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Abstract 

Despite the abundant literature concerning domestic violence against women, very little is 

known about Arab battered women in Israel. This project uses qualitative methodology, a 

narrative approach in particular, to further the understanding of how cultural distinctions, such 

as militarism and the collective trauma of Al-Nakbah (the catastrophe) create a complex and 

multilayered entrapment for these women and their society.  

Using intersectionality of gender and race as the overall conceptual lens, this study revealed 

how Arab battered women in Israel are trapped in abusive relationships within a trapped society. 

The method involved conducting semi-structured interviews with 36 Arab women, who were 

either residents in women’s shelters or treated in family welfare centers, in different regions 

within Israel.  

The results of the current project are displayed onto two collimated dimensions. The first is 

related to women’s stories and experiences, and the second to the unspoken narrative of Arab 

society which was anthropomorphised in the participants’ discourses and described as ‘a 

battered woman’.  

On the first dimension, the results spread over three main areas: the personal, societal and 

political, which were presented in a complementary analysis that conceptualised the entrapment 

of Arab women. On the personal level, aside from voicing their experiences using their own 

words, the results showed that women’s major ways of coping with violence increased their 

likelihood of encountering fatal consequences through what I called ‘SSS’: standardisation of 

violence, seeking help and suicide attempts. On the societal level, the findings revealed how 

Arab society in Israel with its values, traditions and confusion over national identity negatively 

impacted on women’s experiences and delimited their options of seeking help. On the political 

level, the findings showed that not only were Arab women discriminated against by the state’s 

institutions regarding help options and resources, but Arab women were also left alone, 

unprotected in the face of potentially fatal revictimisation.    

On the second dimension of the results and through employing discourse analysis, I 

demonstrated how the participants narrated the story of their trapped society, where they 

depicted Arab society and its situation as similar to their own- as ‘a battered woman’. This 

similarity emphasised not only the interrelationship between the micro and macro levels in 

understanding violence against women, but also illustrated the impacts of the collective trauma, 

its ongoing consequences and the ways Arab society in Israel has been coping with it. The 
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findings revealed that Arab society’s ways of dealing with its entrapment is through projecting 

its difficulties onto Arab women who serve as the society’s scapegoats. This process of 

projection not only narrowed Arab women’s entrapment, but also multiplied their oppressions, 

causing many to face life- threatening situations.  

This project presents a comprehensive and original insight for clinicians and professionals 

working with Arab battered women within and outside Israel. It also offers a deeper 

consideration of institutional roles and interventions in domestic violence on the individual as 

well as the societal level. 
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 Chapter One - 
Introduction 

Domestic violence against women is a global and endemic social problem that cuts across 

racial, socioeconomic and cultural lines, and is considered one of the most serious human rights 

problems on earth (Dobash & Dobash, 1992; Rosman & Ariel, 2018; Simister, 2012). Studies 

have outlined the worldwide scope of domestic violence and have demonstrated that violence 

impacts on women’s physical, psychological and social wellbeing (Boy & Kulcztcki, 2008; 

Campbell, 2001, 2002; Heise, Ellsberg, & Gottemoeller, 2002). However, despite the abundant 

literature and various interventions that have been developed to eradicate or minimise this 

universal problem, surveys show that the prevalence and magnitude of domestic violence are 

increasing annually (Heise et al., 2002; Kurg, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zui, & Lozano, 2002). Simister 

(2012), for example, argues that about one-third of women worldwide have experienced 

domestic violence in their lifetime. 

My motivation to research domestic violence derives from my professional career and expertise 

from working with both survivors of domestic violence and abusers. I have been working in the 

field of domestic violence as a clinical social worker for more than 14 years, focusing 

particularly on the Arab community within Israel. Domestic violence in Arab society includes 

not only partner abuse, but also violence against female family members exerted by fathers, 

brothers or sons. 

Working with both victims and abusers of domestic violence for more than a decade has been 

a major personal challenge for two reasons. The first is personal, manifested in the necessity to 

balance my work as a therapist with the burdens of contradictory feelings of anger and empathy, 

especially when working with abusers to achieve therapeutic goals. The second reason is the 

necessity of avoiding dichotomies when working with an Arab family, seeing one side as “bad” 

and the other as “good”. Violence against women in all its forms is a crime and societies have 

to keep combatting this problem. However, domestic violence, particularly within an ethnic 

minority such as Arabs in Israel, is a complex and multilayered problem. Throughout my career, 

I have encountered cases in which the viewing of one side as ultimately ‘bad’ and the other as 

‘good’ has led to difficult and unwanted outcomes. Further ostracism of family members, 

particularly female victims of violence is an example of such outcomes. My experience has 

helped me recognise the complexities and the multilayered dimensions of domestic violence 

against Arab women as members of an ethnic minority. In addition to working with survivors 

and perpetrators in private and public practice as well as in individual and group settings, I also 
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belong to the same culture and society, and my motivation for this research is also personal. 

Due to my identity as an Arab woman in Israel and throughout my professional experience, I 

have come to notice the unique societal and political circumstances of Arabs in Israel in general, 

and Arab women in particular, which further marginalise these women and make their lives and 

experiences in abusive relationships complex and multifaceted.  

Despite the abundance of literature which deals with and tries to define this phenomenon, there 

is no universally accepted definition of domestic violence. Some definitions focus on the actual 

violent behaviours and the types of abuse. Flury and Nyberg’s (2010: 2) definition is an example 

of this, where they describe violence against women as “the threat or exercise of physical, 

psychological, and/or emotional violence where the perpetrator belongs to the victim’s 

domestic environment and might be an intimate partner, husband, former intimate partner or a 

family member.” Other scholars define violence through descriptions of social and other factors 

that contribute to violence. For example, most scholars link violence to male dominance and 

patriarchy, as violence is usually exerted in order to create and maintain gender hierarchy, to 

resolve conflicts or to seek resolutions for a crisis in masculinity by “providing a sense of 

powerfulness” (Simister, 2012: 622). A third type of definition, which pertains to the current 

study, focuses on women’s situations in domestic violence which scholars predominantly 

characterise as entrapped women in abusive relationships. In employing the term ‘entrapment’, 

scholars refer to the complex psychosocial processes which affect women’s decision to stay in 

abusive relationships (Brockner & Rubin, 2012; Gelles, 1976; Strube, 1988). Studies have 

explained women’s difficulties in leaving abusive relationships and the establishment of their 

physical and psychological entrapment being caused by three interrelated factors. The first is 

the personal level, referring to women’s feelings of depression, low self-esteem, fear, guilt and 

shame, which increase the likelihood that women will stay with the abusers (Barnett & 

