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Abstract 

In 1975, the Palestine Liberation Organization started to publish the Palestine P.L.O. 

Information Bulletin. Through it, the PLO could write about its side of the conflict, and reach 

an English-reading public. The early 1970s saw a change in the PLO’s strategy for victory in 

the liberation struggle. Recognition as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people 

became an important step towards a national state, as well as being perceived as part of Third 

World liberation movements. Women’s emancipation was an important issue in world politics 

in the 1970s, and the PLO portrayed Palestinian women as imperative in the liberation struggle 

through the Information Bulletin. Looking at articles about women and the General Union of 

Palestinian Women in the Information Bulletin between 1975 and 1982, this thesis identifies 

three reasons why the PLO portrayed its view of women and their roles in the Palestinian 

liberation movement as central to the struggle. Firstly, by showing that the entire Palestinian 

people, including women, supported the PLO it solidified its position as the legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. Secondly, a progressive view of women and their roles 

in the struggle placed the PLO and the Palestinian revolution among other Leftist revolutions 

around the world. Lastly, by portraying Palestinian women as fully supportive of the Palestinian 

revolution, the PLO postponed the question of women’s emancipation until after the Palestinian 

people was liberated.  
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Introduction 

At the twenty-ninth session of the United Nations General Assembly in November 1974, a 

majority vote resulted in the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) being granted permanent 

observer status in the UN, as well as being recognized as the legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people.1 Yasser Arafat, Chairman of the Executive Committee of the PLO and 

Commander-General of the Palestinian Revolutionary Forces, held a speech where he said: 

Our world aspires to peace, justice, equality and freedom. It wishes that oppressed 

nations at present bent under the weight of imperialism might gain their freedom and 

their right to self determination.2  

As the representative of the PLO at the UN General Assembly, Arafat presented the 

organization’s opinions and aspirations. One of the PLO’s goals was to no longer be perceived 

as a terrorist organization. Another was to gain recognition as the official representative of the 

Palestinian people, which it also achieved at the same General Assembly session. The UN 

recognized that the Palestinian people had inalienable rights and a right to self-determination 

and sovereignty.3 Gaining international recognition had long been a goal for the PLO, but the 

struggle was not over.  

The first issue of the Palestine: P.L.O. Information Bulletin was published in January 1975. 

This was barely three months after the UN General Assembly’s twenty-ninth session. The first 

article, “What do the Palestinians want?” celebrated the tenth anniversary of the armed struggle, 

and indicated a change in the Palestinian’s situation:  

Gone are the difficult years of the fifties and sixties when Palestinians felt boundless 

pain at seeing the world forget them and leave them alone to face the agonies of their 

 
1 Jillian Becker, The PLO: The Rise and Fall of the Palestine Liberation Organization (London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1984), 109; Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine 

Liberation Organization, and the Making of the Post-Cold War Order (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2012), 247. 

2 Yasser Arafat, "Abu-Ammar at the U.N.: Full Text of the Historic Speech Delivered on Nov. 13, 1974, at the 

29th Session of the United Nations General Assembly," Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 1 (1975): 

13. 

3 Chamberlin, Global Offensive, 247. 
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hard life in their diaspora, while it closed its eyes to the crimes and conspiracies of the 

Zionist enemy against the aspirations of the Palestinians and other Arab peoples.4  

The Palestinian liberation movement was already perceived by many as part of Third World 

liberation movements in the 1970s, but as the PLO wanted to gain international recognition, 

diplomacy became as important as armed struggle. The PLO used the Information Bulletin to 

establish its credentials as a progressive, Leftist organization. It was a platform where the PLO 

could not only write about its side of the story, but also present its vision of a future Palestinian 

state. In this vision, and generally in the struggle, both men and women were important: “It is 

an established fact that the struggle against imperialism and exploitation releases the potential 

energies of the masses and, of course, women are no exception to this rule.”5 This thesis has a 

dual purpose. Firstly, to investigate how the PLO portrayed Palestinian women, and Palestinian 

women’s participation in the struggle, to the English-reading public through the Information 

Bulletin from 1975-1982.  Secondly, to understand why the PLO portrayed women in the ways 

that it did.   

The PLO moved its headquarter from Jordan to Lebanon in 1970, which resulted in the country 

being torn by the question of how to deal with the PLO. The tension built up to a civil war that 

broke out in 1975. The PLO stayed in Lebanon, however, until 1982, when Israel invaded the 

country. The period between 1975 and 1982 is an interesting time in the history of the PLO 

because of the disruption in Lebanon caused by the civil war, and the PLO’s refusal to move 

its headquarter out of the country. Whereas the situation in Lebanon was difficult, this period 

was also the period when the PLO was most active regarding media and publications. The PLO 

was trying to legitimize its own struggle for liberation while facing a devastating war in a host 

country. The PLO took advantage of this time and used the Information Bulletin to generate 

support from Third World movements, as well as solidarity movements and organizations in 

other parts of the world. Women’s role in the Palestinian resistance was central to how the 

world perceived the PLO, considering this, the PLO tried to portray Palestinian women and its 

view on women in a progressive way.  

The PLO used the Information Bulletin to legitimize the struggle, and to place itself among 

other progressive, Leftist liberations movements around the world. Women’s roles in liberation 

 
4 "What do the Palestinians want ", Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 1 (1975): 3. 

5 "Emancipation through National Liberation," Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 4 (1975): 14. 
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movements, as well as in politics, were changing rapidly, which made the portrayal of women 

within the Palestinian liberation movement a central issue. As I argue, the PLO therefore used 

the Information Bulletin to portray women in a way that was effective in both establishing its 

credentials as a progressive and Leftist organization, and to legitimize the Palestinians’ struggle 

for liberation.   

The PLO had a distinctly transnational character, and it was not confined within one country, 

but was spread out in the Palestinian diaspora. The headquarters were in Beirut, but there were 

divisions of the PLO in every country where Palestinian refugees lived. The PLO worked across 

borders in additional ways, however. Revolutionary forces in many different parts of the world 

were gaining ground in the 1960s and 70s. The PLO saw itself as a part of this “global 

offensive,” and of a network of guerrilla fighters from around the world.6 Most of these 

revolutionary forces were national liberation movements, and shared a common goal with the 

PLO, to become a national state. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the PLO became one of the 

first organizations to operate and carry out operations internationally.7 However, with the 

Information Bulletin, it seemed the PLO wanted to distance itself from the perception of it as a 

terrorist organization.  

State of Research 

This thesis contributes to two fields of research concerning the PLO, which are the history of 

the PLO in a transnational context, and women’s role in and contribution to the Palestinian 

national liberation movement. Firstly, this thesis aims to show that the PLO worked to generate 

support from Western countries by turning its attention outwards to a transnational audience. 

There was a gap between how movements like the Non-Aligned movement saw the PLO and 

the Palestinian liberation struggle, and how many people in Western societies saw them. In 

Western societies, the PLO was perceived as a group composed of terrorists. The PLO worked 

to change this view. It was not in the PLO’s interest to be perceived as a terrorist group if it 

wanted to realise its goal of becoming a national state. The PLO actively used the Information 

Bulletin to change this perception by showing that the Palestinian people was a unified people, 

with a dream of finally coming back to their homeland. The publication was used to present an 

 
6 Chamberlin, Global Offensive, 5. 

7 Ibid, 153. 
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image of the PLO as a revolutionary organization, and the legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people.   

Classic works on the PLO such as Jillian Becker, Helena Cobban and Yezid Sayigh focus on 

organizational history and political constitution.8 Becker and Cobban give thorough insight into 

the organizational history of the PLO, as well as Palestinian nationalism.9 Both look primarily 

at the PLO, which rendered it relevant to understand the organization, its history and how it 

worked in the 1970s.10 A critique of their works is that it does not place the PLO in historical 

context. This in turn makes it difficult to understand what the PLO achieved and could achieve 

on a world basis. Sayigh on the other hand looks at the greater Palestinian national movement, 

giving an overview of the history of the whole movement. He places the PLO in a historical 

context, as well as looking at PLO’s organizational history.  

In recent years the approach has changed, and moved from organizational history and 

nationalism, to the history of the PLO in world politics. Jamal R. Nassar’s work The Palestine 

Liberation Organization was published a decade after Becker’s book.11 Contrary to Becker, 

Nassar gives the PLO an important role as a potential part in peace negotiations, thereby giving 

the PLO agency. Nassar’s book is primarily an organizational history of the PLO, but places it 

into a wider historical context.  

More recently, works on transnational history shed new light on the PLO in a wider context. 

Paul Thomas Chamberlin’s The Global Offensive, for example, focuses on the PLO and the 

United States, and their roles in what he calls the post-Cold War Order.12 John Collins Global 

Palestine goes into depth about the Palestine/Israel conflict, and the role of the Palestinian 

struggle in a global context.13 Differing from earlier scholarship on the PLO, The Global 

Offensive places the PLO in context with the Cold War and how the PLO both affected the Cold 

War and was affected by it in turn. The USA and the PLO are the central agents in the book, 

where they are presented as oppositional structures. Chamberlin’s work has been important in 

order to understand the historical climate in the late 1970s, and the role the PLO played. 

 
8 Becker, The PLO; Helena Cobban, The Palestine Liberation Organisation: People, Power and Politics 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); Yezid Sayigh, Armed Struggle and the Search for a State: The 

Palestinian National Movement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). 

9 Becker, The PLO. 

10 For further reading on the PLO as an organization, see: Cobban, The Palestine Liberation Organization. 
11 Jamal R. Nassar, The Palestine Liberation Organization: From Armed Struggle to The Declaration of 

Independence (New York: Praeger, 1991). 
12 Chamberlin, Global Offensive. See also:  

13 John Collins, Global Palestine (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). 
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Although The Global Offensive offers new perspectives on the PLO and the wider conflict in 

the 1970s, it solely focuses on big politics. The relationship between the PLO and the United 

States is the central issue, giving the narrative a distinctly transnational character, as well as 

leading the focus to the larger political battles being fought in the 1970s.  

While such a transnational perspective has been invaluable to the framing of my thesis, a 

critique of the literature on the PLO in general is that it does not touch upon the situation of 

Palestinian women in the PLO or their roles. In Chamberlin’s book, one Palestinian woman is 

mentioned by name, Leila Khaled. In the book, she is briefly referred to as one of the first 

women to be considered a terrorist because of her public actions.14 Nassar mentions the General 

Union of Palestinian Women (GUPW) in passing, but does not go into detail about it, or explain 

what it was. 

The second field of research this thesis contributes to, is the history of Palestinian women and 

their roles in the Palestinian liberation movement. Historians have largely overlooked the role 

of women in the Palestinian liberation movement. Reading about the PLO and the 

Palestinian/Israeli conflict, women didn’t appear as participants in the conflict until the first 

intifada, giving the impression that women didn’t participate in the Palestinian struggle until 

the late 1980s. This impression is proven wrong by works from other disciplines, such as works 

within gender studies and anthropology. They highlight Palestinian women’s involvement in 

the conflicts in the Middle East, both before and after the first intifada.15 The 1960s and 1970s 

saw an increase in involvement from Palestinian women, and gender roles were changing. 

Palestinian women even bore arms and became cadres alongside men. Although this can be 

true, it is difficult to establish how much women contributed to the Palestinian resistance at that 

time. Mostly what is written about women who participated in the struggle in the 1960s and 

70s is based on interviews with female activists and leaders. Oral history is here very important, 

and many scholars focus their works on it.  

Based on oral history, anthropologist Rosemary Sayigh has been an important scholar both in 

discourses on Palestinians in Lebanon and the history of Palestinian refugees, but also regarding 

Palestinian women. In Too Many Enemies she gives an overview of the situation of the 

 
14 Chamberlin, Global Offensive, 101. 

15 The importance of women in the conflict in the Middle East is highlighted in a work from the early 2000s, see: 

Women and the Politics of Military Confrontation: Palestinian and Israeli Gendered Narratives of Dislocation, 

ed. Nahla Abdo and Ronit Lentin (New York: Berghahn Books, 2002). 
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Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. Her overarching idea is: “[the] Palestinian struggle should 

have its place in world’s ‘oppositional literature.’” 16 Both Sayigh and another scholar, Julie 

Peteet author of Gender in Crisis, have contributed greatly to the discussion about Palestinian 

women’s history. Peteet argues that one of the reasons the history of Palestinian women in the 

liberation movement is so little studied, is that there exists so few literary sources.17 Peteet also 

argues that most of these women have been deemed “passive bystanders” and “recipients of 

social change.”18  

In an article co-written by Peteet and Sayigh, they state: “…women’s issues have been even 

more subordinated to national ones than in other Third World struggles, despite the early and 

active sharing in it by women.”19 They argue that Palestinian women’s situation in Lebanon 

was rendered even more difficult than it already was because they were caught in the middle of 

two conflicts. They were refugees, they were women, and they were forced into the conflict. 

Palestinian women in Lebanon were, according to Sayigh and Peteet, brought to take part of 

the national struggle quite early, but they were not able to fight for women’s issues in the 

conflict. Based on their findings, it can be argued that other scholars and historians have 

shortcomings in portraying women’s participation in the Palestinian struggle, with a few 

notable exceptions.  

Amal Kawar is one of the few scholars focusing on leading women in the Palestinian national 

movement. Her Daughters of Palestine presents a thorough history of women’s participation in 

the Palestinian liberation movement before the first Intifada.20 It is based on interviews with 

women in leadership positions in the PLO, and gives insight into how women were involved in 

the struggle, with special focus on the late 1960s and 1970s.21 Daughters of Palestine is one of 

the few books that gives a thorough analysis of the General Union of Palestinian Women, and 

 
16 Rosemary Sayigh, Too Many Enemies: The Palestinian Experience in Lebanon (London: Zed Books Ltd, 

1994), 5. 

17 Julie M. Peteet, Gender In Crisis: Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement (New York: Columbia 

Press, 1991), 38-39. 

18 Ibid, 39.Peteet, Gender In Crisis, 39. 

19 Julie Peteet Rosemary Sayigh, "Between Two Fires: Palestinian Women in Lebanon," in Caught Up in 

Conflict: Women’s Responses to Political Strife, ed. Rosemary Ridd and Helen Callaway (London: Macmillan 

Education Ltd, 1986), 107. 

20 Amal Kawar, Daughters of Palestine: Leading Women of the Palestinian National Movement (New York: 

State University of New York Press, 1996). 

21 See also: Amal Kawar, "National Mobilization, War Conditions, and Gender Consciousness " Arab Studies 

Quarterly 15, no. 2 (1993). 
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in addition can give a peek into the lives of female leaders like Issam Abdel-Hadi and May 

Sayigh.  

Another important name in the discourse on Palestinian women is Cheryl A. Rubenberg. Her 

works has centred on women on the West Bank and political activism before, during and after 

the intifada and the Oslo-accords.22 Rubenberg mentions how prominent Palestinian 

intellectuals recently have written critically about how much difference the women’s movement 

made within the national movement, and how this had a great effect on the women who 

participated in the women’s movements in later years.23 

The PLO wanted to portray itself as a leftist organization that was a part of the Third World 

liberation movements and women, therefore, were central to how it presented itself in the 

Information Bulletin. Yet, women have been neglected from the literature about the PLO. On 

the other hand, much has been written about the dislocation of Palestinian women, and their 

own stories and narratives have been researched and published. Literature on the PLO and on 

Palestinian women are generally separate with little mention of one another, with the exception 

of Kawar’s work. The thesis builds on this, contributing to understanding women as an integral 

part of how the PLO both perceived and presented itself.  

Sources 

This thesis is primarily based on the PLO’s Palestine: PLO Information Bulletin. The PLO 

started to publish the Information Bulletin in 1975, and until 1982 it was issued bi-monthly.24 

The consolidation of the many groups within the Fedayeen25 in 1968 made the Palestinian 

revolution a more unified movement, under the umbrella of the PLO.26 For the PLO, the next 

step was then to garner more support from the outside world. To be acknowledged as a state by 

the United Nations would be a step towards realising the goal of becoming a sovereign state. 

Though the PLO already was supported by many Third World movements, it also needed other 

 
22 Cheryl Rubenberg, Palestinian Women: Patriarchy and Resistance in the West Bank (Boulder: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, 2001), 209. See also: Cheryl Rubenberg, "The Civilian Infrastructure of the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization: An Analysis of the PLO in Lebanon Until June 1982," Journal of Palestine Studies 12, no. 3 

(1983). 

23 Rubenberg, Palestinian Women, 209. 

24 "What do the Palestinians want ".  
25 ‘The Fedayeen’ was a term used about Palestinian liberation fighters and was used as an umbrella term to 

describe many guerrilla groups. Fateh, as well as the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and 

Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) were all considered to be Fedayeen. Becker, The PLO, 

59-61. 

