen the concept of effective participation, instead of 
getting back to the community with the final form of the report 
in hand.

The preliminary findings and different experiences were 
discussed by workshop participants, who included 
representatives of various civil society organizations, such as 
women’s grassroots committees,  human rights organizations, 
women’s institutions, media professionals,  the police, social 
workers, and members of various political parties.  This was 
an opportunity to listen to the experiences of people working 
on the protection of women victims of violence. The workshops 
were held in the cities of Nablus, Bethlehem, Hebron and Jenin, 
with the participation of 120 persons.  

The preliminary findings and analysis from focus groups were 
presented and were received with interest by participants 
in all workshops. There was a consensus that the issue of 
protection is a new topic and that it is important to assess 
women’s perception of protection and what it means for 
them. All participants stressed the need to take the findings 
into consideration and convey them to legislators and 
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policy-makers in order to inform their decision in regard to 
providing a conducive environment for protection. Some 
participants, especially social workers, stated that they have 
heard the same expressions and ideas from women receiving 
counselling services from them. They expressed concern with 
the shortage of community resources for victims of violence. 
The participants also raised the issue of lack of protection 
for those offering protection, which puts them at risk in the 
absence of a law protecting social workers and counsellors 
working in schools, public institutions and NGOs.

Participants praised the study approach, based on getting the 
views of women themselves and allowing them a chance to 
express themselves. A participant in Bethlehem commented, 
“The documentation and dissemination of women’s experience 
is an important message in itself.”

Although all participants were staff members of the 
aforementioned institutions, they provided answers comparable 
to those of women in the focus groups when they were asked 
about how they understand protection.

Statements of workshop participants can be classified into 
several categories commonly raised in all workshops:

About the law: All workshops addressed the issue of law, 
whether by criticizing the shortcomings of the current law, 
emphasizing the importance of enforcing the current law even 
with all its shortcomings, or focusing on the need to adopt a 
law that protects the family from violence.

Participants addressed the role of the law in protecting women 
and how it can be employed to reduce violence against 
women. Further, they demanded that violence against women 
be considered as a criminal act. A notion was also raised that 



78

the law has an advantage in its power and binding character. 
Although all agreed that the law alone is not enough and 
cannot change the situation, there was a consensus on the 
need for a law protecting women, while raising community 
awareness on women’s rights at the same time.

About   awareness-raising: Awareness-raising was addressed 
at various levels. The participants raised the need for school-
based awareness, suggesting that violence and protection 
issues should be covered by the official school curriculum, 
with a view to increasing children’s awareness (both males 
and females) and protect them from potential risks that would 
affect them when they reach maturity. Giving children such 
information is deemed a form of early prevention.

A second level of awareness is community awareness on 
prevention of violence and on protection means, as well as 
on assisting those experiencing violence by providing them 
with addresses where they can seek support. A participant 
in the Jenin workshop said, “Almost in every awareness-
raising workshop I carry out, women and girls approach me 
at the end of the workshop to tell me about a problem she, a 
sister or a neighbour is facing and ask for help and guidance.” 
(Participant in Jenin workshop).

In this regard, a concern was raised about the inadequacy 
of institutions working on community awareness on violence 
against women, denoting that they do not adequately work on 
raising awareness of males, which is creating imbalance in 
information and experiences. In this sense, women who are 
exposed to violence and those not exposed receive adequate 
knowledge about the dangers and effects of violence but 
cannot put this knowledge into practice as long as males in the 
family are still unaware of this information. Particularly when 
they have not heard it directly from any institution, which is 



79

expected to give the information more value in their perception 
than hearing it through the females in their family. Apparently, 
this is true “since we are striving to achieve social change 
that includes everybody and to ensure that all share this 
responsibility rather than limiting it to women.” (Participant in 
Jenin workshop).

About the society: The society and its relation to women is 
one of the issues raised in the workshops. Based on their own 
experience and that of other women, workshop participants 
expressed a belief that the society has the ability to restrain 
the disclosure of violence against women and that fear of the 
reaction and condemnation of the society affects women’s 
decisions as to whether to disclose the violence or not, as well 
as their decisions on most other issues. A participant in the 
Jenin workshop stated, “We as women have not been able 
to appreciate the position of the society towards this issue.” 
Another participant said, “When a woman complains, she 
becomes subject to violence and threats and consequently to 
bad reputation in the society.” One can see from this how the 
discourse of workshop participants, who belong to a certain 
segment of educated women working in various institutions, 
including those serving victims of violence against women, is 
close  to the discourse of women who participated in focus 
groups.