LaViolette, 1993; Folingstead, Neckerman, & Vormbrock, 1988; Kirkwood, 1993; Walker, 

1993). The second concerns relationship dynamics, whereby the abuser usually threatens and 

escalates the violence if the woman tries to leave (Berk, Newton, & Berk, 1986; Saunders & 

Browne, 1990). The third reason for women’s entrapment is a macro one, which explains how 

norms, values and policies affect women’s decisions (Bograd, 1984; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; 

Yllo, 1993). On this level, scholars refer to sociocultural factors such as patriarchy, gender 

roles, formal and informal support networks, and the economic dependence of women on men 

(Kalmuss & Straus, 1982; Strube, 1988; Sullivan 1991). For example, on this level, Ben-Ari, 

Wintsok, and Eisikovits (2003) acknowledge the impacts of the various cultural and social 

scripts underlying the norms and values that affect the choices and resources available for 

women in their coping with violence. 
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In the current study, I argue that the terms ‘choice’ and ‘entrapment’ have different implications 

in different populations, particularly among ethnic minorities such as the Arab population in 

Israel. The current study explores the entrapment of Arab women not only in terms of their 

limited options, but also the impacts of such options on them throughout their journey of coping 

with violence.  

Although no society can deny the presence of domestic violence, cultural norms and values 

play a significant role not only in defining and condemning domestic violence, but also in 

rendering a justification of violence against and murder of women in different societies (Douki 

Nacef, Belhadj, Bouasker, & Ghachem, 2003). “Honour killing” is an example of such a 

cultural justification. Honour killing, which is the extreme form of honour-based violence is 

defined as a “system of patriarchal values and behaviours that re-establish a family’s honour 

after it has been ashamed, almost invariably because a woman or a girl, has transgressed 

prescribed sexual boundaries” (Mayeda & Vijaykumar, 2016: 354). Honour-based violence 

appears in different forms such as verbal or physical abuse, restriction, policing women’s 

sexuality or in the woman’s actual murder (Mayeda & Vijaykumar, 2016). According to 

Mayeda and Vijaykumar, honour-based violence serves as a foundation for gender hierarchy 

and gender norms, and approximately 5000 incidences of women’s murder across the globe 

occur annually under the guise of honour killing. However, Mayeda and Vijaykumar argue that 

honour killing has been predominantly studied in the Western region of the Mediterranean and 

South Asia such as in Greece, Turkey, India and Jordan, as well as in the Middle East and North 

Africa and among migrants, as these regions and countries are known for their collectivist 

orientation. In contrast to Western individualist countries, where marriage symbolises the 

development and growth of a couple and their independence from their families, marriage in 

collectivist cultures means union between the two families and therefore, the failure or 

dishonour of a family member affects all other extended family members. Thus, within cultures 

that follow collectivism and strict norms of honour and shame, a woman or girl who is perceived 

to shame her family is not necessarily subjected to punishment solely by her partner. Rather, 

any male family member such as a father, brother, son or male cousin, whom the woman has 

shamed, may punish or murder her in order to restore the family’s honour (Mayeda & 

Vijaykumar, 2016). However, despite the recent studies conducted in many countries in the 

Middle East and North Africa, specifically on honour killing or female genital mutilation, the 

data about violence against women is scarce and very little research has been conducted on 

partner abuse in many of these developing countries (Boy & Kulczycki, 2008). For example, 

the World Health Organization-WHO could refer to only three studies conducted in the 

Mediterranean Region in 2002, which estimated that between 16% and 52% of married women 
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were physically abused by their partners, compared to slightly above 1% to 12% of women in 

Europe and North America (Boy & Kulczycki, 2008; Kishor & Johnson, 2004; Kurg et al., 

2002). 

Such different rates of violence against women which appear in different countries, suggest, as 

previously mentioned, that culture constitutes a significant factor in determining the rates of 

violence, its definition and ways of dealing with it (Douki et al., 2003; WHO, 2005). I have 

found throughout my career, that women rarely report violence when the perpetrator is a family 

member such as a father, son or bother, or when the partner is a family relative. Furthermore, 

in many countries, such as in the Middle East, marital rape and laws against it do not exist (Boy 

& Kulczycki, 2008; Douki et al., 2003; United Nations Economic & Social Commission for 

Western Asia, 2017).  

The definitions of partner abuse in the literature includes violent behaviours of current or former 

partners, or boyfriends or girlfriends. Abusive intimate relationships may be of the same gender 

or different genders (Jewkes, 2002; Rennison & Welchans, 2000). However, the focus in the 

current study is on Arab women victims of domestic violence which includes partner abuse in 

heterosexual relationships, as well as women who are victims of family violence inflicted on 

them by other male family members. As I stated earlier, domestic violence in Arab society 

includes not only husbands but also other male family members – fathers, brothers or even sons. 

Being a collectivist and male dominated society, Arab male family members have the power as 

well as the familial and social legitimacy to act as patriarchs and perpetrate violence against 

female members, whether she is a wife, sister or daughter, as a way to control and maintain the 

family’s reputation, honour and unity which are considered key values in the Arab family (Haj-

Yahia, 2004; Nayak, Byrne, Martin, & Abraham, 2003; Shechory-Bitton, Ben David, & 

Sommerfeld, 2015). 