26 Becker, The PLO, 68-69. 
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solidarity movements’ support. The Information Bulletin was published by the PLO to reach an 

international audience. It was published in English and French, and was distributed by allies, 

supporters, and representatives of the PLO in Europe and in the United States. Because it was 

published in English and French it was not meant for Arabic speakers, it was specifically meant 

to reach people in the Western world. The Information Bulletin was published to generate 

support for the Palestinian cause, and it allowed the PLO to tell its side of the story to the outside 

world. Although the Information Bulletin did not necessarily present an accurate version of 

events, it offers a unique possibility to understand how the PLO wanted to be perceived. This 

thesis will therefore try to give a picture of how the PLO portrayed women, through the 

Information Bulletin. 

A problem with sources on Palestinian women and their participation in the Palestinian struggle 

in the 1970s, is that most of the records left behind by these women are in Arabic. 

Unfortunately, this rendered it difficult to use these types of sources. However, seeing as the 

Information Bulletin was written in English, it is the primary source this thesis is based on.  

The Information Bulletin can be classified as propaganda. By propaganda I mean the use of 

information, be it biased or evasive, to promote a certain cause or view, often in a political 

context.27 Propaganda is sometimes a necessary tool to get a difficult point across, and can 

sometimes be the truth, seen from only one perspective.28 Propaganda was not new in the 1970s, 

and is still used today. The period between 1975 and 1982, when the Information Bulletin was 

published without interruption, was a time of change and disruption in the Middle East: 

“Propaganda is most active, dynamic, and conspicuous during the time of rapid social, political, 

economic, and religious changes.”29 The Information Bulletin was first and foremost a way to 

communicate with the outside world, in a way that contributed to the Palestinian cause in a 

positive way.   

The articles I have based my research on range from interviews and profiles, to reports about 

activities and historical articles. All of the articles used in this thesis were about women in some 

capacity or mentioned women. The interviews and profiles make it possible to discern how the 

 
27 Qing Cao, "Propaganda: 1900s to Present: East and Southeast Asia," in Cultural Sociology of the Middle East, 

Asia, & Africa: An Encyclopedia, ed. Edward Ramsamy Andrea L. Stanton, Peter J. Seybolt and Carolyn M. 

Elliott (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012), 352. 

28 See: Nicholas J. Cull, David Culbert and David Welch, Propaganda and mass persuasion: a historical 

encyclopedia, 1500 to the present (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2003); Noam Chomsky, Media control: the 

spectacular achievements of propaganda (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2002).  

29 Cao, "Propaganda," 352. 
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Information Bulletin wanted to portray the women being interviewed by the questions that were 

asked and from the background information given about the women. These interviews and 

profiles give insight into the portrayal of women as individuals, as well as giving an opportunity 

to look for a pattern. The reports about activities and operations provide information about the 

activities and operations carried out by the PLO regarding women, or by women. It is interesting 

to see how the Information Bulletin presented activities within the Palestinian sphere, and what 

women’s roles relating to these activities were. The historical articles I used centred on the 

history of Palestinian women’s participation in the struggle. They served a dual purpose in the 

research, as they both could provide helpful details about Palestinian women’s history in the 

first half of the 20th century, but also because they showed how the PLO wanted to portray this 

history.  

The articles are supplemented by visual material from the Information Bulletin. The PLO’s 

media department played a central role in how the PLO wanted to portray itself and Palestinian 

women. The PLO used visual material to show what the Palestinian liberation movement was, 

and to legitimize it in the eyes of the world. The Information Bulletin published images and 

posters showing women as mothers, carrying weapons, but most importantly as national 

symbols wearing Palestinian national clothes. Visual material played a great role in the struggle 

to be understood both as a nation, and as a part of Third World movements.30  

Based on secondary literature I place this material in its historical context in order to understand 

the relationship between historical events and how said events were perceived and portrayed 

by the PLO in the Information Bulletin. The secondary literature provides accounts of the period 

in question, 1975-1982, placing it in a larger, transnational context.   

Structure 

The main body of my thesis is divided into three parts, where the first chapter gives an overview 

of the historical context. Starting with the PLO and Fateh being established in 1964, and the 

 
30 Posters and pictures published by the PLO have been digitalized in recent years, and are available online. See: 

"Review of Maasri, Zeina, Off the Wall: Political Posters of the Lebanese Civil War," H-Net Reviews, 2016, htt

ps://networks.h-net.org/node/7801/reviews/123754/sinno-maasri-wall-political-posters-lebanese-civil-war; "Polit

ical posters collected between the 1960s and the 1980s," Digital Documentation Center accessed 28.05, 2020, htt

ps://almashriq.hiof.no/ddc/projects/jafet/posters/english.html; "The Palestine Poster Project Archives," Liberatio

n Graphics, accessed 24.02, 2020, https://www.palestineposterproject.org. 

Four issues of the Information Bulletin are also available online, see: "Palestine - P.L.O. Information Bulletin Ar

chive," New Jersey Solidarity: Activists for the Liberation of Palestine, accessed 25.02, 2020, http://newjerseyso

lidarity.net/plobulletin/index.html. 
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rivalling between different Arab countries, it follows the PLO chronologically through the late 

1960s and into the 1970s.31 As the PLO was taken over by the Fedayeen, and Fateh became the 

leading group within the organization, events outside of the PLO forced it out of Jordan in 1970. 

The strategy to win the struggle changed with the new decade, as well as with the move to 

Lebanon. Arafat was the leader of Fateh and the PLO and worked for a more diplomatic 

approach to a solution of the struggle. The chapter discusses what I have called Arafat’s 

“legitimizing project” and the importance of being acknowledged and recognized as the official 

representative of the Palestinian people. It goes on to look at how the PLO wanted to place the 

Palestinian cause within the parameters of Third World liberation movements.  

In the second chapter, I look at how the Palestinian woman was portrayed in the Information 

Bulletin. The PLO assigned women several roles, where each role had either a symbolic 

meaning in Palestinian tradition, or in the liberation movement. The overarching symbolic role 

was that of the woman being the Nation. However, the most important role the woman had in 

the Information Bulletin was to legitimize the Palestinian struggle. Regardless of how the 

woman was portrayed, be it as a mother, or as a worker, she functioned as a marker for a unified 

Palestinian people.  

The third chapter discusses the General Union of Palestinian Women and its place in the PLO 

according to the Information Bulletin. Women participating in the Palestinian resistance 

movement was central to how the world would perceive the PLO, regardless of whether it was 

exaggerated in the Information Bulletin. The GUPW played a central role in how the PLO 

portrayed its stand on women’s rights and women in general. With help from representatives 

from the GUPW, the PLO presented it as an organization with credentials placed firmly within 

the PLO’s nationalistic and Leftist ideology.  

Through the three chapters, this thesis attempts to understand how the PLO portrayed women, 

and why. It identifies three reasons why the PLO tried to portray its view of women as 

progressive. The PLO needed to have the support of the Palestinian people to be considered at 

their legitimate representative, and for this, women were important. Women also played a role 

in placing the PLO among other Third World liberation movements, as the issue of women’s 
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rights and liberation were central in many of these liberation movements. The PLO portrayed 

women as central to the struggle in an effort to postpone the question of women’s emancipation.  
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Chapter 1 – Becoming the PLO, 1964 to 1975 

In February 1980, the General Union of Palestinian Women held its Third Conference in Beirut. 

Several important male leaders within the PLO attended the conference, one of which was 

Yasser Arafat. He held the opening speech, saying: “The Palestinian woman is a partner in the 

struggle, a comrade-in arms, a militant in Israeli jails and a carrier of the gun and of the 

revolution’s flag.”32 His wording suggested he considered the Palestinian revolution to be of an 

armed character. He also emphasized the woman’s place within the movement, and her 

importance in the struggle. Six years earlier, in his speech at the United Nation’s General 

Assembly, he said:  

Those who call us terrorists wish to prevent world public opinion from discovering the 

truth about us and from seeing the justice on our faces. They seek to hide the terrorism 

and tyranny of their acts, and our own posture of self-defense.33 

He spoke about the differences between revolutionaries and terrorists, saying that the 

Palestinians cause was just and the reasons for the actions taken by groups under the PLO 

confirmed them to be revolutionaries rather than terrorists. Leading up to these two speeches 

were decades of conflict and struggle, culminating in the Palestinian guerrilla fighters being 

perceived as terrorists, before the PLO became recognized as the legitimate representative of 

the Palestinian people in 1974.   

The history of the PLO and of the Palestinian liberation movement is a complex history. 

According to author Ahmad Samih Khalidi, there wasn’t one unanimous Palestinian movement 

until after the Ottoman empire was defeated in the first world war, and Palestine had become a 

British mandate.34 After this, the movement was diverse and fractioned. Yet, the years leading 

up to 1948 saw an ever-growing national movement among Palestinians. After 1948, when the 

UN established the state of Israel, Palestinians were dispersed and scattered across the Arab 

world. Organizations like Fateh, the PLO, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 

(PFLP) were founded as the Palestinians lived in exile and the situation became more critical 

because of instabilities and wars in the region. The Palestinian movement was a fractioned 
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movement up until 1967, as the different Palestinian militant groups worked in various ways to 

reach the goal of a national state. Even after the unification of the Fedayeen groups under the 

PLO, there were internal divisions and differences in ideology and strategy.   

Rubenberg is only one of many scholars who recognize the PLO as a representative of the 

Palestinian people, or more correctly, as the face of Palestinian nationalism. This was not a 

given in the early 1970s. The PLO had a decade-long journey before becoming the official 

representative of the Palestinian people. An article written by Rubenberg states:  

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) is the institutional expression of 

Palestinian nationalism. It is the organizational framework that integrates all major 

Palestinian cultural, educational, political, economic and military activities.35  

This chapter aims to contextualize the period leading up to the publishing of the Information 

Bulletin, and the PLO’s struggle to become a legitimized political entity in transnational 

politics. The PLO’s Unified Information Office was established to mobilize Palestinians for the 

struggle, and to change the international discourse on the PLO. The Information Bulletin 

became another step on the road to become and solidify PLO’s role as the representative of the 

Palestinian people, and as part of Third World liberation movements.  

Becoming the PLO and reaching Lebanon 

The Palestine Liberation Organization, commonly known as the PLO, was established in 1964 

by the Arab League on Egypt’s president Jamal Abd al-Nasser’s initiative.36  Nasser’s original 

design with the PLO was to use the Palestinian cause as a uniting point for the different Arab 

countries, in an effort to create a united Arab world under Egyptian jurisdiction. However, after 

four years, it underwent a transformation to become a force in the region. The 1960s were 

characterized by pan-Arabism in many Arab countries, and Nasser in Egypt was no exception. 

An idea of a United Arab Nation was prevalent, and many leaders in Arab countries found the 

thought appealing. Many of these leaders saw the Palestinian cause as a means to reach this 

goal.  

At the same time as Nasser and the Arab League established and founded the PLO, Syrians 

began creating their own Palestinian militant groups. They too wanted a united Arab world, but 
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under their own hegemony.37 This led them to sponsor a group composed of eight men, which 

became known as Fateh. These eight men were Yasser Arafat, Salah Khalaf, Khalil al-Wazir, 

Khalid al-Hassam, Farouq Quaddoumi, Zuhayr al-Alami, Kamal Adwan and Muhammad 

Yusuf.38 Though the group claimed to be leaderless, Yasser Arafat eventually emerged as the 

de-facto leader.39 Fateh worked by orders from the Syrian government, and led raids on Israel 

from Jordanian territory. With this strategy, the Syrians hoped to make Israel retaliate on 

Jordan. The Syrians believed that Jordan, as well as Palestine and Lebanon, was a rightful part 

of a “Greater Syria.” The retaliation from Israel was therefore hoped to undermine the 

Hashemite kingdom.40 The regime in Syria was overthrown in 1966, resulting in Arafat being 

replaced as leader of Fateh. He and other group members left for Beirut, and Fateh continued 

with the raids.  

The 1967 war, or the Six-Day War as it is also known, would mark a turning point both for 

Fateh, and the Middle East overall. In six days, the Israeli army defeated Egypt, Jordan and 

Syria.41 The war brought forth a new surge of Palestinian guerrilla groups, and a desire to work 

together across organizations to reach a common goal.42 The groups joined together to become 

a more united movement, but they worked in very different ways to achieve the same goal. This 

led to tension and power struggles within the movement. When the Palestinian guerrilla groups 

decided to work together after the six-day war, Pan-Arabism, which had been the fuel behind 

the founding and sponsoring of the PLO by president Nasser, received a blow. By this time, 

Fateh had distanced themselves from the Syrian government who had tried to steer the group 

towards their own end by replacing Arafat as leader. Palestinian separatist and nationalist 

organizations distanced themselves from influences from other Arab countries and ideologies 

like pan-Arabism overall. An organization that would fall under the umbrella organization of 

the PLO was the PFLP. It was founded in 1967, after the six-day war. The PFLP was a Marxist 

group led by George Habash, and would become an important Fedayeen organization.43 Unlike 

Arafat’s Fateh which was first and foremost a nationalistic organization, the PFLP was founded 

on Leftist ideology, and became a more extreme group.  

The Fedayeen groups, including Fateh, took over the PLO in 1968, with Yasser Arafat 
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becoming Chairman for the Executive committee. The PLO was then out of the clutches of 

Nasser, and was not working for a pan-Arabist solution to the conflict between Israeli and 

Palestinians anymore.44 Rather, the organization now took on a new form and slowly became 

the face of the Palestinian revolution.  

The year 1970 was perhaps an even more important year in the history of the PLO. The frequent 

raids coming from Fateh and other groups situated in Jordan, created tension between the 

Jordanian government and the Palestinians living in Jordan. Israeli retaliation was devastating 

for the Hashemite kingdom, and the already fragile relations between Jordan and Israel were 

brought to breaking point, which led to frequent crackdowns by Jordanian military on the 

Palestinian resistance. It reached a boiling point when the PFLP hijacked four airplanes on 6th 

September.45 The Fedayeen had defied King Hussein for the last time, and he saw fit to crush 

the Palestinian resistance organizations once and for all. The September crisis, or Black 

September, launched a nearly yearlong struggle between the royalist forces of King Hussein 

and the Palestinian guerrilla fighters.46  

After the crackdown on the PLO in Jordan, more and more of the Palestinian activists fled to 

Lebanon. Lebanon then became the headquarter of the PLO and it would serve as such until the 

Israeli attack in 1982. The usage of Lebanon by the PLO made the country the primary target 

for Israeli attacks. Though it was a good place for the PLO to work from, the move from Jordan 

to Lebanon had devastating effects for Lebanon.47 Formerly, Lebanon had relatively good 

relations with Israel as well as with the USA. It wished to continue these good relations, but as 

the Palestinian guerrilla launched attacks on Israel from Lebanese territory, Israel retaliated. 

What to do with the Fedayeen in Lebanon became the leading political question, and drove a 

wedge between the already divided fractions of the country.48 It culminated in a civil war that 

tore Lebanon apart.  

Amid a civil war in Lebanon, the PLO worked steadfastly towards its goal, a Palestinian state 

within in the borders of the British Mandate. At this point, Arafat was the leader of the PLO, 

and thus saw himself as the leader of the Palestinian revolution. Though groups fitted under the 

PLO umbrella still used hijackings of airplanes and other guerrilla-style tactics against Israel, 
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Arafat was not only meeting with revolutionary leaders from around the world. He held 

speeches at the UN’s General Assembly, as well as representing the PLO at women’s 

conferences.  

The 1970s – Arafat’s Legitimizing Project 

Throughout the 1970s, it became evident that Arafat was trying to work the Palestinian 

revolution from a new angle. He wanted the world to see the PLO as a political organization, 

not a terrorist group, as was the common perception.49 It had meetings where legislation was 

decided, and it tried to work as a state in exile. The UN General Assembly recognized the PLO 

as the “representative of the Palestinian people” and granted it observer status in 1974, leading 

to Arafat and the PLO to be perceived as actors on the political stage, instead of terrorists. 

However, the world was not of one mind about the PLO or Arafat, and the frequent actions 

taken by groups such as the PFLP worked against Arafat’s goal.  

One of the big problems Arafat faced in the 1970s was the internal turmoil the PLO seemed to 

be in. A new group calling itself the Black September organization caused havoc by doing 

external operations throughout Europe. This group was not the only extremist group. The 

division between the more moderate Fateh and other groups under the PLO made it difficult to 

work together towards a common goal. The extremists believed violent action was the only way 

to continue the Palestinian revolution, while Arafat and the moderates wanted to focus more on 

diplomacy and politics. How the world perceived the PLO was important for the legitimizing 

of the organization as the representative of the Palestinian people. By resolution 3237 in 1974, 

PLO was granted observer status in the UN General Assembly. Though the changing of tactics 

had gradually begun in the beginning of the 1970s, Arafat’s speech in the UN General Assembly 

in 1974 marked the beginning of the new phase in the Palestinian revolution.50 This phase 

would focus on diplomacy, and becoming a political agent in world politics. 