At the same time, participants believed that protection cannot 
be provided by a certain person but rather by institutions and 
structures. Therefore, many questions were raised as to the 
role of the Palestinian Authority and its ministries, as well as 
the law and judiciary, in the protection of women. They all 
have a responsibility to protect women and even to protect 
the entire society.
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About women’s employment: Participants expressed views 
that women’s employment may help them be independent, 
as long as they are economically independent. Employment 
can upgrade the way of thinking and promote self-confidence 
and rights awareness. It can allow women to contribute more 
effectively to the decisions of the family and make their own 
decisions based on a wider range of options.

Socialization: The issue of socialization was raised in terms 
of its role in developing women’s self-image and perception 
about family and society. In this regard, a view was expressed 
that current socialization practices raise children on concepts 
that reduce self-confidence among females compared to 
males due to social expectations of the roles of females and 
males in the society, which inevitably will affect women’s 
decision-making in the future.

Women’s education: Education was addressed as a means 
of women’s protection. Here we note an agreement in the 
view of education between workshop participants and women 
participating in focus groups. Participants noted several 
positive effects of education for women, as it allows women 
the potential to engage in the labour market, increases their 
awareness and helps them make better decisions should they 
be subjected to violence.

At the same time, a conflicting view towards education 
was also raised. A participant in Hebron workshop stated, 
“Education become a misfortune for women because they 
develop awareness without having a law to protect them.” 
At the same time, another participant said, “I believe that 
having a strong character is more important for women than 
education.” (Participant in Hebron workshop). Education 
was also linked to economy, as it may allow the woman a 
chance to become economically independent.
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Women-to-women support: Workshop participants raised 
a need to work on developing means for women-to-women 
support. In this regard, a participant said, “Sometimes, all that 
a woman needs is someone to listen, a friend or a counsellor, 
who can help her let her emotions off and nothing more. This 
may relieve her more than any law, because she does not 
resort to the law for various considerations.” (Participant 
from Nablus workshop). A participant in the  Jenin workshop 
stated, “We should strengthen ourselves and one another. 
We should support each other in order to be able to break the 
silence barrier.”
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Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusion

There are facts and indications that we have learnt from 
the study, most notably the difficult situation of violence 
experienced by Palestinian women and girls. It is violence at 
multiple levels; some of them were exposed to psychological 
violence, others to physical violence, and others to sexual 
violence. Ultimately, they all also suffer from the military 
violence resulting from the Israeli occupation.

Although official and informal structures are available for 
women to seek protection from when they are subjected 
to violence, the multitude of such structures have not been 
able so far to provide more than temporary and inadequate 
protection. Intervention is mostly aimed at conciliation rather 
than putting a final end to violence.

When examining the perception of protection among 
participants, it becomes apparent that their definition of 
protection is linked to their wish to live in security, stability 
and peace of mind. They also are aware that their own 
empowerment and strength provides a sort of protection for 
them. Here a questions poses itself: Is self-empowerment 
adequate to ensure protection? Are there other measures that 
should support the empowerment of women and girls, such as 
laws, policies, community awareness and, as a matter of fact, 
independence? There is another important issue here, which 
is the need to empower the society at large as an incubator 
for its members, which is essential to ensure effective and 
sustainable self-empowerment.

The study made it evident that women and girls have many 
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considerations to assess before deciding to seek protection. 
These considerations can be seen at two levels: subjective 
and objective. However, the objective level is more prominent. 
For example, fearing society’s reaction is a serious obstacle 
preventing women from seeking help. This is because they 
are influenced by the culture of shame and disgrace that does 
not allow the disclosure of the experience of violence beyond 
the close family circle.

With regard to sexual violence against women and girls within 
the family, we are faced with a serious problem in the sense 
that the perpetrator is often the father, brother or uncle (as 
expressed in the in-depth interviews). This makes the victim 
more sensitive and fearful of disclosing the issue to other 
family members first and to people from outside the family 
second. As a result, their life pattern becomes enveloped with 
violence and the idea of seeking protection becomes much 
more difficult. This is further exacerbated when some other 
family member become  witness to the sexual violence and 
prefers to keep silent about it.