1.1 Similar yet different: domestic violence in Western and non- 
Western societies 

Many theories have arisen to explain domestic violence against women. Some have focused on 

the individual level, such as attachment theory which examines the psychological traits of the 

aggressor (Fonagy, 1999), while others examined macro levels such as the socialisation of 

gender inequality (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). Most theories, as well as the dominant 

interventional methods, have evolved and been developed in post-industrial Western societies, 

in which the definition of domestic violence might not apply to different nations or ethnic 

minorities (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2009). There are many reasons for 
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discrepancies between Western and non-Western societies regarding definitions of domestic 

violence and intervention methods. First, there are countries in which people still see violence 

against women as a taboo issue (Boy & Kulczycki, 2008). Second, it is very common in some 

countries in the Middle East or North Africa, that domestic violence is unreported or hidden by 

victims, due to their fear of being ostracised (Haj-Yahia, 2000a, b; Sahin & Sahin, 2003). Third, 

studies in some countries have shown that men and women tend to justify family or partner 

abuse (El-Zanaty, Hussein, Shawkey, Way, & Kishor, 1996). For example, the rate of women 

justifying physical partner abuse in Egypt was 86%, where women’s rejection of sexual 

intercourse with their partners (70%) was the reason most often given (El-Zanaty et al., 1996). 

Another study found that 69% to 73% of Palestinian women justified partner abuse in cases of 

infidelity (Hay-Yahia, 1998a, 2000a). Infidelity was seen by 54% of southern Iraqi women to 

justify male partner violence (Amowitz, Kim, Reis, Asher, & Iacopino, 2004). On the other 

hand, research conducted in Western countries, such as Gracia and Herrero’s (2006) study in 

the European Union (EU), revealed that 25% of women in the EU have experienced domestic 

violence at some point in their lives. Even though the statistics of domestic violence in Western 

countries are concerning as well, these statistics indicate greater acceptance of partner violence 

in Arab countries compared to findings from Western countries (Boy & Kulczycki, 2008; 

Gracia & Herrero, 2006; Rosenberg, 2006).  

In addition, even though the murder of women in domestic violence circumstances is a universal 

problem, its rationalisations and scope differ among societies. In their systematic review of 66 

different countries, Stöckl, Devries, Rotstein, Abrahams, Campbell, Watts, and Moreno (2013) 

found that at least one out of seven homicides and more than a third of female homicides in the 

world are perpetrated by an intimate partner – a fact which, according to Stöckl et al. indicates 

a long history of abusive relationships. Allegations of adultery which are motivated by sexual 

jealousy and are described in Coker’s (1992: 75) work as the “heat of passion”, is one of the 

most common reasons behind women’s physical abuse and murder in the West. However, 

despite being committed also in Western countries, murdering a wife, sister, daughter or mother 

for cultural values, such as “honour killings” and its rationalisations, is predominantly 

perpetrated by men from conservative ethnic minorities1 and societies. Thus, given the different 

rationalisations and definitions of family or partner abuse among societies, Western 

                                                             
1 A group of people of a particular race who has different national or cultural traditions from the majority group 
in the country they live in.   
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measurements and lenses for domestic violence may be unsuitable among ethnic minorities 

(Amowitz et al., 2004). 

Although it is difficult to track the history of violence against women, the developing 

explanations for male violence, and therapeutic and legal interventions emerged in the early 

1970s, aiming to provide support for women who had been victimised (Shalhoub-Kevorlian, 

1999a). Many countries started to enact laws against partner violence and in parallel, 

institutions and non-government organisations were established to raise awareness and help for 

battered women. Other intervention methods included establishing hotlines, public discussion 

and activities to help raise the interest of the public and professionals such as politicians, 

services providers and clergy, and to examine the problem and find better solutions without 

challenging social norms and values (Shalhoub-Kevorlian, 1999a). Women’s shelters and 

refuges, according to different scholars, provide the most effective interventional method for 

battered women, because they provide women with protection and support when attempting to 

break the cycle of violence (Ben-Porat, 2002; Levy, Ben-Porat, Kattoura, Dekel, & Itzhaky, 

2019). However, the acceptance and promotion of shelters among different nations and ethnic 

groups vary considerably. For example, professional interventions could be limited or not 

accepted in some cultures, especially women’s shelters (Haj-Yahia, 2002b). Most countries in 

the Middle East have not enacted the laws against partner violence, let alone implemented them 

(Saif El Dawla, 2001). Furthermore, in many countries in this region, social services are limited 

in the kind of help they can offer for battered women (Nazir, 2005). Although violence against 

women is considered a serious social and health problem, public condemnation, recognition 

and responses vary significantly between developed and developing countries (Saif El Dawla, 

2001). An example of such differences is illustrated by, but not limited to, Arab countries.  

1.2 Violence against women in Israel 

Israel encompasses many national, ethnic and religious groups. Eighty percent of the population 

are Jewish and approximately 20% of the population are Arabs (Raday, Shalev, & Liban-

Kooby, 1995; Schwarzwald & Amir, 1984; Smooha, 2008). Haj-Yahia (2004) acknowledges 

that since the end of the 1970s, Israel has been developing different interventional and legal 

methods including policies, to cope with and respond to violence against women. However, it 

was only in 1991 that the Israeli Law Against Family Violence was enacted, leading to the 

criminalisation of wife physical abuse (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999a).  

In Israel, the definition of domestic violence against women follows the social regulations of 

the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Social Services (The Takanon, 2004), which divides 
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violence against women into four common types: physical, sexual, psychological or emotional, 

and violence against women’s assets and belongings. Despite the changes that different scholars 

such as Eisikovits, Winstok, and Fishman (2004) have added throughout the years, these 

categories remain the most common and descriptive ones in analysis. Recently, financial abuse 

has been raised in legal and social debates, as several proposals have been submitted to the 

Knesset (Israeli parliament) to include this form of abuse within the law. Financial abuse has 

been widely discussed in Israel as an additional type of violence, which aims to keep women 

weak and dependent upon their abusers (Powell & Smith, 2011).  