Granting PLO observer status was equal to recognizing it as the legitimate representatives of 

the Palestinian people, and as a political entity. In resolution 3236 the UN General Assembly 

affirmed that Palestinians had inalienable rights as a people, and the right to independence, 

sovereignty and self-determination.51  This was a victory, something the guerrilla fighters had 
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been working for since 1967.52 

Moving from international guerrilla operations to diplomacy would prove difficult. Extremist 

groups continued with their raids and operations. These operations upended the diplomatic 

work Arafat and Fateh did, and made it seem like the PLO was a terrorist organization. Arafat 

could not distance PLO from all actions taken by organizations under the PLO. This, however, 

did not stop Arafat from gaining ground on the political stage.  

The Palestinian cause in Third World liberation movements 

The PLO, and more specifically Arafat, worked hard towards changing how the world viewed 

them. One of the main goals was to place the PLO and the Palestinian struggle within Third 

World movements.53 It believed it belonged to the wider struggle for decolonization in the 

world, as a revolutionary state. The global Left was composed of individual groups and peoples 

fighting for national liberation, decolonization and self-autonomy. Many groups and peoples 

won their independence. The Algerians won against France after a long and bloody war.54 The 

Vietnamese eventually came out victorious from their long war with the USA. These, among 

others, were inspirations for the Palestinian revolution.  

The PLO’s global offensive, as Chamberlin calls it, was an uninterrupted struggle to be a part 

of something bigger. Underlying was the thought that with the help and support from other 

similar movements around the world, and the sympathy of the First World, a national state in 

Palestine could be achieved. The importance therefore, to not only seem like a Third World 

movement, but also to be recognized as that, became apparent.  

The Non-Aligned movement had its founding meeting in 1961.55 It consisted of newly 

established states, many who had just gotten independence after having been colonies. The 

Non-Aligned states were, as the name suggests, trying to be neutral in the dynamics of the Cold 

War.56 Many states did have relations with one or both of the superpowers. The Soviet Union 

and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) were both major influences in many of the Non-
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Aligned countries as these countries aspired to be socialist states. The Sino-Soviet split affected 

this movement to a great degree. The support of countries that were part of the Non-Aligned 

movement was important to the PLO, and confirmed the Palestinians fight as a legitimate fight 

against imperialism and colonialism:  

Third Worldism emerged from decolonization, national liberation, and the belief that a Leftist 

approach to statehood would create a better world. It was central in the Non-Aligned movement 

and at the Bandung conference in 1955, where twenty-nine states met primarily because of the 

problems many of these news states had with the UN. Because of the Cold War, the UN was 

wedged between the two superpowers, and membership was difficult to achieve for new 

states.57  The Bandung conference centred on the decolonization of the Third World, and the 

delegates emphasized their opposition to colonialism overall, but especially French colonialism 

which had resulted in the long war of Independence in Algeria.58 Though many new states 

would subscribe to Third Worldism and the global Left, these were not the only ones to do so. 

Many nationalistic and anti-imperialist groups and movements considered themselves part of 

the global struggle against colonialism and imperialism.  

Being part of a wider Third World liberation movement enabled Palestinian guerrilla fighters 

to train with other Leftist revolutionary forces around the world. It gave credibility to the cause, 

and a sense of belonging to a wider revolution against the oppressive forces that had long held 

the power. For this to happen, the PLO needed to secure and maintain relations to other 

movements: 

The strengthening and deepening of the relations of common struggle with all the 

liberation movements and democratic and progressive forces in the world, and with the 

Socialist bloc, headed by the friendly Soviet Union.59  

 Many of the Fedayeen groups looked to other guerrilla groups in the Third World. To show 

support and unity, naming units and divisions of the groups after other leaders was common. 

One of the units in the PFLP was called the Che Guevara Commando Unit. It was named after 

Che Guevara to show support to the guerrilla leader in the Cuban revolution, and to show that 

the Palestinians were “part of the Third World and the world revolution.”60 The Palestinian 
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liberation movement was considered part of the Tricontinental: “The Tricontinental forges its 

transnational, transethnic, and translinguistic solidarity through a discursive colouring of 

resistant people.”61  

The PLO believed itself to be a part of this transnational movement working towards the 

liberation of colonized and oppressed peoples. It was not only inspired by Third World 

movements, but were in turn also an inspiration to many other movements and groups. As the 

representatives of an oppressed and exiled people, it recognized the importance of having other 

similar revolutions and groups supporting it in its struggle. It was not only this that made it see 

itself as a continuation of the Third World revolution. As the PLO saw itself as a Leftist 

movement, its politics reflected this. It worked for a state where everyone had a chance to take 

part, while fighting imperialism and Zionist colonialism.  

 

A propaganda poster from 1972 shows a Vietnamese liberation fighter handing over the baton 

to a Palestinian liberation fighter. The baton is a flag with the word “victory” on it. Under the 
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two men is written “Vietnam – Palestine.” The poster was published to illustrate the 

comradeship and similarities between the Vietnamese and the Palestinian struggle for 

liberation. In the Information Bulletin the special relationship between Palestinian and 

Vietnamese fighters was emphasized. The Vietnamese struggle influenced Palestinian fighters 

in their liberation struggle. If the Vietnamese could win against the capitalist superpower that 

was the United States, the Palestinians could win against Israel and become a national state.62 

The Vietnam war played an important role transnationally, and had been the spark that ignited 

demonstrations around the world in 1968.63  

The question about equality between men and women was central, both in the Global Left, and 

within the Palestinian movement. Women were called upon to take part in the revolution, and 

many were active members of the different Fedayeen groups. Most women contributing to the 

cause, did so in “traditional” female occupations, such as providing the male fighters with food, 

or sewing clothes and making other essentials to bring to them. The question of women was 

hardly addressed by itself, because it was not the most pressing matter that needed attention. A 

GUPW activist spoke about the Vietnamese women’s fight for their rights. She compared the 

situation for the Palestinian people with the struggles in Vietnam and Eritrea. Though the 

Vietnam war ended in 1975, the struggle for women’s rights did not:  

In Vietnam, decisions were and still are taken in such a way as always to allow greater 

integration of women in the process of liberation. We have seen Vietnamese women 

carrying rifles and fighting beside men. It was only as competent and dedicated activists 

that they were able to win their rights.64  

The Vietnamese female fighters inspired Palestinian women to take up arms alongside men, 

and join in the struggle. The Vietnamese and the Palestinian women both seemed to put the 

national liberation first, and women’s rights second. Women’s rights were believed, at least by 

Palestinian women, to come naturally after national liberation. The firm bond that seemed to 

exist between Vietnamese and Palestinian women were emphasized in the Information Bulletin, 

which helped the PLO legitimize its claim to be part of the Third World movement.  
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The PLO did not stop the raids that had begun in the 1960s, even after diplomacy became 

Arafat’s weapon of choice. The problem lay in the inner turmoil the PLO was experiencing 

after the consolidation of the guerrilla groups, and the move to Lebanon. Nevertheless, the PLO 

was able to gain acknowledgement as a political entity in world politics, and a place among the 

world’s revolutionary forces as a national liberation movement. By reframing actions perceived 

as terrorist attacks as revolutionary actions, Arafat and the PLO could claim to be working 

towards a solution to the conflict. Armed struggle defined most of the liberation movements 

and revolutions around the world, and though the PLO claimed in the Information Bulletin to 

want to find a peaceful solution to the conflict, it was also repeated that armed struggle was 

necessary to win the struggle.  

The PLO Unified Information Office  

While the 1960s were about consolidation and change in the PLO, the 1970s brought forth a 

new will to be legitimized in the eyes of the world as the representative of a Palestinian state in 

exile. Recognizing the importance of media production and distribution, the PLO started to 

develop cultural mobilization campaigns in 1969.65 The PLO Unified Information Office 

directed the construction of political discourse on the Palestinian liberation movement through 

language and image in different forms. Using many different platforms, such as cinema, radio, 

print, news media and art, the PLO engaged Palestinian, Arab and international intellectuals 

and artists. The PLO Unified Information Office’s various spheres worked both to mobilize 

Palestinians for the struggle, and to generate support in other parts of the world.  

The PLO Unified Information Office began publishing the Palestine P.L.O. Information 

Bulletin in 1975, which was designed to generate support specifically in the Western world. In 

the first article in the first issue of the Information Bulletin, the editorial team of the bulletin 

made it clear that the PLO had been recognized by the United Nations, and therefore also should 

be considered the official representative of the Palestinian people: “Moreover, by a large 

majority, the UN General Assembly recognized the PLO as the legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people.”66 Arafat was pronounced the leader of the Palestinian revolution earlier in 

the same article.  
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Although they were stated as facts, Arafat being the leader of the Palestinian revolution and the 

PLO being the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, they were not necessarily 

considered so by the Palestinian people overall. In fact, the Information Bulletin was published 

in English and French, and was therefore not designed for the people it was about and claimed 

to represent. Rather, it was meant for countries where one, or both, of these languages were 

widely known. The Information Bulletin was not only used for the legitimization of the PLO, 

but also as propaganda against its enemy, Israel. Or more correctly, against Zionism. The 

devastation Israel caused in Lebanon, Jordan and other Arab countries was highlighted, as well 

as the poor state of Palestinian refugees. The Information Bulletin was not distributed in Arab 

countries, but was sent to PLO representatives in countries around the world, especially in 

Europe. The PLO used the Information Bulletin to underline its right to claim the title of being 

the official representative of the Palestinian people, as well as to present its view of women to 

the English-reading audience. In an article from 1978, a woman called Um Ali said: 

Our thirty years of refuge and suffering have failed to make our people surrender. 

Instead, every day, our people become more committed to the revolution, under the 

leadership of the PLO, our sole legitimate representative.67 

The PLO portrayed Palestinian women in the Information Bulletin as supportive of the 

Palestinian revolution, legitimizing the struggle. The Palestinian people supported the struggle, 

and even women joined the resistance. The Information Bulletin also created an image of 

complete unity under the PLO’s leadership, making it seem like all Palestinians, both men and 

women, regarded the PLO as their representative. The next chapter discusses four roles the 

Information Bulletin portrayed women in, and how these contributed to how the PLO perceived 

itself and wanted to be perceived.  
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Chapter 2 – The Palestinian Woman: Nation, Mother, Worker, and 

Fighter 

The first women’s association for Palestinian women was founded in 1919, and in 1921 

Palestinian women demonstrated against Zionist immigration.68 Palestinian women therefore 

contributed to the Palestinian liberation movement even before it became a unified movement. 

Their participation, however, has not been much studied by historians, even though women’s 

place in history has been brought forth as an important issue in world politics. Over the last 

century, women’s position in society has changed drastically, resulting in the growth of fields 

of research such as feminist studies. This has had little effect on how Palestinian women have 

been portrayed by scholars, however. Many scholars have portrayed Palestinian women as 

victims in an awful conflict.69 At the same time, the Information Bulletin, one of the PLO’s 

news publication, portrayed women a little differently:  

From the first day of the popular revolt against the British Mandate and the Zionist plans 

to the present time, Palestinian women have not ceased to dedicate themselves to the 

Palestinian national struggle. Overcoming all the traditional and social obstacles, they 

are contributing on a basis of equality with men to the liberation struggle to regain the 

usurped homeland, Palestine.70 

This excerpt is the closing paragraph in an article in an issue of the Information Bulletin from 

1978. Similar statements can be found in many articles focusing on women’s participation in 

the Palestinian resistance. Regardless of how women were perceived by the PLO in reality, they 

were frequently honoured in the Information Bulletin. Their participation in the struggle in 

various ways was highlighted. The PLO seemed to try to convey a message to the world about 

its progressive political stand on women. Scholars have overlooked women’s participation in 

the Palestinian liberation movement before the first intifada in the late 1980s. This does not 

reflect women’s part in the struggle, however. Women were important, especially in the 1970s 
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when the PLO sought recognition as both the legitimate representation of the Palestinian people 

and as part of the Global Left. The portrayals of women in the Information Bulletin was 

therefore important for the way the world would perceive the PLO.  

This chapter will look at how women were portrayed in certain ways in the Information Bulletin, 

to create specific images of Palestinian women. The most prominent roles were the mother, the 

worker, the armed woman, and as the symbol of the Nation.  

Several scholars, such as Soraya Antonius, Sherna Berger Gluck, and Amal Kawar, have all 

claimed that the leaders of the PLO, specifically the leaders from Fateh, did not want to disrupt 

the traditional social structures.71 According to Cheryl Rubenberg, Arafat wanted a revival of 

traditional leadership, which in turn excluded women from participation.72 Arafat and other 

leaders wanted women’s roles in society to go back to the way they had been before 1948. The 

liberation of Palestine would therefore not bring about the inclusion of women in politics. The 

situation and revolution changed women’s roles regardless, as women joined in the armed 

forces, started to work outside the home, became educated, and even became political leaders.  

The Palestinian resistance was criticized by female activists in the 1970s and 1980s because it 

did not show great interest in “the woman question.”73 Mai Sayigh, an important female activist 

and the general secretary of the General Union of Palestinian Women, wrote about how 

women’s struggles should be approached. She was a political activist working in the Palestinian 

resistance and one of the leaders in the General Union of Palestinian Women, as well as being 

a poet and writer.74 Although she criticized the movement for not giving enough attention to 

women’s liberation, she also said in an interview from 1979 that: “Abu Ammar (Yasser Arafat) 

thinks women should go to the bases and fight and live there, but he doesn’t understand that we 

have difficulty just getting women to leave their homes alone in broad daylight.”75 The problem, 

in her eyes, wasn’t that women weren’t expected to join in the resistance alongside men. Rather, 

it was that the attitudes of the people needed to change, both among men and women. From 

what Rubenberg writes in her book, it seemed the leaders of Fateh and other groups in the PLO 

did not want to change the traditional gender roles.76 It contradicted with the way things were 
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going, however, and the PLO did try to project a progressive image of itself. Women were given 

more active roles, but were also holding onto old social structures themselves.  

The Information Bulletin’s portrayals of women were diverse and loaded with emotion. The 

PLO may have intended to move its readers with stories of mothers losing their children, of 

women finally being able to work and of women being killed while helping their people. The 

PLO specifically targeted women as an audience when it wrote about women. The support from 

women around the world could help the movement to gain international prominence. “The 

woman question” was central in world politics, and had a distinctly transnational character. 

Women from all around the world would interact with, give support to, and influence each 

other. The PLO itself was a part, and wanted to be perceived as part, of the global Left. It looked 

to similar resistance movements and were influenced by them. For instance, the Vietnamese 

and Angolan wars of liberation were inspirations to the Palestinian resistance fighters, and 

Palestinian fighters received training from Vietnamese fighters.77  

Woman as the Nation 

Women have often been perceived as the symbol of the Nation. The Nation has been considered 

female in many cultures, while the State was male.78 Because a woman could be a mother, she 

represented strength, of faith and of life. She was symbolically seen as the bearer of the future. 

Mai Sayigh said this about the role mothers played in Palestinian literature: “In Palestinian 

literature the mother has always been the symbol, and played the role, of the land: strong, 

protective. The son leaves and returns, she is there, the recurring protection.”79  

Women were important for the continuance of the people, and the bearers of Palestinian culture. 

Although the mother was especially important, the woman in general was central. Through the 

resistance movement, the young fighter became a new symbol of strength and perseverance. 

Although she did not carry the significance of having a long history in Palestinian tradition and 

culture, she was an imperative figure in the Palestinian narrative. The young woman who fought 

for her country was not a new figure created in the Palestinian resistance movement. Rather, 

she was already an important figure in the world. The PLO looked to the Vietnamese and the 
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Cubans for support and influence, and especially in Vietnam, female fighters were active and 

prominent.80  

But, despite all the difficult conditions of national, social and man’s oppression, the 

Palestinian woman proved her active role she played in the productive process and the 

struggle. Her peculiar national and political situation distinguished her from other 

women in the rest of the world.81 

The Palestinian woman represented the Palestinian people. She was fighting an extraordinary 

fight against oppression on many levels, similar to the Palestinian people. Although Palestinian 

women and women all over the world faced many similar challenges, Palestinian women had 

the added one of being part of a people without land. The Palestinian refugee’s case is different 

from very many other refugee cases, as they were all driven out of their country and were 

dispersed among other countries in the Middle East. In the 1970s, the Palestinian woman was 

the perfect symbol for the nation. She who continued to fight even when she faced oppression 

from all sides.  