The realities of the women and girls who participated in the 
focus groups indicate that the available protection mechanisms 
need further development and support. There is a need for a 
law that protects the family from violence and a need for raising 
community awareness on the effect of violence on all aspects 
of life, explaining how violence isolates and marginalizes 
family members from active production processes. The effects 
of violence are not limited to the victim but also affect the 
perpetrator and witnesses, thus affecting the entire society. 

This report is an initial step in the discussion of the need to 
link violence to protection. By understanding and analyzing 
protection, we participate in combating violence and developing 
effective solutions to end or at least reduce it. We believe such 
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a link needs to be clear during awareness raising activities 
and should reflect into programs, policies and legislation that 
address violence and offer solutions to the problem and its 
repercussions at all levels.

We hope that this report was able to present a clear picture 
of the concept of violence and realities of protection as 
perceived by women and girls through their life experiences. 
We also hope that we will be able to plan for programs that 
build on the report’s findings in order to get our work closer to 
the beneficiary groups.

Recommendations

The recommendations of this report are a reflection of the 
conclusions generated by the study in relation to the central 
idea of the research. 

Therefore, recommendations presented here will be within the 
realm of the general and specific interpretation of women’s 
statements on their perception of violence on one hand, and 
means and mechanisms of protection.  The recommendations 
have a theoretical character, as well as a practical one, based 
on the dialectic relation between these two characters and 
how each affects and is affected by the other.

These recommendations are directed at decision-makers 
at the policy and legislation level, as well as at the level of 
institutions concerned with women’s issues.
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The recommendations are as follows:

To the Palestinian Authority, the Palestinian Legislative 
Council and the Palestinian President.

WCLAC recommends the development and then effective 1. 
enforcement of legislation and laws that protect Palestinian 
women from violence. For example:

laws that enable the removal of the perpetrator from •	
the family home.

Laws Criminalising domestic violence.•	

WCLAC recommends that serious and concrete measures 2. 
are taken to improve the economic situation of Palestinian 
women. In particular the following measures and policies 
should be adopted:

The creation of income-generating enterprises •	
specifically targeting women.

Affirmative action policies to increase women’s •	
participation in the work force, with a particular focus 
on those without the benefit of higher education. 

In light of the status of education and academic degrees 3. 
as a mechanism that supports women’s self-protection, it 
is recommended that Palestinian ministries together with 
educational institutions take concrete measures to increase 
the educational attainment of women. In particular by:

Ensuring women’s participation in all levels of education •	
through offering women additional educational 
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opportunities;
Providing eligible women  with scholarships for •	
undergraduate and graduate studies. 

Social problems in general, and violence against women 4. 
in particular,  are a reflection of socio-economic conditions 
prevailing in the society.  Education, economics, legal 
reform and culture can all be seen as playing a part in 
protecting women from violence and oppression.  We 
recommend that no single dimension, be it economic, 
cultural or other, should be given utmost concern at the 
expense of others. Rather we recommend, 

Policies to combat violence and increase protection •	
should be integrated to combine educational reform 
and legal reform together with appropriate cultural 
and economic policies . 

A policy approach that takes into account the different •	
socio-economic conditions of Palestinian women.  
Policies should reflect  the different needs of these 
different women.
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To Women’s Institutions, Study Centres and 
Academic Institutions

We recommend that a specialized, comprehensive and 5. 
thorough study or studies is carried out on the issue of 
sexual violence.  Such a study should identify social and 
economic conditions of the victims and conclude the 
possible causal factors. This will help develop effective 
policies to end this problem and its adverse effects on 
the society at large and on women in particular. We call 
upon the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) 
in particular to try to study this issue in more depth since 
PCBS has the human and material capital that allows it to 
carry out such research.

We recommend that studies are carried out to clarify the 6. 
link between the Israeli occupation’s violence and domestic 
violence. Such studies will help develop programs, 
legislations and policies aimed at eliminating violence in 
the society and the family.

We recommend that the services offered to women need 7. 
to be deployed in a way that ensures wider coverage. 
Women’s institutions should operate branches in remote 
areas. The situation of most institutions in cities and central 
governorates may hinder access to victims of   violence.