Lifetime statistics in Israel estimate that one out of seven women in Israel are battered 

(Adelman, 2000). Statistics show that the annual prevalence of domestic violence in the country 

ranges between 10% and 13%, with higher rates among Arabs (Eisikovits et al., 2004; 

Muhlabauer, 2006; Tartakovsky & Mezhibovsky, 2012). However, there is a shortage of 

empirical research about battered women residing in shelters in Israel, and very little is known 

about the contribution of these shelters in offering an alternative for battered women and in 

helping them break free from abusive relationships (Ben-Porat, 2002; Bybee & Sullivan, 2002, 

2005; Kattoura 2013). Moreover, this gap in knowledge is even more pronounced among Arab 

women, citizens of Israel, who belong to an ethnic minority, despite their high representation 

in shelters (Levy et al., 2019; Ministry of Social Affairs, 2009; Spiro, 2011). For example, 

considering that the Arab population accounts for only for 20% of the entire population in the 

country, in 2015 there were 14,163 new referrals to the centres of family welfare which provide 

therapy for battered women and families. Seventeen percent of these referrals were from Arab 

women citizens of Israel. In the same year, 738 battered women with 989 children stayed in 

Israeli shelters. Forty-one percent of these women (302) were Arabs (Yichomivitz-Cohen, 

2016). Despite these high numbers of Arab battered women, the context of Arab women’s 

experiences with abuse, despite its magnitude, has not been sufficiently investigated (Al-

krenawi & Graham, 2007; Haj-Yahia, 2002a).   

1.3 Arab Palestinian society within Israel  

Arab Palestinian society in Israel is considered a collective one characterised by favouring 

family and collective interests over those of the individual (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). Haj-Yahia 

argues that Arab society has been undergoing changes throughout more than three decades 

reflected in economic, social, and political aspects. Nonetheless, Arab society in Israel still 

shares some similarities with other Arab nations, such as being patriarchal and male dominated, 

yet it is also essentially different (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, 2004).  
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Arabs in Israel are considered an ethnic minority and suffer from complex circumstances, based 

on their being an unwanted minority in their homeland. They still suffer from the political 

conflict which began in 1948 after Al-Nakbah2 (the catastrophe), in which Palestinians lost their 

lands and most of them were either killed or became refugees (Sabagh-Khoury, 2006). The 

establishment of Israel in 1948 has divided Palestinians into two societies: Palestinians in Gaza 

and the West Bank and those inside Israel who have become an ethnic minority, living in a 

climate of political violence (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999a). 

Since 1948, Israel has been engaged in violent, often militarised, conflicts, which has affected 

both Jewish and Arab women (Golan, 2011). Collective violence such as wars, and conflict 

violence increase the risk of various forms of gender-based violence (Clark, Everson-Rose, 

Suglia, Btoush, Alonso, & Haj-Yahia, 2010). The United Nations Security Council, following 

humanitarian guidelines, has been trying to address the phenomenon of violence against women 

and girls in conflict settings. They attempt to do so through legislation and international human 

rights treaties aiming to establish obligations and guidelines for countries to implement policies 

which would eradicate violent acts committed against women (Clark et al., 2010; Fulu, Warner, 

Miedema, Jewkes, Roselli, & Lang, 2013). However, such guidelines not only focus on 

violence that is committed by individuals outside the family, but also emphasise sexual abuse, 

without considering the potentially heightened risk of family or partner violence (Clark et al., 

2010).  

The impacts of the sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts on battered women’s attitudes and 

their patterns of coping with the abuse have been widely examined in Western societies and 

North America, although this has not yet occurred in developing countries (Shalhoub-

Kevorkian, 2004). There is a dearth of research and literature focusing on these topics within 

Arab countries generally, and within Arab society in Israel, in particular (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). 

Most research that has been conduced within the Arab society in Israel to examine violence 

against women followed the quantitative approach (Al-Krenawi, 1995; Haj-Yahia, 2004). For 

example, the leading scholars that have studied this topic such as Al-Krenawi and Haj-Yahia 

have focused mainly on the patriarchal structure of Arab society which they viewed as a maojor 

factor for violence against Arab women. Haj-Yahia's studies discussed the impacts of the 

patriarchal nature of Arab society and the ways it has influenced women, particularly women’s 

lack of independence when dealing with violence against them. His studies also revealed Arab 

women’s tendency to understand violence against them, their coping strategies which 

                                                             
2The Palestinian-Israeli war which resulted in the establishment of Israel and subsequent exodus of Palestinians. 
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particularly illustrated women’s avoidance and reluctance to disclose the abuse to government 

authorities such as the police, and women’s rejection to challenge men through divorce or 

leaving their homes. Al-Krenawi on the other hand, has focused on one specific sub-group 

within Arab society- Bedouins in the south- whereby he has discussed the unique 

circumastances of the Bedouin community for not only their rigid tribal and patriarchal 

structure, but also for their life conditions, feeling of alientation from Arab society and the issue 

of polygamy among Bedouin men. In addition, Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2004) as well as Abu-Ras 

(2007) have also explored the impacts of Israel’s militrised character as a country and how this 

has negatively affected the attitudes of different government insitutions such as the police 

towards Arab women and men, leading Arab women to suffer from more limited help options. 

Shalhoub- Kevorkian and Abu-Ras have deduced that militarisation constitues an additional 

major factor for the dramatic leap in Arab women’s abuse rates and more severely, for their 

murders.  

Despite the importance of such studies in terms of the information and explainations they have 

provided as well as in shedding the slight and increasing the awareness of violence against Arab 

women, the current study  provides an answer not only to the issue of limited quantity of studies, 

but also, to the fact that most of these researches lack the understanding and the 

conceptualisation of violence against Arab women from their points of view. There has been 

no previous research within the Arab society in Israel that followed the narrative approach and 

examined women’s experiences, their voices and their meaning making of their lives, using 

their own words.    

Even recent studies conducted by Ben-Porat, Levy, Kattoura, Dekel, and Itzhaky (2017) and by 

Levy et al. (2019), which aimed to investigate the differences between Arab and Jewish battered 

women residing in shelters in Israel, focused on measuring variables such as demographics of 

women, depression, level of violence, questionnaires about traumatic life events and about 

perpetrators among the two ethnic groups. In addition to the results, which revealed higher rates 

of violence, fewer resources, lower levels of education and employment and more traumatic 

childhood events among Arab women in comparison to Jewish women, the studies called for 

more attention to the situation of Arab women and highlighted the necessity of further 

examination of domestic violence and its implications on this specific population. The context 

of Arab women’s experiences and their meaning-making of their lives in violence has not been 

sufficiently investigated (Al-krenawi & Graham, 2007; Kattoura, 2013). Moreover, most of the 

knowledge has been obtained from studies conducted in individualist, post-industrial societies, 

which differ profoundly from traditional, collectivist and transitional societies such as Arab 
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society in Israel. Additionally, the insufficient research about Arab battered women is more 

than just a problem of limited quantity. There is also a significant need for research that 

examines and conceptualises the understanding of Arab women’s experiences while also 

interrogating the impact of Jewish systemic structures on Arab people. The current study is thus 

warranted in order to address this lack of empirical research about Arab battered women in 

general, and amongst the Arab population within Israel in particular. It is critically important to 

learn more about these women’s experiences, and to examine the complex relationships 

between political violence and family violence.  