It was important for the PLO to illustrate that women were part of the resistance. In addition to 

women’s rights being a central issue in the world and in many leftist movements, women were 

the embodiment of the Nation. It is common to identify women with the Nation and bearers of 

tradition, and women are often constructed as the social, cultural, and physical reproducers.82 

An article from 1978 states: “[…] the Palestinian struggle is characterized by the participation 

of Palestinian women effectively in various revolutionary activities.”83  

The PLO information bulletin did not only write about women, but portrayed specifics images 

of women through pictures, drawings, and illustrations. Many of the covers of the Information 

Bulletin featured women, often bearing arms or traditional clothing and adornment. Although 

armed resistance was central, preserving Palestinian culture was another key aspect of the 

revolution: 
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Thus, for the Palestinian people the preservation of their culture, arts and crafts is not 

only a matter of cultivating and expressing their historic identity, but also an important 

form and part in the struggle of resistance against the decades long annihilation 

campaign of Zionism.84  

The PLO wanted to create a national state after the revolution was won, and considered culture 

an important part of the new state: 

Understanding that armed struggle is only but one step on the way towards building up 

a new Palestinian society in liberated Palestine, the Resistance has spared no means to 

protect culture, even in the most difficult years. And it is only in this context that the 

preservation of even the smallest form of art had a meaning.85  

   

 

Both excerpts are from articles in the Information Bulletin dealing with embroidery and the 

national and cultural value of Palestinian embroidery. The importance of arts and crafts is 

emphasized, and the articles serve the purpose of showcasing the rich Palestinian culture to the 

readers. The articles were about the long-standing traditions of Palestinian embroidery, and the 

importance of teaching the next generation of women to embroider. Another key element in 
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Figure 2: A drawing of a woman dressed in 

traditional clothes and carrying a weapon. Taken 

from the Information Bulletin vol. 5, no. 1, 1979. 
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both articles was the finished product. As is made clear in an article from 1975, the art of 

embroidery was important mostly because it was used to make traditional dresses.86 The 

traditional dresses were symbols of Palestinian culture. For this reason, many of the illustrations 

of women in the Information Bulletin show women in traditional dresses. These illustrations 

were often, but not always, accompanying articles about Palestinian culture. 

Most cultures around the world have some sort of traditional clothing, and often they are worn 

by both women and men. Although this is true, it is also true that women usually are featured 

on illustrations with the traditional clothing. This is the case in Norway, where the traditional 

clothes are worn by both men and women, but it is more common for women to wear them. 

60% of all Norwegian women had a traditional dress in 2005, according to an article written by 

the Norwegian scholar Margunn Bjørnholt, while less than 33% of all Norwegian men did.87 

Women are more often than men illustrated with traditional dresses, and are the bearers of 

culture and tradition.  

In the Information Bulletin, only women are portrayed wearing traditional dresses. The dresses 

symbolized the Palestinian culture and the continuance of a Palestinian Nation. It was 

imperative for the PLO to show the world that the Palestinian people were more than a group 

of people standing together because it had no choice. By writing about, and illustrating different 

arts and crafts in the Information Bulletin, it argued that the Palestinian people had a rich and 

united culture, and indeed was one people who belonged to one nation. By illustrating women 

in traditional dresses, the PLO could display cultural unity. Women were specifically used in 

these pictures because the dresses were made by and for women.88 Another reason could be that 

it was a way for the PLO to indicate female participation in the resistance movement.  
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Figure 3: Picturing a Palestinian woman 

bearing Palestinian national dress in front 

of a background picture of a green area 

presumably in Palestine. The front cover of 

the Information Bulletin vol. 7, no. 19, 

1978.  

 

Figure 4: A Palestinian folklore troupe 

touring Europe. Five women wearing 

traditional Palestinian dresses. The back 

cover of the Information Bulletin vol. 6, no. 

12, 1980.  

 

 

   

 



 30 

The portrayal of women as the nation and the bearers of Palestinian culture served the purpose 

of showing how women were as important to the national struggle as men were. Perhaps in a 

different way, but important none the less. According to the scholar Jan Jindy Pettman, women 

have often been portrayed as the symbol of the Nation in many cultures.89 Portraying women 

as the Nation both makes the woman seem important, and it gives the Nation a nurturing quality. 

If the Nation is female, the Nation is also the mother to all. The mother gives birth to her sons 

and daughters, nurtures and protects them. 

The Martyr’s Mother 

The Information Bulletin placed great importance on mothers, and their role as part of the 

resistance. This can be connected to the role mothers had culturally, and how the woman was 

perceived primarily as someone who reproduced and upheld the family. Whenever there was 

an interview with a woman, it was often stated whether she had children. However, the 

Information Bulletin was written in English and in French, and it was not meant for Arabic-

speaking women. Another reason to portray mothers as important was to reach women in other 

countries around the English- and French-speaking world. To gain sympathy from mothers who 

could feel Palestinian mothers’ pain when they lost their sons and daughters in the struggle. 

This could be one of the reasons why the Information Bulletin put much emphasis on Palestinian 

women as mothers, more correctly, as mothers of martyrs.  

Every issue of the Information Bulletin included a short story or a poem. Many of these poems 

and short stories featured the mother. They were literary tributes to mothers, especially mothers 

of martyrs:  

 The mother who awaited her son is the most  

beautiful mother. 

And he returned… martyred.  

She cried two tears and a rose; 

But she did not retreat into mourning clothes.90  

This is the first stanza of a poem called “The Most Beautiful Mother,” which was published in 

an issue from 1979. It was written by Hassan al-Abdallah, a poet from a town in South Lebanon. 
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The poem emphasized the central place mothers had in the struggle and how their continued 

courage and faith in the cause led them to bear the loss of their sons.  

 Welcome, welcome, my loved one,  

my loved one, and she hugged him 

And hugged him, and hugged him. 

But he was a dead corpse. 

 I sent him a letter 

 he was a long time and did not  

come to me 

Mother 

he was a long time and did not 

come to me.91 

The poem “Tal_Zaatar Has a Long Memory” was published in the Information Bulletin in 1977. 

It was written as a remembrance of the massacres in Tal Al Zaatar. The theme of the martyr’s 

mother runs through the poem. The first and the last stanzas both describe how the mother 

waiting for her son to come home. It is revealed at the end that the son has died, and that the 

mother still waits for him. Both poems have two recurring characters: The mother, who waits 

for her loved ones, and the martyred son. The first poem says that the mother “did not retreat 

into mourning clothes,” meaning that she continued to live on and fight for the liberation of her 

people. She stayed strong in the face of the worst thing that could have happened to her, and 

believed in the cause.  

The mother is portrayed as a symbol of strength and faith. At the same time, the Information 

Bulletin portrayed mothers, and women, as victims of war and injustice, using them to show 

the consequences of the on-going struggle between Palestinians and Israelis. There existed a 

duality between the helpless mother standing by while her children were killed, and the mother 

who showed strength while waiting for her sons to be martyred.  

In an article from 1978, a woman called Um Ali was interviewed. She announced that she could 

“proudly say that [she] had three sons martyred on the road to liberation,” and that she 

considered them to be “three roses planted on the path back to Palestine.”92 Throughout the 

article she made it clear that her purpose was to help her “sons,” the fighters: 
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I am not interested in what some women do, ‘armed’ with their handbags, and paying 

visits. I spend my time with my sons, the fighters, in their base. There is no military 

commando base that I have not been to. They call me ‘mother Um Ali’.93  

Her duty in the revolution was to spend time with and help the fighters, which was why she 

would spend most of her time at the military bases. Um Ali was the perfect example on the 

“martyr’s mother,” a woman who was proud to have lost sons to the cause and who remained 

strong even in the face of danger and loss. In Palestinian cinema, there were several recurring 

characters, and one of these was “the Martyr’s Mother.” She embodied both the mother, who 

was the symbol of life and survival of death, and the martyr. 94  

Um Gazi was a woman and mother interviewed in an issue of the Information Bulletin from 

1981. She and her husband Abu Gazi were asked questions about their life after being driven 

out of Palestine. Um Gazi answered all questions related to their children, their welfare and 

education. While Abu Gazi was concerned with the resistance movement in general and the 

popular committees in the camps, Um Gazi spoke about her children: “As a mother, I want my 

children – and all the children of the world – to live in peace.”95 By addressing Um Gazi only 

when there were questions about family and children, the Information Bulletin gave the 

impression that it was a woman’s job to take care of the family and children. This idea was 

firmly grounded in many Palestinians in the 1970s, especially those who belonged to the older 

generation. The leaders in the PLO did not want to break with tradition, which was evident in 

the Information Bulletin.  

Although some articles focused on the mother, especially the martyr’s mother, other articles 

about women did not. They illustrated the various roles women were assuming in the resistance 

movement, and therefore showed that women were not solely seen as the mother caring for the 

family. The contrasting images of women created an understanding of the evolving situation 

for Palestinian women. Regardless of the societal changes for women, the Information Bulletin 

placed great importance on the martyr’s mother. By portraying the mothers’ roles in the 

resistance as central, the PLO could argue that all Palestinians participated in the struggle for 

liberation. The PLO through the Information Bulletin created an ideal type of woman, the 
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woman who bore children, sent them into combat, and stayed strong after they were martyred. 

The Martyr’s mother therefore served a dual purpose in the Information Bulletin: that of acting 

as an ideal type of woman, someone whom women should try to become, and the proof that all 

Palestinians indeed were a part of the Palestinian revolution.  

 

In an interview with Um Abdullah in an issue of the Information Bulletin from 1981, the 

interviewer wrote:  

Under the interview, Um Abdullah shed frequent tears. What woman would not, after 

going through what she has endured? But the significant thing about Um Abdullah and 

other Palestinians like her is the readiness to go on giving whatever is necessary for the 

cause of freedom to prevail.96  

Much like Um Ali and Um Gazi, Um Abdullah was the epitome of “the Martyr’s Mother,” 

giving everything, including her family, to the cause. Although she was sad over the losses she 

endured, the Information Bulletin focused on her willingness to continue the struggle for 

liberation. She did what she could do, which was to let her sons and grandsons take up their 
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weapons and fight. These three mothers were described as ideal women, because they were 

willing to sacrifice what was most dear to them; their children.  

The Female Worker – a Leftist Ideal 

The Information Bulletin places great emphasis on the female worker. As it became apparent 

that as many people as possible were needed to work in the Palestinian resistance movement, it 

seemed like a good solution to employ women as well as men. This was also in adherence to 

the general trend in other parts of the world, where women were joining in the workforce. In 

Britain women were enrolled in Universities and later got jobs, the story was the same in the 

United States.97 In the US, women from the political left went alongside men to Cuba and 

worked in the sugar fields.98  

The PLO had multiple organizations, unions, branches and groups under its jurisdiction. Three 

of these were central regarding working women. One of these was the social institution Samed, 

the Sons of Martyrs for Palestine Works Society. Samed was established in 1970 in Jordan, but 

was forced out of Jordan and was re-established in Lebanon in 1971. It was first established to 

give vocational training to children of Palestinian men and women who died participating in 

the Palestinian resistance. After the Lebanese civil war in 1975-76, the scope was expanded to 

include all Palestinians.99  

Many Palestinian women who worked outside the home was employed by Samed. Samed had 

three main sections: workshops and factories; agricultural production; and cinema 

production.100 The Information Bulletin interviewed the head of Samed’s Economic Foundation 

in 1976, Abou Ala’. He outlined the goal of the institution:  

It is vitally important for the Palestinian Revolution to have politically and socially 

conscious workers who will constitute an essential pillar of our future democratic state 

in Palestine, as well as of our struggle for liberation.101  
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The other two organizations generating jobs for women were the General Union of Palestinian 

Women, which was the official representative for Palestinian Women within the PLO, and the 

Palestinian Red Crescent Society (PRCS).102 The PRCS worked in the medical and 

humanitarian field, giving aid to Palestinians and others in need of medical or humanitarian 

assistance. Many of the nurses working for the PRCS were women, often housewives or 

students.103 Samed and the GUPW worked in many of the same spheres, and both were central 

in the Palestinian revolution. Contrary to the GUPW which was solely for women, Samed was 

an organization for both men and women. According to Samed the workforce was largely 

composed of women. 80% of the about 3000 Samed workers in 1978 were women, although 

this wasn’t emphasized in many of the articles about Samed. The articles did not always 

mention women specifically, but referred only to Samed’s workforce. Instead of creating a 

divide between female and male workers, this underlined a suggestion that it didn’t matter to 

Samed whether the workers were female or male.  

An article about Samed aiming to enlighten people about the wide range of tasks the Palestinian 

revolution undertook, underlined that the “sons” in the name of the organization alluded to both 

men and women. 104 The problem with the name lay in the translation. In Arabic, the masculine 

plural form was used to refer to a group consisting of both men and women. Translating it to 

English, however, made the name seem exclusively for men.   

Work was considered important by the PLO, according to the Information Bulletin: “It is clear 

that all of this work of the various branches of the PLO is vital to the success of the political 

and military struggle of our people.”105 It was also important for the PLO to get women into 

work. However, the work they were set to do was usually work considered female work. Samed, 

for instance, had workshops that did solely embroidery or sewing. These tasks were 

traditionally feminine types of work, and when they were industrialized, women got the jobs. 

The Palestinian resistance movement was about more than armed struggle, and as mentioned, 

it was important to preserve the culture and nurture it. For this reason, Samed had workshops 

specifically dedicated to teaching traditional embroidery to young women. These workshops 

served dual purposes. They provided work for women and protected a part of Palestinian culture 
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at the same time. In the visual portrayals of female workers, the workers were usually 

embroidering or sewing. 

      

 

 

 

Under the new conditions, young women not only absolved academic education, but 

subsequently worked in various fields. […] Likewise, Palestinian women have taken 

over important functions in all fields of the Palestinian Resistance.106 

This excerpt is taken from an article focusing on Palestinian art and culture. It shows how 

important the woman became in the Palestinian resistance, not only as a mother, but as a worker. 

The long struggle created a political climate where women could expand their spheres and were 

able to work outside the home. In another article, it was suggested that women, more than men, 

were efficient in many of the fields Samed worked in: “The presence of the female element in 

different sectors illustrates an important point, which is Samed’s recognition of personal 

efficiency as a criterion for work.”107  
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Reading the articles about women in the Information Bulletin can sometimes make it seem like 

the working woman and the mother were separate people. The worker and the mother couldn’t 

be the same person. However, as we will see in the next chapter, this was not the case. The 

General Union of Palestinian Women worked towards getting more mothers to work outside 

the home. Vocational skill courses were held by the GUPW, and it had many other projects 

designed to help women, and specifically mothers, into working life. The working mother 

became more common in the 1970s, especially in the latter half of the decade. These women 

were not featured very often in the Information bulletin. This could be explained by the very 

distinct separation between articles about working women and articles about mothers and their 

life in the camps. The former articles were usually not solely focused on women, rather on 

Samed or on Palestinian culture.  

Um Gazi, the mother mentioned earlier in this chapter, believed that the most important thing 

she could help her children acquire was education: “Knowledge is light and ignorance darkness. 

Knowledge is an essential part of our struggle to liberate our land and to build our society in 

free Palestine.”108 Many Palestinians, especially women, were illiterate in the refugee camps in 

Lebanon, and it was therefore important to facilitate education. The GUPW and Samed set up 

classes for Samed-workers to learn to read and write.109  

The female worker was an important factor in Leftist ideology. Men and women were both 

supposed to work together in a socialist society, where everyone had equal rights. The articles 

presenting the work being done by Samed and the GUPW to get women into work were 

therefore important to highlight the PLO’s Leftist ideals. A working woman was a testament of 

the equality that would exist in a future Palestinian state.  

Armed Struggle - The Female Fighter 

In Antonius’s article from 1979, Mai Sayigh said:  
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But the younger writers and poets […] now depict two faces of woman: the strong 

mother, the home and the land, who encourages her son to fight, and the younger 

woman, the beloved, who is herself a fighter and active in the struggle.110 

We see here that the woman had a central figure in literature. It seemed to be important for the 

Information Bulletin to show that many Palestinian women chose to be mothers. A woman’s 

worth seemed in some ways to be linked to motherhood. As women could bear children, it was 

the women’s responsibility to reproduce and take care of the children. The children would grow 

up to become the next generation of fighters in the resistance, and it was therefore important to 

show that the woman and the mother were imperative for the continuation of the revolution. A 

generational shift occurred, however, and the woman was portrayed in new role. The older 

women were imperative because of their role as the martyr’s mother, while young women 

became important figures as female fighters.  