We recommend that more specialized studies are 8. 
conducted on the concepts of protection and the 
mechanisms that women perceive as more effective than 
other for their protection. Studies on specific aspects 
will offer more in-depth information on each aspect.  In 
particular:
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 A study on legal protection, •	
A study to assess the perception of protection resulting •	
from education and educational degrees as a protective 
mechanism for women. 

Such in-depth studies of specific aspects will contribute to 
developing educational, legal, economic and other policies 
that can combine over the time to create a unified body of 
integrated and mutually supportive policies reaching the best 
possible concrete results in response to issues concerning 
Palestinian women.

The development of projects that raises awareness 9. 
amongst the commumity, both men and women of the 
efects of violence. 
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Annex 1: A counsellor’s experience 

Introduction

We found it important to include a counsellor’s experience  in 
order to share their thoughts in working with women in the focus 
groups and in making the voices of women heard through the 
counsellors. The experiences of counsellors can echo voices, 
experiences, attitudes and ideas that have not been raised in 
the focus groups. We cannot include these with the findings 
of the focus groups discussed in the report in earlier sections 
because they have not been expressed directly by women 
in the focus groups but during the counselling sessions. 
Perhaps they could be more open with their expressions with 
the counsellor than in group meetings. We will not identify the 
geographic area of women making the statements in order to 
respect their privacy. In addition, we are not analyzing these 
statements but simply presenting what the counsellor wrote.

These are reflections and self-reviews based on the experience 
of one of the counsellors who took part in the data collection 
and the following phases. The role of the counsellors was to 
offer group and individual counselling to women who agreed 
to participate in focus groups and/or in-depth interviews. We 
may hear the voices of women struggling against violence and 
searching for protection. It should be noted that the following 
does not include any analysis or comments but simply the 
words of the counsellor reflecting the voices of women and 
girls, whose experiences are presented in the text.

A counsellor’s experience

Every paragraph in the following has its own unwritten history 
and place.

Every paragraph is a story or, rather, an experience.
In each paragraph, I find myself in a different way depending 
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on the location, the person facing me and the raised issue.

Yet, in all the paragraphs, I certainly find pain, love, learning 
and personal reflection.

Every beginning has an end

At the beginning, a large group of women attend the meeting. 
We get to know each other and we tell them about our program. 
I look at the participants and due to my previous experience, 
I can honestly tell who will come back for follow up, who will 
never show up again, and who will come from time to time 
depending on her mood. Perhaps because every one of them 
hase a reasonable justification for their views, or perhaps 
because they have their own reason to come to the meeting, 
which is not necessarily the same reason we have in mind as 
service providers. Only after the beginning, women searching 
for a specific matter and having a specific objective will come. 
And later a certain group remain committed and the members 
agree among themselves on means to communicate in case 
a session is postponed or another meeting clashes with ours. 
They remain committed till the end because they are benefiting 
and enjoying, or as one said. “I swear these sessions are better 
than staying home.”

The end will come, following a number of sessions, discussions, 
confessions, and information. But one of them approaches us 
and says that she and her friends have not been fully satisfied 
yet and they want more. They falsify excuses and raise new 
issues just to keep us there with them because we become 
part of them and of their lives, whether happy or sad ones. But 
the reality will come at the end, the reality that every beginning 
has an end, and that the end is for them a beginning of hope, 
security and protection.
I find it difficult to work with children and youth because they do 



91

not want me as a counsellor but rather as a friend. They tell me 
they do not want me to treat them as persons with psychological 
disorders or as a professional duty only, but rather they want 
me to be a special friend. However, professional ethics and 
responsibility force me to delineate strict borderlines, which 
they keep breaking and challenging. They want a lifelong 
friendship that does not end when the project ends. But the 
reality remains, that every beginning has an end.

Sisters 

“Keep crying all your life. Do you really believe they will help 
us?! This is all to no avail. If you attend a hundred sessions, 
you will keep crying every night. Go to bed and stop talking. You 
are hurting my heart and I do not want to listen anymore. Go to 
bed. Nobody will help us!” This is what a participant told me in 
a session, quoting her sister. After a while, I was surprised to 
see this sister asking to join her sister in the sessions after she 
noticed that her sister has changed. Today, following several 
sessions with the sisters, who committed themselves to attend 
every time, they have developed the hope. I did not change 
their real life but managed to help them sleep without tears in 
their eyes and pain in their hearts. They developed a goal and 
learnt how to survive and stay firm, how to express themselves, 
talk, build relations, and delineate their own path. Finally, they 
were able to listen to each other and support each other. For 
the first time, they had a real hug. They even brought their 
mattresses closer in order to reflect attachment of their souls. 
Perhaps the floor is cold, and the room is short of basics, not to 
mention the accessories, but they became stronger and have 
plans and goals to pursue.
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My renewed self 