The key points of inquiry that guide this research are: 

(1) Life experiences: How do Arab battered women in Israel experience domestic violence? 

(2)  Societal considerations: How does Arab culture in Israel impact on Arab women’s 

experiences in domestic violence?  

(3) Political aspects: How do the political conflicts in Israel influence the experiences of 

Arab battered women?   

1.4 Thesis Structure  

In the current study, I conducted the interviews and interpreted the findings according to 

Saukko’s (2000) description of “the quilting mode” which refers to the goals of being sensitive 

and considerate. The quilting metaphor was first devised by Deleuze and Gauttari (1987: 476) 

who differentiated patchwork from embroidered quilt, emphasising that the latter has a centre, 

which creates a consecutive pattern during the work. Patchwork, on the other hand, has a “basic 

motif (the patch) which is multiple and gives rise to disjunctive or rhythmic resonances that all 

unite the piece”. The quilting metaphor coheres with my aim of providing the space for Arab 

battered women to voice their experiences, tell their stories and, at the same time, to stitch these 

stories together in order to elucidate key aspects of these women’s experiences: being a woman, 

an Arab woman in Israel, a battered woman, a battered woman in a collectivist and patriarchal 

society, belonging to an unwanted ethnic minority and living in a militarised state. 

The study begins by addressing the broader themes of the topic. In the second chapter, I discuss 

the definition of family or partner violence, followed by the theoretical framework: 

intersectional feminism, the sociocultural approach, the minority stress model, the extended-

self theory and the ecological perspective as an encompassing framework. 
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The third chapter explores domestic violence in Arab Palestinian society in Israel, starting with 

a review of the problem of family violence in Israel, a description of the shelters and the centres 

in the country, then moving to a discussion of the problem specifically within the context of 

Arab Palestinian society. In this chapter, I describe Arab society, its characterisations, dilemmas 

and patriarchal ideology.  

Chapter four discusses the past and present political history and reality of Palestinians in Israel, 

the painful crisis of Palestinian history in the catastrophe (Al-Nakbah), its continuing effects on 

Arabs who have been facing complex circumstances ever since, manifested in almost all aspects 

of life, resulting in both personal and national identity crises. 

Chapter five is an overview of the methodological approach. In this chapter, I discuss the main 

principles of the narrative approach which enabled me to conduct a thematic and discourse 

analysis in order to address the data and present the findings. In this chapter I outline my 

fieldwork process, including interviews with the participants, and the challenges of conducting 

the fieldwork.  

The following three chapters are the analysis chapters. Chapter six is a descriptive chapter 

which is structured as a composite narrative. I built one composite narrative out of the 36 

narratives which included the major themes the participants discussed. The themes included: 

women’s experiences during childhood, types of marriages, descriptions of violence, 

understanding violence, women’s coping strategies with violence, women’s reasons to stay in 

abusive relationships and their turning points.  

In chapter seven I examine how Arab society and its values affect women’s experiences in 

violent relationships, creating one dimension of their entrapment. In this chapter I detail the 

society’s patriarchal structure, Arab family values and the emphasis on its unity and honour, 

and the influence of the Jewish system on Arab society and families. I outline how these factors 

delimit women’s options in seeking help to cope with violence.  

In chapter eight I examine the impacts of the political conflict on women’s experiences in two 

complementary parts. First, I demonstrate women’s experiences of discriminatory policies 

undertaken by the state and its institutions. In the second part of the chapter, I depict a discourse 

analysis which I label the “I-society” discourse. This discourse illustrates and discusses the 

powerful similarities between the way women described themselves and the way they described 

the Arab society within Israel. This discourse and its analysis offer a new understanding of 

violence against Arab women. To further illustrate Arab women’s entrapment, I demonstrate 
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through women’s discourses the similar justifications used by the state and families to 

rationalise the violence against and murder of Arab women.  

In the final chapter, I summarise and discuss the major contributions of the current project, 

focusing on three main levels which together address the research questions. Through 

highlighting the main findings of the study, I outline and discuss important interdependent 

relationships demonstrating the significance of macro level factors. I argue that it is important 

not to simply analyse macro level factors such as patriarchal norms and discriminatory policies 

as micro level stressors, but also to analyse them as critical in terms of understanding and 

addressing violence against Arab women in Israel. Finally, I conclude this thesis by discussing 

the study’s implications, its limitations and providing suggestions for future research.  

1.5 Summary  

The current study aims to combine all the ‘patches’ together in order to better understand and 

perceive the whole texture of the fabric - how all factors create an entrapment, in which Arab 

battered women within Israel are restrained and imprisoned in abusive relationships with 

limited options of resources for help.  

This is a unique project and the first to be conducted with Arab Palestinian women inside Israel 

following the narrative approach. The study is both descriptive and analytical. Aside from its 

main aim, which is to help Arab battered women voice their experiences, it will help policy 

makers and professionals to further understand women’s experiences and to realise that societal 

and political impacts are key pressure factors on women, rather than explanatory ones. This 

recognition may help in considering and adjusting new interventional strategies.  
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 Chapter Two -  
Domestic Violence against Women:  

its global magnitude 

In this chapter I provide the broad theoretical, social and scholarly context of violence against 

women. To do so, I have divided the chapter into two sections. The first section sheds light on 

violence against women in general, its magnitude in different parts of the world, its definitions 

and models that categorise and provide explanations for violence. I present and discuss the key 

tenets of the definition of domestic violence that I adopt in this study, which emphasises 

women’s entrapment. Following the definitions, I discuss the complexity of women’s decisions 

whether to remain in or to leave abusive relationships, where I highlight the different factors, 

particularly structural ones, which contribute to violence against women and the choices 

battered women are able to make. In the second section, I present the theoretical framework 

employed in this study, its rationale and relation to the participants of the current study – Arab 

battered women in Israel.     