Although the young woman was not the recurring and constant figure that the mother was, she 

became increasingly important in Palestinian art and cinema. There was a clear distinction 

between the young woman and the older woman. The key figure was the martyr’s mother, and 

she was considered to be an older woman. She had grown-up sons who could join in the military 

struggle.  The younger woman, however, was the one who joined in the struggle herself. She 

was a part of a new generation of women who considered themselves to have a duty to their 

people. The new generation of women was influenced by women’s movements around the 

world.111  

Palestinian women partook in the armed struggle. This was highlighted in the Information 

Bulletin, not only through pictures of women bearing arms, but also through articles. In many 

articles about female contribution to the struggle for liberation, women bearing arms were 

mentioned. These women were proclaimed to be heroes, and of great importance to the 

revolution and to the future of the Palestinian people, or as one article framed it: “On the 

military level, Palestinian women also took part in battles, giving fine examples of courage and 

sacrifice.”112   
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At the same time as women were encouraged to join in the resistance, they were not necessarily 

supported in their choices to bear arms. Soraya Antonius wrote about several women in her 

article from 1979. Many were politically active in the resistance in the 1970s, but had 

difficulties being able to join the armed fight because of restrictions from their families.113 

Although many women faced difficulties in joining the armed resistance because of family and 

societal pressure, women were encouraged by leaders within the resistance to join.  

Although not all women were able, or wanted, to join in the armed struggle by doing military 

training and bearing arms, the PLO wanted to give the impression that most Palestinian women 

were active participants in the struggle. Sabha Issa was interviewed in an issue of the 

Information Bulletin from 1980 where she commented on the importance of women in the 

liberation struggle. She spoke about the central role women played in the camps as it was the 

women who brought food and water to the fighters: 

[…] water became the key to life and women took on the most dangerous job of 

scurrying under heavy fire to bring jugs of water from well outside the camp […] Many 

women were killed while bringing water to the fighters.114  

Another woman, Fatmi Ayoub, said in the same article that women had helped in the armed 

struggle already before the civil war in Lebanon by making clothes to the fighters at home.115 

Fatmi Ayoub and Sabha Issa worked in a Samed-run workshop in 1980, making clothes for 

fighters. Even though they were not bearing arms and explicitly giving their lives to the cause, 

they both considered themselves as working for the revolution and participating in the way they 

could. The Information Bulletin wanted to illustrate that all Palestinians were a part of the 

resistance, and supported the PLO as the legitimate representative. To do this, it had to show 

that women, alongside men, were active participants in the resistance.  
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Women bearing arms were often illustrated in the Information Bulletin. This was another way 

to show that the entire Palestinian people, both men and women, bore arms and were part of 

the armed struggle.  It served as a way to show that Palestinian women were not sitting idly by, 

but indeed were as involved in the struggle as the men. The military mobilization of women, 

which will be further looked at in the next chapter, was important for the PLO. That women 

Figure 7: Picturing two women, 

presumably Palestinian, with 

“Palestine scarves” covering 

their heads, bearing weapons. 

The front cover of the 

Information Bulletin vol. 1, no. 

4, 1975.  

 
 

Figure 8: Picturing women 

dressed in uniforms and lined in 

military position. The front cover 

of the Information Bulletin vol. 

6, no. 17, 1980.  
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were not just capable of bearing arms, but also allowed to, was central to show the world, more 

specifically, the progressive and democratic countries and states in the world. By publishing 

pictures of armed women, the PLO could place itself among other revolutions around the world, 

where women were a part of the military struggle. The progressive view of women and their 

roles in the struggle, was one of the things that could place the PLO and the Palestinian 

revolution among other Leftist revolutions around the world.  

Competing Ideals and the Generational Shift 

An article from 1978 spells out the five key roles Palestinian women had in the liberation 

movement:  

[…] women play an important part in the fight against the Zionist occupation, whether 

as a mother who encourages her sons and daughters to fight the aggressor, a combatant 

who does not hesitate to bear arms, a political cell leader who organize protest 

demonstrations against the Zionist enemy, a social worker, and, finally, a nurse.116  

In the excerpt above, the two most important roles were the mother and the female combatant. 

The next three were also central, however, and the two last roles were both workers. The 

political leader, however, was a woman who was active in one of the many groups or 

organizations belonging to the Palestinian revolution. Many of these women were affiliated 

with the GUPW, which was the official representative of Palestinian women within the PLO.  

The Information Bulletin portrayed women in many roles, although some recurred more often 

than others. The mother of the martyr was an ideal type, someone who embodied many 

characteristics like strength, love, fertility, continuance. The martyr’s mother was almost a 

mythical figure, described and represented in movies, and in poems and articles in the 

Information Bulletin. The martyr’s mother was not shown as a woman who left her home to 

work in a factory, or take up her weapon to join in the military struggle. She was always by her 

son’s side, helping and encouraging him until he was martyred, then she was supposed to be 

strong for him and encourage the other fighters to continue. She was someone other women 

were supposed to look up to, and want to become. 
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There were competing ideal types recurring in articles in the Information Bulletin, the female 

worker and the female fighter. Both were leftist ideals which symbolized equality between men 

and women, and the ability and willingness of women to work for their people’s liberation. A 

woman could be all three, a mother, a worker and a woman bearing arms. In later issues of the 

Information Bulletin women were sometimes described in interviews both as mothers and as 

workers. The Information Bulletin paid much attention to female workers who had been given 

the opportunity to work outside the home. They were not idealised, but were shown as necessary 

for the revolution, and for the progress of the Palestinian society. In a socialist state, the goal 

was for both men and women to work alongside each other and be equal. The PLO therefore 

not only needed, but also wanted, women to work. Although the Information Bulletin does not 

necessarily reflect the real situation this illustrates that it was important for the PLO to 

emphasize its leftist credentials. Although the female worker could be perceived as important 

to the PLO, she was not idealised.  

The armed woman, however, was idealised in the Information Bulletin. Pictures of serious 

women bearing arms and wearing uniforms or traditional headscarves adorned the front covers, 

and if a fighter was martyred, it was specifically mentioned if she was a woman. The female 

fighter showed strength in her willingness to die for her people. It was thanks to her that the 

PLO had enough people to continue the armed struggle. The female fighter was not idealised 

in the same way as the martyr’s mother, however, but performed as a symbol. She symbolised 

a unified people, where men and women fought for justice together. The difference between 

her and the martyr’s mother was also generational. The female fighter was depicted as a young 

woman, a woman who had not perhaps become a mother, but wanted to serve her people in 

another way.  

Although the Information Bulletin portrayed the Palestinian woman in contrasting ways, this 

served a purpose. It helped to create a nuanced picture of the Palestinian woman, and her 

contribution to the Palestinian resistance movement. Whether she was a mother or an armed 

guerrilla fighter, she believed in her people’s cause, and participated in the way she could. This 

was the picture the PLO wanted to create through the Information Bulletin. The participation 

of women in the struggle legitimized the struggle, because it meant that the entire people were 

fighting for the same cause. Writing about women’s participation in the struggle had the 

additional effect of placing the PLO among other revolutionary groups with a progressive view 

of women. The supposed progressive view the PLO had of women, however, was counteracted 
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in several ways. Firstly, the Information Bulletin idealised the martyr’s mother, creating an 

image of the perfect woman, a mother who believed in her people’s struggle and gave her 

children to the cause. Although the female worker was mentioned often, it was evidently also 

important to emphasize that the female workers mostly did work traditionally considered 

female work. Secondly it was counteracted by the way the Information Bulletin portrayed the 

political part of women’s participation. In the next chapter, I look at how the General Union of 

Palestinian Women was portrayed. It was the Palestinian women’s representative within the 

PLO, and was therefore charged with the responsibility of mobilizing women. The portrayal of 

the GUPW in the Information Bulletin played a role in how the PLO wanted the world to 

perceive the PLO and its approach to “the woman question.” 
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Chapter 3 – The General Union of Palestinian Women 

The United Nations held the World Conference of the International Women’s Year (IWY) in 

1975 in Mexico.117 This was the year that the PLO started publishing the Information Bulletin. 

As we have seen in the first chapter, it was important for the PLO and the Palestinian revolution 

to be a part of the Left and the Third World revolution. The importance of “the woman 

question,” as some scholars and activists have called it, on a global level became apparent when 

the UN hosted the IWY conference in 1975. The first number of the Information Bulletin to be 

published after the conference included two articles about women, one about women’s 

participation in the Palestinian Resistance, the other about the IWY conference and PLO’s 

involvement in the conference.  

With the Information Bulletin, the PLO sought to strengthen the impression that it was the 

legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and that its struggle for liberation was 

justified. In the articles where women were mentioned, it was emphasized that they were a part 

of the struggle, and that their presence in the revolution was imperative: 

Women’s participation in [the] social and national struggle is an important indication of 

the validity of the cause, the maturity the struggle has attained, and its representativeness 

of the interests of the masses and all exploited classes and sectors of society.118 

PLO’s stand on women was important in the positioning of PLO on the political spectrum. 

Feminism was intertwined with anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism, and important in the new 

liberation movements around the world. The importance of women’s liberation was stated by 

the UN when it hosted the IWY in Mexico. Palestinian women were called upon to fight with 

their people because they constituted about half the available manpower.119 Regardless of the 

reason why women were called on to fight together with men, the PLO wanted the world to see 

that women were active participants in the Palestinian revolution. Feminism was growing, and 

in many of the liberation struggles in the Third World women were joining in and fighting for 

women’s rights.  
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The way “the woman question” was treated, however, was not a new way to determine how 

progressive a society was. Generally, if one wanted to check how progressive a nation or 

community was, one would look at how women were treated. This started perhaps as early as 

the 1900th century. The importance, therefore, to at least have a seemingly progressive view of 

women was imperative to be considered a part of the modern world.120 The support of women’s 

unions was vital for the PLO if it wanted to be considered part of a community of transnational 

and progressive nations. Solidarity and support for the Palestinian cause was important, and 

support from women’s unions could generate that. As women’s struggles for liberation were 

still ongoing and gaining ground, it was obvious that these unions would only support just 

causes fought by oppressed peoples. The articles about women and children would not only 

generate sympathy, but also create a sense that it was indeed a unified nation fighting together 

and not individual terrorist groups. The PLO wanted to be a part of a greater progressive and 

Leftist global movement.  

From Jerusalem and Jordan to Cairo and Lebanon 

The PLO was an umbrella organization, compiled of many smaller groups and unions. The 

General Union of Palestinian Women (GUPW) was one of these organizations. The first session 

of the Palestine National Council (PNC) was held in 1964, the same year the PLO was 

established. It was after the second session of the PNC in 1965, where a call for women to join 

in the struggle was made, that the General Union of Palestinian Women was founded.121 The 

GUPW was founded by a group of middle and upper-class women. The Union was meant to 

represent and mobilise women: “The original goal of the Union was to organize progressive, 

political women inside the framework of the PLO in order to represent Palestinian women at 

all times and places.”122  

The GUPW had one seat at the PNC, the same as the General Union of Palestinian Workers 

and the General Union of Palestinian Students. In 1969, at the sixth session of the PNC, the 

General Union of Palestinian Women was granted an additional seat.123 The two other unions 

were given five and two more seats respectively.  
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Though the first congress of the GUPW was held in 1965 in Jerusalem, which was under 

Jordanian jurisdiction at the time. The Union was based in Jordan as most of the other groups 

and unions under the PLO umbrella were before the events of Black September and the ensuing 

civil war in Jordan in 1970-71.124 The history of the Union’s years in Jordan is difficult to find 

sources on. The Information Bulletin writes in various articles that as the Union was a part of 

the Palestinian Resistance, it was banned and members were arrested.125 This happened in 1966, 

and until 1974, the GUPW headquarter was in Cairo because of the ban.  

Issam Abdel-Hadi was elected leader of the General Union of Palestinian Women in 1965, but 

as she lived in Nablus, it became difficult for her to officially lead the Union.126 In 1969, in the 

wake of the consolidation of the guerrilla groups under Fateh’s leadership, female members of 

Fateh took over leadership in the Union.127 Abdel Hadi was still an important activist, however, 

and in 1975, she headed the Palestinian delegation to the World Conference of the International 

Women’s Year. She was also re-elected as president of the GUPW in 1974, when the Union 

regrouped in Lebanon. Mai Sayigh was another important figure in the GUPW. She took charge 

of the leadership together with other activists from Fateh in 1969, and became the Union’s 

general secretary.128 Though Abdel Hadi was the president of the Union, she did not live in 

Beirut, where the biggest branch of the GUPW was from 1971. Activists like Mai Sayigh 

relocated to Beirut after the PLO left Jordan. However, though many leaders relocated to Beirut 

when the headquarter was moved there, many members and leaders lived in other countries and 

regions. The Union was initially for all Palestinian women, which meant that it was already a 

transnational Union when it was founded. Palestinians were dispersed in many different 

countries, and the GUPW had branches in almost all the Arab countries.129 The first three 

congresses were held in two different cities, according to where the main branch was located at 

the time. In 1965 it was in Jerusalem, while in 1974 and 1979, they were held in Beirut.  

The Lebanon period is somewhat better documented than the early period of the GUPW in 

Jordan. However, most scholars have written about the Union’s position in the first and second 

intifada. Though this poses a problem, it is also telling about how little attention has been paid 
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to the GUPW, and Palestinian women in general, before the first intifada. So far, the only 

scholar who has written explicitly about female Palestinian leaders, and the GUPW in the 1960s 

and 1970s in English, is Amal Kawar.  

The GUPW depended on women from refugee camps in Lebanon, because they constituted the 

biggest percentage of potential members of the GUPW.130 Most of the Palestinians living in 

Lebanon lived in one of the refugee camps. The conditions for these women made a great 

impression on the Union, and guided the Union towards the activities it undertook. The second 

congress held in 1974 was a turning point for the GUPW.  The road towards becoming a part 

of the Resistance started in 1969, when the Fateh members took charge of the Union. It wasn’t 

until the congress in 1974, however, that the GUPW’s place within the Palestinian revolution 

was solidified. 131  

Kawar wrote in her article from 1993 that though the Union underwent changes in the 1970s, 

most of the younger leaders did not live in refugee camps.132 She wrote that the GUPW could 

be divided into two factions. The first was the older generation of women who had been born 

in Palestine in the 1920s, were part of charitable societies and had established the GUPW. The 

other faction was a younger generation of leftist women who were oriented towards social 

change and had university degrees.133 Whether these two generations pulled the Union in 

different directions in the 1970s is unclear, as not much has been written about this specifically. 

However, as the GUPW indeed became a more integral part of the Palestinian revolution, the 

younger generation of women steered the GUPW in a new direction. This was possible partly 

because the leaders from the first generation of women in the GUPW all lived outside of Beirut. 

With the generational shift, the GUPW went from being a group of middle and upper-class 

women doing charity work to becoming the official representative of Palestinian women with 

the central task of mobilizing women to the Resistance.  

Mobilizing Women 

The GUPW had a central task in the struggle for Palestinian liberation: the mobilization of 

Palestinian women. This was stated in an article in the Information Bulletin from 1975: “Its [the 
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GUPW’s] main aim was to mobilize and organize Palestinian women for the struggle.”134 This 

entailed the integration of Palestinian women in the wider Palestinian revolution. The GUPW 

wanted to mobilize women on several levels, most importantly on the military, political and 

educational levels.  

Mobilizing on the educational level included creating room for women to do something other 

than housework. Scholar Soraya Antonius wrote in an article from 1979: “Mobilization is a 

process of persuasion and inducement to gain allegiance and participation of the female 

masses.”135 She noted that after the leaders of the Palestinian revolution realised that half of the 

available manpower were women, mobilizing women became important.136 By giving women 

the time to work and develop skills, they were also given time to join and work for the 

revolution. Childcare centres were a part of the mobilization process: “Besides providing 

working opportunities for women, the G.U.P.W. conceives in such institutions a means of 

mobilizing masses of women.”137 They made it possible for women to free themselves from the 

home, and it enabled women to become a more integrated part of the Resistance by providing 

work opportunities for women. The work they did, was primarily work related to the Resistance, 

for instance making military clothes. As kindergartens and childcare centres helped with the 

children, the GUPW held educational courses to help women gain skills that would be useful 

in a job. The GUPW considered helping women and children in need to be its responsibility. In 

addition to helping those in need, the aid it facilitated enabled them to mobilize women and 

influence them to become active in the struggle.  

The political mobilizing of women by the GUPW was also mentioned in some of the articles, 

where the Information Bulletin portray the GUPW as a strongly politically active group 

organizing demonstrations, strikes and sit-ins.138 Fateh was the leading executive group within 

the PLO, and its leader Arafat was elected Chairman for the Executive committee of the PLO. 