In this project, I developed a new personality, different from 
before. May be this is because I was looking for something 
different. But what is the difference? I am still practicing the 
same work I have been doing before. The difference is in the 
place and time and in the women I am working with. I learnt 
so much from them. I feel I have developed a personality with 
more depth and ability to analyze, search and learn. Perhaps 
I am wrong but I know one can renew and reproduce oneself, 
one can renew one’s energy, especially for someone working 
in psychosocial counselling and family therapy.

I have worked in this field for a while and perhaps I have 
suffered burnout, but this time, it was different. Working 
within the team involved in studying the concept of protection 
as perceived by women has given me feelings of extreme 
pleasure and renewal. I discovered new things in myself and 
in my work mechanisms and communication with others. 
Perhaps all of this has been there inside me from before but 
this is the first time I have reflected on the experience and 
recorded my thoughts about it.
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Is there a real counsellor?

In my work, I come across different characters: colleagues 
working in the same field and women, men and girls coming 
for counselling. 

Of them, I encounter those who feel lost, confused and 
perplexed. I meet them and discover that this is not the first 
time they seek counselling. Their problems are still there… 
no solution and no result. I cannot help myself asking the 
question: Where is the real problem then? Are we not working 
enough? Or is it that mechanisms are not in place to ensure 
a complementary process in counselling? Or is it a problem in 
the person receiving the counselling? Where is the problem?

Who is the real counsellor? He/she is the person that believes 
you, believes in you and helps you, the one that can deal with 
you from a personal perspective before being your counsellor. 
Women, girls and children look at the human inside me before 
looking at the counsellor. But the counsellor is also a human 
being. I think they are bored of being patients and of us being 
therapists and social workers, of coming to the counselling 
session and of us offering this counselling to them. They 
want to tell me that they are humans just like me. It is their 
conditions that drive them to madness and turn them into 
receivers of counselling. I keep asking: Where is the real 
counsellor? Does he or she exist? Is he or she a human with 
a professional cover, or a counsellor with a human touch?
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Magic, witchcraft and women

Magic and witchcraft are means used by some women to 
achieve the kind of life they aspire to and to achieve protection 
for themselves and their families. At the same time, they 
talk about magic and witchcraft as a cause of destruction in 
their lives and mentality and an obstacle hindering their life 
paths. They go so far that they become convinced this is true. 
When they talk about magic and witchcraft, they also refer to 
their sisters, sisters-in-law, and mothers, who give the issue 
of witchcraft a prime concern in their lives, either blaming it 
for their misery or using it as a means for finding protection, 
internal security and perhaps the hope… the hope for a better 
life, which we, service providers are unable to provide them 
with.

There is a psychological and cultural dimension for Palestinian 
women’s feeling that they are to blame for social pressures 
and violence they undergo. This makes them practice self-
blame that in turn forces them to endure the harshest possible 
pressure and violence and seek protection only in the most 
extreme situations.

We learned from women who participated in the focus groups 
and in-depth interviews that they have lost hope almost 
completely in the ability of all the surrounding individuals, 
groups and institutions to prevent violence and discrimination 
against them. Many of them perceive that these individuals, 
groups and even institutions are part of the tools that increase 
the violence and pressure on Palestinian women. Therefore, 
with such perceptions, where would a woman go for help? 
In fact, this view is justifiable, especially with respect to the 
family and clan institution and even with respect to Palestinian 
National Authority (PNA) institutions, including the Palestinian 
police.



95

In many cases, the findings of the interviews indicated that 
when Palestinian women seek protection, the severity of 
violence and pressure will increase, whether they are seeking 
protection with PNA institutions or family sources. This 
means that Palestinian women are fully aware that seeking 
protection will involve increased and more severe violence 
and discrimination, especially in view of the fact that solutions 
offered by these parties are – in the vast majority of cases – 
temporary ones, bringing women back to the past situation, 
where they can expect more oppression. Hence many women 
see that seeking protection is more disadvantageous than 
advantageous. This is a paradox!
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