There is no universal definition of domestic violence against women, despite work for decades 

and the abundant literature. However, several theories have been developed to explain and 

manage domestic violence, along with different interventional methods and recognition of 

violence against women as a universal social problem that abuses and hurts women’s physical 

and psychological health, and even kills them (Ali & Naylor, 2013; Heise, 1998; Kapoor, 2000). 

Several approaches and human rights activists view violence against women through broad 

definitional bases, which view violence against women as tied to structural violence, including 

factors such as poverty, and unequal opportunities to access resources, particularly health and 

education. In its declaration on the elimination of violence against women, the United Nations-

UN (1993) has defined violence against women as “any act of gender-based violence that results 

in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 

including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 

public or in private life”. This definition, according to Kapoor (2000), emphasises the gender 

roots of violence, acknowledging that violence against women situates them at an inferior level 

of status in comparison to men.  

Alongside the importance and recognition of the phenomenon identified by this definition, what 

is more important is expanding the limits of violence against women to include both physical 

and psychological harms, as well as behaviours in private and public spheres. Thus, the 

definition highlights the necessity of viewing violence against women as encircling three main 
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domains: violence occurring in the family, violence within the community, and violence 

practiced or condoned by the state (Kapoor, 2000; Stamatopoulou, 1995). Nonetheless, this 

definition is still not universally comprehensive. As stated in the previous chapter, one of the 

factors that complicates efforts to capture a comprehensive definition of domestic violence 

against women is the fact that understandings of gendered violence depend on time and cultural 

codes and vary by societies or communities (Simister, 2012; Sokoloof & Dupont, 2005; Watts 

& Zimmerman, 2002).  

The key definition of domestic violence which I adopt in the current project focuses on viewing 

this phenomenon as a situation in which women experience and suffer from various violent 

behaviours by their partners or other family members. The violent attitudes and behaviours 

examined range from physical to emotional (Heise, 1998; Kapoor, 2000; Lev-Ari, 1996). An 

additional focus that I adopt in the current study relies on the ideation of ‘women who are 

inside’, by which I refer to Arab women’s entrapment as illustrated in the previous chapter. The 

concept of “those inside” is articulated in Avni’s (1991) work. Avni argues that living in an 

abusive relationship resembles living in a “total institution”- a term which was first introduced 

by Goffman (1961). By this term, Avni (1991) refers to places such as prisons, mental 

institutions, army camps and monasteries. This concept, according to Avni, describes 

institutions that place barriers between those within and those outside. Through living in 

abusive relationships, women experience shame and isolation, and as a result lose their self-

respect and independence. This process constitutes one of the main factors that increases the 

distance between the individual and sources of support, and thus reinforces women’s 

entrapment (Avni, 1991; Smith, Tessaro, & Earp, 1995).  

Despite the wide range of different approaches to categorising family or partner violence, there 

is an agreement that most victims experience different types of abuse. Scholars such as Walker 

(1984) identify five major types of domestic violence against women: physical, psychological, 

sexual control, jealousy and the enforcement of traditional gender roles. Pence and Paymar 

(1986, 1993) have extended this model to include emotional abuse, intimidation, economic 

abuse, control and usage of children, coercion, threats and isolation. This model attempts to 

capture violence against women as a complete system which aims to suppress women and keep 

them depressed and isolated. It is agreed that the offender uses whatever means are at his 

disposal to maintain control over the victim’s behaviour (Powell & Smith, 2011). This view 

describes males’ abuse as a traumatic experience for women resulting in emotional, mental and 

cognitive damage, as well as physical, causing injuries, disability or even death (Dutton, 1992; 

Golding, 1999). For example, Randle and Graham (2011) showed that women suffering from 
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domestic violence are 80% more likely to have a stroke, 70% more likely to suffer from heart 

disease, 60% more likely to develop asthma, and are 70% more likely to suffer from alcohol 

abuse, in comparison to women who have not experienced violence. 

As stated earlier, domestic violence is a universal problem which is affecting and harming 

women all over the world. However, there are specific groups of women who are more 

vulnerable to violence than others. These groups include minority, indigenous and migrant 

women, refugee women, women in conflict zones, women in institutions and detention, and 

disabled women (Binney, Harkell, & Nixon, 1985; Kapoor, 2000).  

Even though most societies condemn violence against women, violations and violence against 

women are often endorsed and hidden under the umbrella of culture, beliefs and norms, or 

through the misinterpretation of religion (Kapoor, 2000). When violence occurs within the 

home, as frequently happens, the abuse is predominately understood to be condoned by the 

indirect passive silence and lenient attitudes undertaken by the state’s institutions and legal 

remedies, which in many cases become an additional barrier for women (Jewkes, 2002). The 

tendency of authorities such as the police and courts to overlook or adopt more lenient attitudes 

toward perpetrators very often obstructs women from disclosing the violence, leaving many of 

them in a situation where normalising violence becomes the best coping strategy (Jewkes, 2002; 

Kapoor, 2000). 

Scholars such as Sokoloff and Dupont (2005) and Abraham (2000) argue that such attitudes of 

professionals and legal remedies reflect societal structure which underpins women’s inferiority 

compared to men. According to Sokoloff and Dupont and Abraham, and as will be further 

detailed in this chapter, violence against women originates from the normative structure which 

situates women as inferior, whereas men’s dominance and aggression are perceived as positive 

attributes. Such values, which correspond with some schools of feminism, view men’s 

dominance as rooted in a patriarchal social structure, and are predominantly mirrored in the 

society’s legal remedies (Abraham, 2000).  

Several studies that examined domestic violence against women within ethnic minorities, 

particularly among immigrants, found that structural factors such as patriarchy created a 

complex situation in those women’s lives. Aside from patriarchy, the studies showed that the 

location of immigrant women at the intersections of structural factors particularly race 

(ethnicity), class, gender, sexual orientation, and immigration resulted in women experiencing 

multiple oppressions (Abraham, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Sokoloff, 2008; Sokoloff & Dupont, 

2005). I elaborate on structural factors, particularly on patriarchy, gender, race and 
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discrimination and their impacts on violence against women and on women’s decisions in 

abusive relationships in the second section of this chapter, where I discuss the theoretical 

framework of the study. 