Neither Fateh, nor any of the self-proclaimed Marxist and socialist groups were progressive 

about gender equality.139 Arafat and Fateh did not want to challenge the traditional gender roles, 

and worked to keep the traditional family structure intact. Though it can look like the 

participation of women in the struggle alongside men made for a more progressive way of 
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thinking about women, this has been refuted by many scholars, such as Cheryl Rubenberg, 

Sayigh and Peteet. Islah Jad writes that the GUPW, together with Samed, worked for greater 

representation of women in the Palestinian national movement.140 The political mobilization of 

women was an important part of the mobilization process, because it brought women into the 

struggle on a concrete level. Though general mobilization of women was seemingly important 

to the PLO, there were tensions regarding the political mobilization. Though the GUPW worked 

for more women to become leaders within the movement, the existing leadership only paid lip 

service to this goal. 

Military mobilization was perhaps the most conflicting part of the process to integrate women 

into the struggle. In the Information Bulletin, women were often depicted bearing weapons and 

taking part in the armed struggle. The military training of female cadres was also shown to be 

the GUPW’s responsibility, though many women were members of guerrilla groups. Women 

were mostly mentioned in the Information Bulletin as taking part in the armed struggle in 

articles relating to the GUPW. This gives an impression of the GUPW being the only way 

women could partake in the struggle, even though it was not.  

[…] we offer women who request it martial arts classes and militia training sessions. 

[…] This is beneficial for women’s self-defence, for defence of their homes, for 

battlefield activities and for bearing arms to face the conspiracies against our 

Revolution.141 

Abdel Hadi said this in an interview form 1980. She underlined that it was vital for women to 

be able to be self-reliant, which was why they operated women’s centres in the refugee camps 

to teach vocational skills. Those women who wanted to join in the armed fight were able to do 

so, but the training sessions were not offered unless requested. Later in the interview Abdel 

Hadi adds: “Now the Palestinian woman works, but she still has other problems to face. She 

still has the problem of the traditional domestic system and the family.”142 The conflicts 

regarding military mobilization was connected to the traditional social structures that still exited 

within Palestinian families. Many women faced problems at home if the wanted to take up arms 

and join the military struggle. In her article from 1979, Antonius interviewed several women 
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who were active in the GUPW, and who had gotten military training. Many of them mentioned 

how their families had been opposed to them joining in the armed struggle.143  

Until the ultimate objective of self and national emancipation is reached, women and 

progressive society as a whole face big challenges, namely the elimination of all 

obstacles on the way towards equality between men and women.144  

Many activists and members of the GUPW believed that the only way to reach gender equality 

was through participation in the national struggle. For this reason, it was important that more 

women were part of the resistance, which was why mobilization was imperative.  

The Information Bulletin gave a picture of a new way of thinking about women and their roles 

in society. At the same time, many of the articles had themes running through that built under 

the traditional gender roles. The GUPW was often mentioned in relation to work that was 

considered traditionally female, such as childcare or sewing and embroidery. This can be related 

to the way it seems the PLO wanted to portray the GUPW. As the leaders of the PLO did not 

want to challenge the traditional gender roles, it makes sense that they would connect the 

GUPW with tasks that were traditionally considered female. At the same time, the PLO did 

want the world to see it as a progressive and Leftist movement, working for a legitimate cause. 

The portrayal of mobilization was therefore divided and illustrated that the GUPW was 

responsible for all the different approaches, the educational, the political and the military.  

Mothering a New Generation 

To mobilize women on an educational level entailed to educate mothers and help them to be 

able to raise the new generation. Many of the GUPW’s projects were therefore centred on 

women and children. Though the GUPW is portrayed in some articles as a vital part of 

Palestinian armed struggle, other articles focus on the work it did concerning health, welfare 

and childcare. Some of the most important work on the GUPWs agenda was that of taking care 

of orphaned Palestinian children, and helping families by opening kindergartens. Rosemary 

Sayigh and Julie Peteet made the argument that men and women agreed that childcare was 

women’s responsibility in their article from 1986: “Neither the resistance movement as a whole, 

however, nor the women’s sector within it, ever challenged marriage and childbearing as 
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woman’s primary goal.”145  The PLO through the Information Bulletin made it clear that this 

was also its view on women and children.  

One of the Major priorities is to devote attention to the Revolution’s coming generation. 

In this context, the G.U.P.W. undertakes the task of establishing child care centers. The 

purpose is to achive a dual objective [.]146 

The Home for Children of the Resistance (Beit Atfal Assumoud) was opened in 1976 for 

children who had been orphaned in the Tal Al Zaatar massacre.147 The institute was opened and 

led by women from the GUPW. With little resources and few educated people available to work 

there, it was meant to be a place of refuge and help the children feel less alone. Though the loss 

of both parents was hard, the GUPW considered the loss of a mother as the hardest loss. It was 

the mother’s job to take care of her children and bring them up. It was therefore crucial for the 

GUPW to find a solution to this. Refugee women from the Tal Al Zaatar camp took on the 

responsibility of taking care of orphaned children. The thought was that the transition for the 

children would be easier when they already knew the new person who would take care of them.  

Their adopted mother, who is also a refugee from Tal Al Zaatar camp and whom the 

children knew in the past, lived in their room and is in charge of their upbringing. Thus 

the preservation of family ties will fill part of the vacuum left by the loss of their 

parents.148  

When the basic needs of these children were met, education was the next important issue. The 

GUPW focused both on the education of mothers, and on children’s education. The Home for 

Children of the Resistance was not only a place where the children could live, but also an 

institution for the education of these children. According to the Information Bulletin, giving 

Palestinian children a good education would enable them to take over the leadership in the 

Palestinian national movement. 

The article about the Home for Children of the Resistance was afforded several pages, and the 

headmistress of the institute was interviewed. Her name was not mentioned and she emphasized 
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the need for personnel: “[…] there were no specialists, especially with regard to adopted 

mothers. […] We tried to fill this gap by organising two educational courses for the 

personnel.”149 In another article from 1979, the institute is mentioned again, though with a new 

translation of the name: “The Children’s House of Steadfastness.”150 In the same article, a 

member of the GUPW talks about the activities of the Union. She mentions how many of its 

activities are related to the well-being of Palestinians, and programmes that centres on looking 

after “children of martyrs and the families of detainees.”151  

The GUPW’s economic projects focused on the contemporary situation and where the needs 

were most pressing. Many of its projects therefore centred on women and children in need of 

help. Outside of creating institutions for orphaned children, the Union prioritized opening 

childcare centres, with the dual motivation of freeing women who wanted to join in the 

resistance and bring up Palestinian children who could continue the struggle for liberation.152  

In addition to the childcare centre mentioned earlier, the GUPW set up centres where women 

could learn to sew, embroider, and other types of artisan work, as well as centres for political 

and military training. These projects were important for the GUPW, although they were not 

afforded the same attention by the Information Bulletin. The focus put on childcare alludes to 

the PLO wanting to portray the GUPW in a certain way. Women and children were mostly 

mentioned together, which made it seem like women and children were a natural combination 

and underlined the importance of family and traditional structures. Though the articles said the 

GUPW made it easier for women to participate more actively in the resistance, they also made 

it clear that childcare was still a female job. Whether it happened within the home or in a 

childcare centre, women were still the ones expected to take care of children.  

Health was an important issue related to the upbringing of children. The GUPW focused on 

problems like disease among children in the camps and lack of hygiene and illiteracy among 

mothers. For instance, it wanted to normalize vaccination: “To guard the inhabitants of the 

camps against epidemics and contagious diseases, we have managed to convince the mother of 

the need for vaccination.”153 The women in the GUPW worked towards better living conditions 

for women and children in the camps. The Union started to give courses on hygiene and how 
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to bring up children, and influenced women towards vaccination. Illiteracy in the camps was 

another big problem, and the GUPW held classes for women to learn how to read and write. 

The financial situation was also taken into consideration, and therefore the fees per child 

weren’t very high. If the mother worked in the Palestinian revolution, there would be a 10% 

price reduction.154 In an article form 1980, Issam Abdel Hadi said:  

It’s not only a question of illiteracy among women that retards their development, it’s 

also a question of educating them to depend upon themselves – helping them to 

understand that their own liberation comes through economic independence.155 

 

 

 

The year 1979 was proclaimed the International Year of the Child by the United Nations. The 

first issue of the Information Bulletin from 1980 states this as the reason for the GUPW’s extra 
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attention to childcare and children’s needs in 1979.156 The article about women from that same 

year, however, does not focus more on GUPW’s projects regarding children than previous 

articles. The GUPW was always concerned with the welfare of Palestinian children. It 

considered the upbringing of the new generation of Palestinians as one of its most important 

tasks. For this reason, the education of mothers was important. Because of the childcare centres, 

women could work outside the home. This in turn gave the GUPW an opportunity to have 

classes for these women where they could learn to read, write and become financially 

dependent. The sanitary courses helped to improve health in the camps, and together with 

women becoming literate, this improved the lived of the children. The PLO was able to 

influence the next generation through the efforts of the GUPW. With the help of the GUPW, it 

was educating mothers as well as preparing the new generation to take over the struggle.  

Women’s Liberation, the Natural Result of National Liberation?  

An article about Palestinian women’s participation in the struggle says: “In the case of peoples 

fighting a foreign enemy, the national liberation movement always includes the question of 

women’s emancipation in its programme of struggle.”157 The PLO was aware of how important 

the question about women’s rights was in the contemporary political climate. Therefore, it 

chose to portray women and its views on women as progressive. Though this was perhaps one 

of its goals, did it in fact portray the General Union of Palestinian Women as progressive?  

Though preparing the new generation for the struggle, the Information Bulletin did not portray 

the GUPW as a specifically feminist force. In an article from 1995, scholar Sherna Berger Gluck 

writes that as the GUPW sought recognition as the official representatives of Palestinian 

women, this robbed it of the potential to become a feminist force.158 The Information Bulletin 

did not mention other organizations or groups of women, except the ones that existed before 

the GUPW was established. The GUPW was the only organization within the PLO that focused 

on Palestinian women and their participation in the resistance movement. However, most of the 

early leaders within the Union believed the question about equality between men and women 

came second to the goal of having a national state.159 Some scholars, such as Gluck and Kawar, 
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write that the GUPW did not have any potency as a feminist force.160 From what the PLO wrote 

about the Union in the Information Bulletin, it was never meant to be a feminist force either. 

Women’s liberation is shown as the second most important issue for the GUPW and Palestinian 

women by the Information Bulletin. Their presence and help in the struggle is highlighted, and 

it seems through the Information Bulletin that the Union’s focus was not on Palestinian women, 

but rather on the Palestinian revolution. The goal of the Union was the liberation of Palestine. 

Kawar writes: “The Beirut leadership saw the struggle for gender equality as an integral part of 

the nationalist struggle.”161 Her wording suggests that one necessitated the other. Gender 

equality depended on the national liberation:  

The G.U.P.W. and the Palestinian women in general, have achieved much in their march 

towards liberation, but still large tasks await them; the tasks of breaking away from an 

accumulation of patriarchal tradition dating back through the centuries could only be 

achieved within the general social and economic context of the revolution.162 

The role of women in the struggle, though mentioned many times in the Information Bulletin, 

is used as another way of legitimizing the struggle for liberation. All other tasks that the Union 

would have, is downplayed compared to the importance of the Palestinian revolution. The PLO 

was aware of the value placed by the world on women’s liberation in the 1970s. Nevertheless, 

it made sure that it was very clear to anyone who read the Information Bulletin that women’s 

liberation came second to the Palestinian revolution:  

In conclusion, one can say that the new element in the struggle of women in Palestine 

is the awareness that women’s liberation is fundamentally linked to the liberation of the 

country; that all action to achieve the one will help bring about the other, and that the 

liberation of women cannot be achieved except through their struggle for the political, 

economic and social liberation of their country.163  

It was repeated in most articles that women’s liberation would only be achieved if Palestine 

was liberated. Another way of saying it, would be to say that women’s liberation was believed 

to come as a natural result of national liberation. Women’s rights were therefore not necessarily 
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seen as unimportant. Rather, it was considered to be tied together with the freedom of the entire 

Palestinian people. Women and men were both oppressed, lived in refugee camps and had been 

driven away from their homes. Only through the liberation of their people, would women too 

be liberated.  

An article from a 1975 issue of the Information Bulletin entitled “Emancipation through 

National Liberation” says: “The main concern throughout this period was the protection and 

preservation of the Palestinian sense of national identity.”164 The period in question was the 

latter half of the 1960s, when the Union was new, and the Palestinian revolution had just started 

up. As we have seen earlier in the chapter, the GUPW was founded by middle-class society 

women, and was in the beginning mostly concerned with charity work. Though women’s 

liberation was important, the Information Bulletin portrayed the Union as more concerned with 

the general revolution and the future Palestinian nation.  

In 1980, the GUPW held its third conference, this time in Beirut. Yasser Arafat gave the initial 

address, and the conference was presided over by Issam Abdel Hadi. At the conference, the 

GUPW:  

[…] reemphasized the necessity for national unity and of organizing women inside the 

framework of the PLO towards a goal of liberating Palestine and the full social potentials 

of the Palestinian people.165  

The Information Bulletin stressed again that the GUPW’s main priority was the liberation of 

Palestine, not the liberation of Palestinian women. In Arafat’s address to the first session he 

emphasized women’s importance in the struggle, and how the woman was a partner and a 

comrade, as well as a fellow in Israeli jails.166 His speech, as it was referred to in the Information 

Bulletin, suggested he thought of women as equals in the liberation struggle. What this meant 

for the society, however, was not necessarily something everyone in the PLO agreed on. Many 

female activists worked for equality between men and women, and believed that women had to 

break tradition and get out of the home. Scholars and female activists have expressed that the 
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leadership in Fateh did not want traditional gender roles to change, but did see the necessity of 

having women on board if it wanted to win.167  

Cheryl Rubenberg claims that though Arafat and other leaders within the PLO appeared to want 

feminist liberation: “[…] it never amounted to more than empty slogans.”168 A tension existed 

between the future envisioned in the Information Bulletin and the contemporary climate. From 

the excerpts above, it seems obvious that the PLO and the GUPW considered women’s 

liberation to be central to the emancipation of Palestine. At the same time, as Rubenberg stated 

in her book, many of the male leaders did not work for the future liberation of women. Rather, 

they wanted to hold on to traditional social structures, which would imply an unchanged 

situation for women.  

Umm Rim, a member of the GUPW, stated in an article that: “The Union bases itself on the 

principle that the liberation of Palestinian women will only be achieved through their full 

participation in national liberation.”169 The articles about the GUPW always made it clear that 

gender equality was completely interlinked with the liberation of Palestine. Both members of 

the Union, and the PLO overall, seemed, according to the Information Bulletin, to agree that 

the question of women’s liberation needed to be postponed until PLO’s goal was achieved. The 

interviewee form above agreed to this: “We consider that the present phase of our struggle is 

expressed by our full participation in the liberation of Palestine.”170 She went on to say:  

[…] women’s emancipation as we envisage it in the framework of a liberated Palestine 

is something that can only be achieved in socialist structures in which the rights of 

individuals, men and women, are respected.171 

The interview of this woman shows how important it was for the PLO to show that though “the 

woman question” was considered and taken into account, it was not the central issue. Not for 

the GUPW, nor Palestinian women in general. A statement by a female member of the GUPW 

helped legitimize the need to wait with gender equality until after the Palestinian revolution 

reached its goal of a national state. Though women’s emancipation might not have been the 
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PLO leadership’s true intentions, the Information Bulletin portrayed it as such. Through 

national liberation, women’s liberation would follow.  

Foreign Women’s Unions and Solidarity Across the World 

To achieve PLO’s goal of national liberation, the Information Bulletin portrayed support from 

liberation movements, unions and other organizations from around the world as central. The 

PLO wrote about the GUPW’s relationship with women’s movements in other parts of the 

world. The Information Bulletin, though specifically for English-speaking people, was clear 

about the GUPW’s political position. The GUPW as a Union under the PLO was a Leftist 

Union, and it wanted support from other Leftist unions. In the interview with Umm Rim, she 

stated: “[...] women’s emancipation as we envisage it in the framework of a liberated Palestine 

is something that can only be achieved in socialist structures in which the rights of individuals, 

men and women, are respected.”172 It was important for the GUPW to emphasize its political 

position, as well as show that it was not alone in its views and endeavours. The interviewees 

from the GUPW, both Umm Rim and others, emphasized that it was in contact with women 

from other countries, and that generally, women didn’t have equal rights there either. That the 

fight for equality was an ongoing struggle across the world, even in Western and capitalist 

countries was stated: “In capitalist countries, women are an exploited element, particularly at 

the working-class level.”173  

Issam Abdel Hadi was interviewed in an issue from 1980, where she answered questions about 

the relationship Palestinian women and the GUPW had with women’s unions from Western, 

Socialist and Arab countries. “We have learned from European women’s organizations that 

they do not have equal rights with men and that they are fighting for that now.”174 It was 

important to stress that they weren’t much closer to gender equality in the Western societies. 