2.1 The global magnitude and prevalence of family and partner 
violence 

It is overwhelmingly agreed, according to the world report on violence and health, that there 

are three types of violence: self-directed, interpersonal and collective violence (Krantz & 

Garcia-Moreno, 2005). This categorisation provides a general overview of violence which is 

applicable to both women and men and to different age groups. According to Krantz and Garcia-

Moreno, although women experience all forms of violence, interpersonal violence – that is, 

violence committed against women by another person or by a small group of people – is the 

most common form of violence and it exists in all societies. Krantz and Garcia-Moreno argue 

that interpersonal violence against women is divided into two subcategories: family violence, 

including partners, and community violence. 

As detailed in the previous chapter, it is impossible to compare violence rates across studies 

and across countries for many reasons, including different methodology different definitions of 

domestic violence, under-recording and under-reporting as a crime, and the scant knowledge of 

partner abuse in developed countries (Boy & Kulczycki, 2008; Carrillo, 2000; Gray, 1989; 

Kapoor, 2000; MacLeod, 1989; Simister, 2012; Wood, 2001). Furthermore, when women 

report violence, or seek professional help, they have to face police or health providers, who 

may not be able to provide satisfactory service for battered women or to record their complaints 

adequately. Furthermore, factors such as a lack of information about legal rights, guilt, shame, 

low self-esteem, embarrassment, fear of retaliation, concerns about the procedures and costs of 

the legal system all increase women’s reluctance to disclose or report violence (Simister, 2012). 

However, the data available from the several surveys around the world show that the prevalence 

of women experiencing physical violence ranges between 20% to 50% (Kapoor, 2000). For 

example, the National Coalition against Women states that during the 1990s at least 4 million 

incidents of women’s battering were reported each year in the USA and on average, 10 women 

were killed by their partners on a daily basis (Hasenauer, 1997; Jones, 1994; Wood, 2001). 

Tjaden and Thoennes (2000) showed that 25% of American women were either raped or 

physically abused by a current or former partner. However, according to the National Intimate 

Partner and Sexual Survey (NISVS) conducted in 2014, these percentages have increased over 

time, as the updated percentage shows that 1 in every 4 women in the United States of America 
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(USA) (24.3%) has experienced violence. This percentage means that annually, approximately 

29 million women suffer from abuse in the USA alone.  

In different surveys that were conducted during the 1990s, in other developing countries such 

as Canada, the United Kingdom, Japan and New Zealand, the statistics showed that 29%, 30%, 

59% and 20% were the percentages of women who reported experiences of physical abuse by 

a current or former partner, respectively (Kapoor, 2000; Mooney, 1994; WHO, 1997). The 

statistics are high in different regions, as Heise (1989) showed in Peru, 70% of all crimes 

reported to the police were related to physical abuse against female partners. In the Middle East, 

the surveys that were available, mainly in Egypt and Israel, revealed a prevalence of 35% and 

32% of women who reported being physically assaulted by their husbands, respectively. Thirty 

percent of women in both countries reported sexual coercion (Kapoor, 2000). 

In his work on the psychological outcomes of violence, Haj Yahia (1999) cited Heise et al.’s 

(1994) review of 35 studies from a diverse range of countries which revealed that approximately 

one quarter to more than one half of women who participated in the survey reported experiences 

of abuse by a present or former partner. These statistics are high, regardless of time or location. 

Simister’s (2012) recent survey found that the average of ever-experienced partner violence is 

approximately one-third of women worldwide. This proportion is grim, because if out of the 

approximately 7 billion humans on earth, about half are female, 30% of the half is a percentage 

which notes that over a billion women are victims. This number which is already enormous, 

does not reflect reality, and could be even higher because as detailed earlier, many cases of 

domestic violence against women are under reported.  

The data concerning sexual assault and rape can be even more ambiguous. This occurs not only 

because marital rape is not considered a crime in many countries, but also because women may 

not consider forced sexual intercourse with their partners as rape, due to marriage or the fact 

that they are living together as a couple (WHO, 1997). In many different cultures, it is believed 

that marriage gives husbands the right to unlimited sexual intercourse with their wives. Surveys 

in different countries reveal that almost 10% to 15% of women report being coerced to sexual 

intercourse by their partners (Heise et al., 1994; Kapoor, 2000; WHO, 1996, 1997). WHO’s 

(2013) recent data collection revealed that 10%-50% of women worldwide have reported 

experiencing physical or sexual abuse at the hands of partners.   

Another category of family or partner abuse is femicide – women’s murder by their abusers. A 

comparative analysis based on data obtained in 1991 regarding women’s murder revealed that 

Russian women are 2.5 times more likely to be murdered by their partners in comparison to 
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American women, who are already twice more likely to be murdered by their partners compared 

to Western European women (Watts, Oslam, & Win, 1995; WHO, 1996, 1997). 

In several countries, particularly conservative, collective ones, but not limited to Bangladesh, 

most Arab countries, Pakistan and Turkey, women are killed – by partners or other male family 

members – in order to preserve the “honour” of the family. Reasons such as infidelity (proved 

or alleged), having a relationship (with or without sex) before marriage, rape, falling in love 

with a person whom the family deems unsuitable are all seen as adequate reasons by a male 

family member to kill the woman. For example, in 1997, more than 300 women were killed 

under the name of “honour” in just one province of Pakistan. In Jordan, the percentage of 

women’s deaths is continuously rising, but the accurate number of murdered women is far from 

clear, because despite the increasing incidents of women’s deaths, very often these deaths are 

registered as suicides or accidents (Kapoor, 2000; Skorbanek, 1986; WHO, 1997). 

There is no one single factor or reason that can explain violence against women. Research has 

focused on the interrelationships between multiple factors in order to better elucidate and 

understand the problem in relation to different cultural contexts. Numerous professional 

approaches have attempted to understand violence against women, many of which have focused 

on the question: “Why do women stay in abusive relationships?” 