Women from these countries supposedly had more difficulties understanding what the 

Palestinian women went through, and would try to impose their own thoughts on how to deal 

with the women’s liberation issue:  
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Often they tell us that by nonviolence we can overcome our problems. But they couldn’t 

overcome Nazism and fascism with nonviolence alone. They are beginning to 

understand this now. Now there is an opening to the sisters in Western Europe.175 

Socialist countries, however, were deemed as more understanding, much because they were 

closer in ideology to the Palestinian struggle, and because they shared a similar situation with 

oppression. Abdel Hadi stated that: “The Socialist countries were quick to understand us. They 

have expressed their support for and solidarity with the Palestinian people since the beginning 

of the occupation.”176 When questioned about the GUPW’s relationship with Arab women’s 

unions, she said: “Some women’s unions in the Arab world represent reaction. I am sorry to 

say that, but it’s true.”177 Women’s unions in Arab countries seemed to be the unions that the 

GUPW had the most difficult relationship with. This could be explained by how the Palestinian 

guerrilla groups had broken away from pan-Arabism and the idea of a united Arab nation in the 

late 1960s. The existing tensions between Palestinian and other Arab people might also have 

played a role in creating friction between the GUPW and women’s unions in the Arab world. 

At the same time, however, it did have a close relationship with some Arab women’s unions. 

Abdel Hadi explained in the interview that some of the Arab women’s unions were suppressed 

in their homeland, and were reactionary. Therefore, they couldn’t understand how a liberal 

women’s Union like the GUPW worked.  

It was imperative for the PLO to show that the Palestinian revolution was supported by other 

groups and people, which was highlighted when it mentioned that foreign delegates spoke at 

the GUPW’s third conference in 1980: “The presentations of foreign delegates extended 

solidarity to Palestinian women, and the Palestinian revolution in general.”178 Though the 

nationality of these delegates was not mentioned, the crucial information was that they were 

foreign and that they offered their support and solidarity to both Palestinian women and the 

movement in general. It was specified later in the article that the Conference was attended by 

both Arab and international women. Non-Arab women were referred to as foreign women.179  

The PLO used the Information Bulletin as a channel to reach an English-speaking audience 

across the world. It wanted to be the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and to 
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be considered as part of the Global Left. In both cases, it succeeded partly throughout the 1970s. 

The PLO became observers in the UN, which could be understood as an acknowledgement of 

the PLO as official representatives of the Palestinian people. It was also seen as a Leftist 

organization, and were supported by other movements around the world, such as the Non-

Aligned movement. To generate support from women’s unions was another step to place itself 

squarely within Leftist movements. That the closest bond the GUPW had with other women’s 

movements was with Socialist women, could be confirmation of the GUPW’s and the PLO’s 

claims to have a socialist ideology.  

“Their Revolution” 

Even as the articles are about the GUPW, it can be argued that the articles are really trying to 

strengthen the impression that a revolution is only as weak as its weakest link. The articles 

mentioning women through the GUPW were few and far between. The articles portraying 

women and children as vulnerable and in need of protection and help were many. By portraying 

the GUPW as a resourceful organization, the PLO showed that even its women were working 

hard towards a common goal, which was a Palestinian state.  

The Information Bulletin tried to balance its portrayal of the GUPW by both emphasizing its 

involvement and importance in the struggle, and underline that it mostly carried out work 

traditionally done by women. By doing this, the PLO could legitimize the Palestinian revolution 

as a national struggle. Both men and women participated, which gave a sense of unity to the 

movement. The PLO wanted to portray the struggle as a unified national liberation struggle, 

with all Palestinians working towards the same goal. This is the reason why it was emphasized 

in many articles about the GUPW that the union did not focus on women’s rights and women’s 

liberation first and foremost. Instead, the Information Bulletin chose to write about the projects 

involving mothers and children that the GUPW executed. In other articles, the history of both 

the conflict in Palestine seen from a Palestinian perspective was the key topic, followed by the 

more specific history of Palestinian women’s struggle. The General Union of Palestinian 

Women was mentioned later in the article, and it was emphasized that the GUPW worked 

primarily for the liberation of Palestine: 

It stresses that the causes and problems of Palestinian women are an inseparable part of 

the causes of the Palestinian people as whole, which can only be solved together with 



 61 

it, by restoring their rights to return to their homeland, and to exercise self-

determination.180  

Abdel Hadi wrote in an open letter to all Palestinian women on International Women’s Day 

March 8th in 1981 about the hardships they had to endure, how far they had come and how 

much there was still to do to reach equality between men and women. In her last paragraph, she 

addressed Palestinian women directly: “On this occasion, we ask you to express more solidarity 

with the struggle of our Palestinian people for the realization of the goals of their revolution.” 

She might have written the wrong word when she wrote “their revolution.” Nevertheless, it 

made it seem that although she agreed that all Palestinian women needed to be supportive of 

the revolution, and even participate because it concerned their people, the actual revolution was 

not theirs.  
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Conclusion 

In looking at articles about women from the Information Bulletin from 1975-1982, this thesis 

has attempted to achieve two objectives: Firstly, to figure out how the PLO portrayed 

Palestinian women, and Palestinian women’s participation in the struggle, to the English-

speaking world through the Information Bulletin from 1975-1982.  Secondly, to identify why 

the PLO portrayed women in the ways that it did.  In framing the portrayal of women in the 

Information Bulletin within a wider context of the Palestinian liberation movement and the 

PLO’s struggle in the 1970s, I have attempted to fill a gap within the existing literature on the 

PLO and its relationship to the woman’s question. By using primary sources that until today 

have been little used, I have looked directly at what the PLO wrote about women in the latter 

half of the 1970s, and used this information to create an understanding of its portrayal of 

Palestinian women. The PLO portrayed the woman as an important asset in the Palestinian 

resistance, embodying various symbolic traits according to her role. Based on secondary 

literature about the PLO, as well as building on findings from the primary sources, I have 

identified three reasons for why the PLO portrayed women in the way it did in the Information 

Bulletin.  

Firstly, to solidify the PLO’s position as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, 

it was important to show that it had the support of the entire Palestinian people. The fact that 

women in the Palestinian resistance supported the PLO and considered it their representative, 

legitimized the PLO. The years leading up to 1975 and the publishing of the Information 

Bulletin were characterized by a new-found common ground among the Fedayeen groups, as 

well as inner turmoil within the PLO. The operations carried out by Palestinian guerrilla fighters 

made peaceful communication difficult, but were also pronounced to be necessary in the 

struggle for a national state. Regardless of the problems these actions created, the PLO still 

reached one of its goals in 1974, and became recognized as the legitimate representatives of the 

Palestinian people. The PLO used the Information Bulletin to underline its right to claim the 

title of being the official representative of the Palestinian people, even after becoming a 

permanent observer in the United Nations General Assembly.  

Secondly, the portrayal of a progressive view of women and their roles in the struggle was one 

of the things that could place the PLO and the Palestinian revolution among other Leftist 

revolutions around the world. Even though the operations carried out by groups such as the 
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PFLP and the Black September organization could become an obstacle for the PLO and how it 

was perceived by solidarity movements in the Western world, they could be helpful in another 

aspect. The armed struggle placed the Palestinian revolution among an army of other Third 

World revolutions and movements around the world. The PLO became a part of an international 

web of guerrilla fighters through its armed struggle. Although diplomacy seemed to become 

Arafat’s strategy in the 1970s, he did not condemn all actions taken by groups under the PLO 

umbrella. Instead, he chose to advocate the difference between acts of terrorism and 

revolutionary actions: “For whoever stands by a just cause and fights for the freedom and 

liberation of his land from the invaders, the settlers and the colonialists, cannot possibly be 

called terrorists…”181 

Women joined in the armed struggle as well, which in itself seemed to be important for the 

PLO to emphasize. Their presence in the armed struggle legitimized the cause, and spoke about 

a changing society and a Leftist approach to a new state. Armed struggle was necessary for the 

Palestinian revolution, and women partook in it, creating an image of a people unified in the 

face of adversary. To prove its leftist credentials, the PLO needed to generate support from 

women’s unions around the world, which it could only do through the GUPW and by proving 

that Palestinian women were a part of the Palestinian resistance on the same level as men. The 

supposed close bond the GUPW had with Socialist women’s movements, was portrayed as 

confirmation of the PLO’s Leftist ideology. The support the GUPW received, and the contact 

it had with other women’s unions and movements around the world, helped create a bond 

between the PLO and solidarity movements. The PLO both gained a firm position among Third 

World movements, and were supported by solidarity movements in the Western world.  

Lastly, the PLO wanted to postpone the question of women’s emancipation until after the 

Palestinian revolution had reached the goal of national liberation. The Information Bulletin 

made it clear that women’s rights would come naturally as the result of the liberation of the 

Palestinian people. Whether women’s emancipation was the PLO leadership’s true intentions, 

the Information Bulletin portrayed it as such. It was in adherence to the political discourse in 

the world at the time, as women’s liberation was an issue in many parts of the world, including 

Europe and the United States. The GUPW was the only organization under the umbrella of the 

PLO primarily focused on women. How it was portrayed was therefore important, and the PLO 

used the GUPW to not only legitimize the struggle, but also to show Palestinian women’s 
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dedication to the struggle and the Palestinian people. The leader of the GUPW, Issam Abdel 

Hadi was interviewed several times in the Information Bulletin over the years, and in 1981 she 

wrote an open letter to all women in the world where she expressed the GUPW’s commitment 

and solidarity with the struggles all women were facing: 

Sisters, our Union declares its commitment to the causes of all oppressed peoples and 

forces the world over, and stresses its belief that women are subjected to the ugliest 

forms of exploitation. The Union therefore considers itself part of the Front of anti-

imperialist, anti-colonialist, anti-fascist and anti-reactionary forces, and calls for further 

struggle and solidarity with the aim of abolishing discrimination against women 

throughout the world. It also calls for solidarity with the oppressed peoples struggling 

for their liberation and independence.182  

Abdel Hadi stressed in the letter that women’s struggles were inseparable from people’s 

struggles, and only through the emancipation of the Palestinian people, would Palestinian 

women be liberated. The PLO could therefore claim to have the Palestinian people in its back, 

women and men alike. In addition to this, the PLO postponed addressing “the woman question” 

until the Palestinian people had gotten its national state. Women’s emancipation was tied 

together with the Palestinian people’s emancipation, and was therefore not a separate issue. The 

PLO’s leadership did not want to change the traditional structures in the society, which then 

meant that women’s emancipation in the way envisioned by some members of the GUPW was 

not desirable. To portray the GUPW and the Palestinian women as agreeing with the PLO that 

women’s issues needed to wait, the PLO could postpone societal change indefinitely.  

With these three objectives, the PLO portrayed Palestinian women in varying ways. The 

political activity of Palestinian women was primarily covered by the GUPW in the Information 

Bulletin, and the Union was portrayed as adhering to the general opinion of the PLO. The 

GUPW’s activities were often shown to focus on the next generation and on educating mothers. 

Taking care of the family on a structural level was the GUPW’s job within the Palestinian 

resistance movement, because traditionally it had been the woman’s job. The second chapter 

discusses the role of the mother in the Information Bulletin. The emphasis on the mother in 

general, and the martyr’s mother in particular, made it seem like the PLO wanted to uphold 
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traditional gender roles. Portraying the representative of Palestinian women in the PLO, the 

GUPW, as the caretaker of the home and the family on an institutionalised level strengthened 

the traditional gender roles. However, the Information Bulletin also made it clear that the 

woman was important on many levels within the Palestinian resistance. Not only as a mother, 

but as a worker and a fighter as well. The working woman was a testament of the PLO’s Leftist 

ideals, and the future Palestinian state were men and women would be equal, and would work 

alongside each other. The women joining in the armed struggle also indicated this, and were in 

addition seen as the symbol of a unified people.  

The Information Bulletin portrayed Palestinian women in contrasting ways, emphasizing both 

their value as mothers and as armed guerrilla fighters. However, their participation in the 

struggle was shown to be important, and a decisive factor in the outcome of the revolution. The 

PLO portrayed women as imperative to the resistance movement, at the same time as it showed 

how women could participate in the struggle in ways that adhered to traditional structures. Yet, 

times were changing, and it was acknowledged that women were contributing to the cause: 

“Overcoming all the traditional and social obstacles, they are contributing on a basis of equality 

with men to the liberation struggle to regain the usurped homeland, Palestine.”183 

  

 
183 "The Role of Palestinian Women in the Resistance,"  23. 



 66 

Bibliography 

Primary Sources 

al-Abdallah, Hassan. "The Most Beautiful Mother." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 5, 

no. 18 (1979): 31. 

Arafat, Yasser. "Abu-Ammar at the U.N.: Full Text of the Historic Speech Delivered on Nov. 

13, 1974, at the 29th Session of the United Nations General Assembly." Palestine: 

P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 1 (1975): 12-21. 

"Deep Rooted in Palestine: A Talk with Um Ali." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 4, no. 

9 (1978): 4-5. 

"Education Is Part of Our Struggle for National Liberation." Palestine: P.L.O. information 

bulletin 6, no. 17 (1980): 30-32. 

"Emancipation through National Liberation." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 4 

(1975): 14-16. 

"From Here We Must Return to Palestine." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 6, no. 10 

(1980): 30-32. 

Hadi, Issam Abdel. "G.U.P.W. On Occasion of International Women’s Day: «Women’s 

Struggle Inseparable from People’s Struggle»." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 

7, no. 4 (1981): 6-7. 

"Home for Children of the Resistance." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 3, no. 14 (1977): 

24-25. 

"International Solidarity with the Struggle of Palestinian Women." Palestine. P.L.O. 

information bulletin 1, no. 4 (1975): 17-20. 

"Israel Attacks on South Lebanon and Palestinian Refugee Camps." Palestine: P.L.O. 

information bulletin 1, no. 5 (1975): 4-5. 

Jammal, Leila. "Contributions by Palestinian Women to the Struggle for Liberation." Palestine: 

P.L.O. information bulletin 7, no. 13 (1981): 30-33. 

"Life Emerges from Death." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 7, no. 13 (1981): 26-27. 

Manasira, Izzeddin Al. "Tal_Zaatar Has a Long Memory." Palestine: P.L.O. information 

bulletin 3, no. 1 (1977). 

"Overcoming Past Barriers." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 6, no. 1 (1980): 74-76. 

"The Palestinian Cinema." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 4, no. 1 (1978): 19-23. 

"Palestinian Embroidery." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 5 (1975): 29-31. 



 67 

"Palestinian Popular Culture and Art - Part of the Palestinian Resistance: Part One." Palestine: 

P.L.O. information bulletin 4, no. 15 (1978): 35-37. 

"The Palestinian Red Crescent." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 2, no. 8 (1976): 21-25. 

"Palestinian Women Take the Initiative." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 5, no. 1 (1979): 

85-87. 

"The Palestinian Women’s Movement: An Integral Part of the National Liberation Struggle." 

Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 4, no. 1 (1978): 33-38. 

"Palestinian Women’s Organization Holds 3rd Conference." Palestine: P.L.O. information 

bulletin, 1980, 7-8. 

"The Phalangist Massacre of Hal Al-Ghawarna." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 2, no. 

8 (1976): 14-15. 

"The Role of Palestinian Women in the Resistance." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 4, 

no. 15 (1978): 21-23. 

"Samed Institute: Raises the Social and Educational Levels of Its Workers." Palestine: P.L.O. 

information bulletin 7, no. 14 (1978): 19-21. 

"Samed: In an Interview." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 2, no. 8 (1976): 18-20. 

"Samed: Palestine Martyrs Works Society." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 4, no. 1 

(1978): 14-18. 

"Samed: Sons of Martyrs for Palestine Works Society." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 

3, no. 1 (1977): 29-33. 

"Samid Foundation: The Embryo of Palestinian Public Sector." Palestine: P.L.O. information 

bulletin 1, no. 4 (1975): 30-31. 

"We Are Determined to Go Back to Palestine." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 7, no. 12 

(1981): 23-24. 

"We Will Return." Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 7, no. 2 (1981): 14-16. 

"What Do the Palestinians Want ". Palestine: P.L.O. information bulletin 1, no. 1 (1975): 2-7. 

Secondary Sources 

Antonius, Soraya. "Fighting on Two Fronts: Conversations with Palestinian Women." Journal 

of Palestine Studies 8, no. 3 (1979): 26-45. 

Becker, Jillian. The Plo: The Rise and Fall of the Palestine Liberation Organization. London: 

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1984. 

Berger, Mark T. "After the Third World? History, Destiny and the Fate of Third Worldism." 

Third World Quarterly 25, no. 1 (2004): 9-39. 



 68 

Bjørnholt, Margunn. "Hvorfor er folkedrakt så viktig i Norge og marginalt i nabolandene?". 

Nordisk kulturpolitisk tidsskrfit 2 (2005): 34-50. 

https://www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/15206/art_nordiskkulturpol.pdf. 

Byrne, Jeremy James. Mecca of Revolution: Algeria, Decolonization & the Third World Order. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2016. 

Cao, Qing. "Propaganda: 1900s to Present: East and Southeast Asia." In Cultural Sociology of 

the Middle East, Asia, & Africa: An Encyclopedia, edited by Edward Ramsamy Andrea 

L. Stanton, Peter J. Seybolt and Carolyn M. Elliott. Thousand Oaks: SAGE 

Publications, Inc., 2012. 

Chafe, William H. The Paradox of Change: American Women in the 20th Century. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1991. 

Chamberlin, Paul. "The Struggle against Oppression Everywhere: The Global Politics of 

Palestinian Liberation." Middle Eastern Studies 47, no. 1 (2011): 25-41. 

Chamberlin, Paul Thomas. The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine Liberation 

Organization, and the Making of the Post-Cold War Order. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012. 

Chomsky, Noam. Media Control: The Spectacular Achievements of Propaganda. New York: 

Seven Stories Press, 2002. 

Cobban, Helena. The Palestine Liberation Organisation: People, Power and Politics. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984. 

Collins, John. Global Palestine. New York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 

Elbaum, Max. "What Legacy from the Radical Internationalism of 1968." Radical History 

Review, no. 82 (2002): 37-64. 

Førland, Tor Egil. "Cutting the Sixties Down to Size: Conceptualizing, Historicizing, 

Explaining." Journal for the Study of Radicalism 9, no. 2 (2015): 125-48. 

Gelvin, James L. The Israel-Palestine Conflict: One Hundred Years of War. New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

Gluck, Sherna Berger. "Palestinian Women: Gender, Politics and Nationalism." Journal of 

Palestine Studies 24, no. 3 (1995): 10. 

Holt, Maria. "Violence against Women in the Context of War: Experiences of Shi’i Women 

and Palestinian Refugee Women in Lebanon ". Violence Against Women 19, no. 3 

(2013): 316-37. 

Jad, Islah. Palestinian Women’s Activism: Nationalism, Secularism, Islamism. New York: 

Syracuse University Press, 2018. 

https://www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/15206/art_nordiskkulturpol.pdf


 69 

John, Mary E. "Alternate Modernities? Reservations and Women’s Movement in 20th Century 

India." Economic and Political Weekly 35, no. 43/44 (2000): 3822-29. 

Kanaaneh, Rhoda Ann. Birthing the Nation: Strategies of Palestinian Women in Israel. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002. 

Kawar, Amal. Daughters of Palestine: Leading Women of the Palestinian National Movement. 

New York: State University of New York Press, 1996. 

———. "National Mobilization, War Conditions, and Gender Consciousness ". Arab Studies 

Quarterly 15, no. 2 (1993): 53-67. 

Lekus, Ian Keith. "Queer Harvests: Homosexuality, the U.S. New Left, and the Venceremos 

Brigades to Cuba." Radical History Review, no. 89 (2004): 57-91. 

Mahler, Anne Garland. From the Tricontinental to the Global South: Race, Radicalism, and 

Transnational Solidarity. Durham: Duke University Press, 2018. 

Matar, Dina. "Plo Cultural Activism: Mediating Liberation Aesthetics in Revolutionary 

Contexts." Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 38, no. 2 

(2018): 354-64. 

McDowell, Linda. Working Lives: Gender, Migration and Employment in Britain, 1945-2007. 

West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2013. 

Nassar, Jamal R. The Palestine Liberation Organization: From Armed Struggle to the 

Declaration of Independence. New York: Praeger, 1991. 

Nguyen, Lien-Hang. "Revolutionary Circuits: Towards Internationalizing America in the 

World." Diplomatic History 39, no. 3 (2015): 411-22. 

Nicholas J. Cull, David Culbert and David Welch. Propaganda and Mass Persuasion: A 

Historical Encyclopedia, 1500 to the Present. Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2003. 

Peteet, Julie M. Gender in Crisis: Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement. New 

York: Columbia Press, 1991. 

Pettman, Jan Jindy. "Boundary Politics: Women, Nationalism and Danger." In New Frontiers 

in Women’s Studies: Knowledge, Identity and Nationalism, edited by June Purvis Mary 

Maynard. London: Taylor & Francis Ltd., 1996. 

Prashad, Vijay. The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World. New York: New 

Press, 2007. 

Rosemary Sayigh, Julie Peteet. "Between Two Fires: Palestinian Women in Lebanon." In 

Caught up in Conflict: Women’s Responses to Political Strife, edited by Rosemary Ridd 

and Helen Callaway. London: Macmillan Education Ltd, 1986. 



 70 

The Routledge Handbook on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. Edited by Joel Peters and David 

Newman. London: Routledge, 2013. 

Rubenberg, Cheryl. "The Civilian Infrastructure of the Palestinian Liberation Organization: An 

Analysis of the Plo in Lebanon until June 1982." Journal of Palestine Studies 12, no. 3 

(1983): 54-78. 

———. Palestinian Women: Patriarchy and Resistance in the West Bank. Boulder: Lynne 

Rienner Publishers, 2001. 

Sayigh, Rosemary. Too Many Enemies: The Palestinian Experience in Lebanon. London: Zed 

Books Ltd, 1994. 

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

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997. 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian, Nadera. "Palestinian Women and the Politics of Invisibility: Towards a 

Feminist Methodology." South Asian Journal of Peacebuilding 3, no. 1 (2010). 

Sherna Berger Gluck, William Schneider and Ted Swedenburg. "The Representation and the 

Politics of Representation: Historicizing Palestinian Women’s Narratives." In Living 

with Stories: Telling, Re-Telling, and Remembering, edited by William Schneider: 

University Press of Colorado and Utah State University Press, 2008. 

Women and the Politics of Military Confrontation: Palestinian and Israeli Gendered 

Narratives of Dislocation. Edited by Nahla Abdo and Ronit Lentin. New York: 

Berghahn Books, 2002. 

Websites 

"Political Posters Collected between the 1960s and the 1980s." Digital Documentation Center 

accessed 28.05, 2020, https://almashriq.hiof.no/ddc/projects/jafet/posters/english.html. 

"Palestine - P.L.O. Information Bulletin Archive." New Jersey Solidarity: Activists for the 

Liberation of Palestine, accessed 25.02, 2020, 

http://newjerseysolidarity.net/plobulletin/index.html. 

"The Palestine Poster Project Archives." Liberation Graphics, accessed 24.02, 2020, 

https://www.palestineposterproject.org/. 

"Sayigh, Mai (1940-)." accessed 23.04.20, http://www.passia.org/personalities/699. 

"Review of Maasri, Zeina, Off the Wall: Political Posters of the Lebanese Civil War." H-Net 

Reviews, 2016, https://networks.h-net.org/node/7801/reviews/123754/sinno-maasri-

wall-political-posters-lebanese-civil-war. 

 

https://almashriq.hiof.no/ddc/projects/jafet/posters/english.html
http://newjerseysolidarity.net/plobulletin/index.html
https://www.palestineposterproject.org/
http://www.passia.org/personalities/699
https://networks.h-net.org/node/7801/reviews/123754/sinno-maasri-wall-political-posters-lebanese-civil-war
https://networks.h-net.org/node/7801/reviews/123754/sinno-maasri-wall-political-posters-lebanese-civil-war


 71 

 

 

 

 

This page was intentionally left blank 


	Introduction
	State of Research
	Sources
	Structure

	Chapter 1 – Becoming the PLO, 1964 to 1975
	Becoming the PLO and reaching Lebanon
	The 1970s – Arafat’s Legitimizing Project
	The Palestinian cause in Third World liberation movements
	The PLO Unified Information Office

	Chapter 2 – The Palestinian Woman: Nation, Mother, Worker, and Fighter
	The first women’s association for Palestinian women was founded in 1919, and in 1921 Palestinian women demonstrated against Zionist immigration.  Palestinian women therefore contributed to the Palestinian liberation movement even before it became a un...
	Woman as the Nation

	Women have often been perceived as the symbol of the Nation. The Nation has been considered female in many cultures, while the State was male.  Because a woman could be a mother, she represented strength, of faith and of life. She was symbolically see...
	Women were important for the continuance of the people, and the bearers of Palestinian culture. Although the mother was especially important, the woman in general was central. Through the resistance movement, the young fighter became a new symbol of s...
	But, despite all the difficult conditions of national, social and man’s oppression, the Palestinian woman proved her active role she played in the productive process and the struggle. Her peculiar national and political situation distinguished her fro...
	The Palestinian woman represented the Palestinian people. She was fighting an extraordinary fight against oppression on many levels, similar to the Palestinian people. Although Palestinian women and women all over the world faced many similar challeng...
	It was important for the PLO to illustrate that women were part of the resistance. In addition to women’s rights being a central issue in the world and in many leftist movements, women were the embodiment of the Nation. It is common to identify women ...
	The PLO information bulletin did not only write about women, but portrayed specifics images of women through pictures, drawings, and illustrations. Many of the covers of the Information Bulletin featured women, often bearing arms or traditional clothi...
	Thus, for the Palestinian people the preservation of their culture, arts and crafts is not only a matter of cultivating and expressing their historic identity, but also an important form and part in the struggle of resistance against the decades long ...
	The PLO wanted to create a national state after the revolution was won, and considered culture an important part of the new state:
	Understanding that armed struggle is only but one step on the way towards building up a new Palestinian society in liberated Palestine, the Resistance has spared no means to protect culture, even in the most difficult years. And it is only in this con...
	Both excerpts are from articles in the Information Bulletin dealing with embroidery and the national and cultural value of Palestinian embroidery. The importance of arts and crafts is emphasized, and the articles serve the purpose of showcasing the ri...
	Most cultures around the world have some sort of traditional clothing, and often they are worn by both women and men. Although this is true, it is also true that women usually are featured on illustrations with the traditional clothing. This is the ca...
	In the Information Bulletin, only women are portrayed wearing traditional dresses. The dresses symbolized the Palestinian culture and the continuance of a Palestinian Nation. It was imperative for the PLO to show the world that the Palestinian people ...
	The portrayal of women as the nation and the bearers of Palestinian culture served the purpose of showing how women were as important to the national struggle as men were. Perhaps in a different way, but important none the less. According to the schol...
	The Martyr’s Mother

	Every issue of the Information Bulletin included a short story or a poem. Many of these poems and short stories featured the mother. They were literary tributes to mothers, especially mothers of martyrs:
	The mother who awaited her son is the most
	beautiful mother.
	And he returned… martyred.
	She cried two tears and a rose;
	But she did not retreat into mourning clothes.
	This is the first stanza of a poem called “The Most Beautiful Mother,” which was published in an issue from 1979. It was written by Hassan al-Abdallah, a poet from a town in South Lebanon. The poem emphasized the central place mothers had in the strug...
	Welcome, welcome, my loved one,
	my loved one, and she hugged him
	And hugged him, and hugged him.
	But he was a dead corpse.
	I sent him a letter
	he was a long time and did not
	come to me
	Mother
	he was a long time and did not
	come to me.
	The poem “Tal_Zaatar Has a Long Memory” was published in the Information Bulletin in 1977. It was written as a remembrance of the massacres in Tal Al Zaatar. The theme of the martyr’s mother runs through the poem. The first and the last stanzas both d...
	The mother is portrayed as a symbol of strength and faith. At the same time, the Information Bulletin portrayed mothers, and women, as victims of war and injustice, using them to show the consequences of the on-going struggle between Palestinians and ...
	In an article from 1978, a woman called Um Ali was interviewed. She announced that she could “proudly say that [she] had three sons martyred on the road to liberation,” and that she considered them to be “three roses planted on the path back to Palest...
	I am not interested in what some women do, ‘armed’ with their handbags, and paying visits. I spend my time with my sons, the fighters, in their base. There is no military commando base that I have not been to. They call me ‘mother Um Ali’.
	Her duty in the revolution was to spend time with and help the fighters, which was why she would spend most of her time at the military bases. Um Ali was the perfect example on the “martyr’s mother,” a woman who was proud to have lost sons to the caus...
	Um Gazi was a woman and mother interviewed in an issue of the Information Bulletin from 1981. She and her husband Abu Gazi were asked questions about their life after being driven out of Palestine. Um Gazi answered all questions related to their child...
	Although some articles focused on the mother, especially the martyr’s mother, other articles about women did not. They illustrated the various roles women were assuming in the resistance movement, and therefore showed that women were not solely seen a...
	In an interview with Um Abdullah in an issue of the Information Bulletin from 1981, the interviewer wrote:
	Under the interview, Um Abdullah shed frequent tears. What woman would not, after going through what she has endured? But the significant thing about Um Abdullah and other Palestinians like her is the readiness to go on giving whatever is necessary fo...
	Much like Um Ali and Um Gazi, Um Abdullah was the epitome of “the Martyr’s Mother,” giving everything, including her family, to the cause. Although she was sad over the losses she endured, the Information Bulletin focused on her willingness to continu...
	The Female Worker – a Leftist Ideal

	Reading the articles about women in the Information Bulletin can sometimes make it seem like the working woman and the mother were separate people. The worker and the mother couldn’t be the same person. However, as we will see in the next chapter, thi...
	Armed Struggle - The Female Fighter

	In Antonius’s article from 1979, Mai Sayigh said:
	But the younger writers and poets […] now depict two faces of woman: the strong mother, the home and the land, who encourages her son to fight, and the younger woman, the beloved, who is herself a fighter and active in the struggle.
	We see here that the woman had a central figure in literature. It seemed to be important for the Information Bulletin to show that many Palestinian women chose to be mothers. A woman’s worth seemed in some ways to be linked to motherhood. As women cou...
	Although the young woman was not the recurring and constant figure that the mother was, she became increasingly important in Palestinian art and cinema. There was a clear distinction between the young woman and the older woman. The key figure was the ...
	Palestinian women partook in the armed struggle. This was highlighted in the Information Bulletin, not only through pictures of women bearing arms, but also through articles. In many articles about female contribution to the struggle for liberation, w...
	At the same time as women were encouraged to join in the resistance, they were not necessarily supported in their choices to bear arms. Soraya Antonius wrote about several women in her article from 1979. Many were politically active in the resistance ...
	Although not all women were able, or wanted, to join in the armed struggle by doing military training and bearing arms, the PLO wanted to give the impression that most Palestinian women were active participants in the struggle. Sabha Issa was intervie...
	[…] water became the key to life and women took on the most dangerous job of scurrying under heavy fire to bring jugs of water from well outside the camp […] Many women were killed while bringing water to the fighters.
	Another woman, Fatmi Ayoub, said in the same article that women had helped in the armed struggle already before the civil war in Lebanon by making clothes to the fighters at home.  Fatmi Ayoub and Sabha Issa worked in a Samed-run workshop in 1980, mak...
	Women bearing arms were often illustrated in the Information Bulletin. This was another way to show that the entire Palestinian people, both men and women, bore arms and were part of the armed struggle.  It served as a way to show that Palestinian wom...
	Competing Ideals and the Generational Shift

	An article from 1978 spells out the five key roles Palestinian women had in the liberation movement:
	[…] women play an important part in the fight against the Zionist occupation, whether as a mother who encourages her sons and daughters to fight the aggressor, a combatant who does not hesitate to bear arms, a political cell leader who organize protes...
	In the excerpt above, the two most important roles were the mother and the female combatant. The next three were also central, however, and the two last roles were both workers. The political leader, however, was a woman who was active in one of the m...
	The Information Bulletin portrayed women in many roles, although some recurred more often than others. The mother of the martyr was an ideal type, someone who embodied many characteristics like strength, love, fertility, continuance. The martyr’s moth...
	There were competing ideal types recurring in articles in the Information Bulletin, the female worker and the female fighter. Both were leftist ideals which symbolized equality between men and women, and the ability and willingness of women to work fo...
	The armed woman, however, was idealised in the Information Bulletin. Pictures of serious women bearing arms and wearing uniforms or traditional headscarves adorned the front covers, and if a fighter was martyred, it was specifically mentioned if she w...
	Although the Information Bulletin portrayed the Palestinian woman in contrasting ways, this served a purpose. It helped to create a nuanced picture of the Palestinian woman, and her contribution to the Palestinian resistance movement. Whether she was ...
	Chapter 3 – The General Union of Palestinian Women
	From Jerusalem and Jordan to Cairo and Lebanon
	Mobilizing Women
	Mothering a New Generation
	Women’s Liberation, the Natural Result of National Liberation?
	Foreign Women’s Unions and Solidarity Across the World
	“Their Revolution”

	Conclusion
	Firstly, to solidify the PLO’s position as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, it was important to show that it had the support of the entire Palestinian people. The fact that women in the Palestinian resistance supported the PLO ...
	Bibliography