2.2 Why do women stay in abusive relationships? 

According to worldwide statistics, battered women tend to stay in abusive relationships for 

many years. Overall, approximately 50% of battered women either stay with or choose to return 

to abusive partners after they leave or even after they have asked for help from various services 

and agencies (Eisikovits et al., 1998; Lesser, 1990; Strube, 1988).   

Scholars’ motivations to examine the reasons for women’s decisions to return or stay in abusive 

relationships were primarily derived from the necessity to further understand women’s lives in 

violence and to provide tools and methods to prevent it (Ferraro & Johnson, 1983; Walker, 

1979). For example, Kearney’s research (2001) identified six rationalisations for staying in 

abusive relationships among American women. These rationales included the need to take care 

of the abusive partner - what is known as the salvation ethic; religious imperatives; commitment 

to tradition; denial of abuse (considering their abuse was manageable); that the perpetrators 

were themselves victims; and finally, women’s inability to see practical alternatives to 

remaining in the relationship, particularly emotional ones.  
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Additionally, several studies have suggested various answers to the above question, focusing 

particularly on women’s financial dependence on men (Basu & Famoye, 2004; Gayford, 1975; 

Levine, 1975; Rounsaville, 1978; Sanders, 2015). These studies revealed that financial 

dependence keeps women trapped because it underlies women’s fear and reluctance to leave 

abusive relationships. Due to systematic control in the abusive relationship, in many cases, 

women are forced by their partners or their own feelings of shame and isolation to leave their 

jobs. Women’s loss of economic independence enhances their dependence on their partners, a 

situation which results in further entrapping. 

Financial dependence is one facet of the dependence process that women go through in their 

lives with violence. Several scholars view such dependence as a part of a tangled interdepence 

process that characterises couples who suffer from domestic violence and which renders an 

explanation for why women stay in abusive relationships (Campbell, 2001; Coker, 1992; 

Kacen, 2010; Wood, 2001). According to Campbell and Coker, the interdependence occurs 

when two parties rely on each other for their own identity and self-esteem. In her study with 20 

hetrosexual women, Wood (2001) discussed how women use gender narratives to make sense 

of their lives in abusive relatiobships. By gender narratives, Wood referered to how all her 

participants prescribed and normalised narratives of dominance and superiority for men 

whereas for women, the participants assigned deference and dependence. Thus, when conflict 

occurs the perpetrator who usually relies on his partner for self-esteem, feels threatened. 

Violence helps the perpetrator to restore his feeling of dominance and self-esteem, whereas 

women create romantic or dark gender narratives whereby they accuse themselves of the abuse 

in order to make sense of their partners’ violence and their lives in abusive relationships. Such 

a process helps both parties to justify violence as men would see women as the guilty side and 

therefore violence as a punishment is understanble and it is described as women’s responsibility 

in the first place. Women on the ther hand, through gender narratives, build allegedly logic 

justifications that explain the abuse and their lives with abusive partnes.  

Other approaches have emphasised the self-blame which leads to negative feelings about one’s 

self such as low self-esteem, depression and helplessness, which also trap women – what is 

known as “learned helplessness” (Porter, 1981; Walker, 1979). Learned helplessness according 

to Dobash and Dobash (1992) is a psychological process which explains the reasons that hinder 

a battered woman from leaving an abusive relationship. Dobash and Dobash elucidate how this 

process of victimisation entraps women, resulting in their being psychologically paralysed to 

leave the relationship. Early socialisation and a repetitive cycle of violence leads to learned 

helplessness and ties women to abusive partners. According to Dobash and Dobash (1992), the 
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first two stages of the violence cycle are identified by tension building until the explosion of 

the violent act, leading to the third stage of calm, love and the man’s regret. Repetition of this 

cycle leads the woman to feel as if she is complicit and responsible for her own battering. Once 

the women’s victimisation is complete, the most common outcome of the repetitive violent 

cycle is the establishment of stereotyped behaviour and perceptions such as women’s self-blame 

for the violence. When such perceptions are developed and reinforced within the marital or 

familial dynamics, Dobash and Dobash (1992) argue that at this stage women’s ability to seek 

help is damaged, and they are described as suffering from “battered woman syndrome”. 

This model has been criticised by many theorists, including Adelman (2000, 2003) who 

emphasised that the model is passive, tends to blame the victims, ignores the lack of an 

appropriate protection system, ignores the potentially high risk and life-threatening behaviour 

women may encounter, if and when they are to challenge gender norms by disclosing the 

violence. In her study of battered women in Israel, Adelman has argued that even when women 

decide to leave an abusive relationship, the divorce process in Israel depending on the different 

religious groups (Jewish, Muslim, Druze, and Christian) is part of the battering process due to 

women perceiving divorce as economically, socially and culturally threatening and on many 

occasions, physically threatening. Potentially negative outcomes of the divorce process include 

losing custody of children, being unable to remarry, social restrictions and a limited amount of 

physical and social mobility for divorced women (especially Arab women) imposed by family 

members and religious leaders, who enforce the stigma of divorce and enforce “its heavy burden 

of surveillance” (Adelman, 2000:1250). Thus, what might appear as helplessness or “battered 

woman syndrome”, could be, according to Adelman, women’s coping strategies with violence 

and life-threatening circumstances.  

Furthermore, and together with the influence of the structural factors discussed earlier in this 

section, not only legal remedies but also healthcare procedures which could play a significant 

role in identifying family or partner were found to discourage women from acting against 

violence. Studies revealed that healthcare responses did not intervene to help victims beyond 

providing medical treatment (Abraham, 2000; Ahmed, Abdella, Yousif, & Elmardi, 2003; 

Sokoloff, 2008). A survey conducted by Stark (1995) and Websdale (1998) provides evidence 

to support this argument. The survey has revealed that medical and legal professionals strongly 

tend to thwart women from leaving their abusive partners – a situation defined by Haj-Yahia 

(2000a) as a trap. Another survey conducted in Sudan found that 70% of physicians and health 

care providers would not intervene in cases of violence against women by their husbands 

(Ahmed et al., 2003).  
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Kearney (2001) showed that even when women were ready to ask for help and support, it was 

not always forthcoming. Professionals, clergy and families were found to either encourage 

women to remain with the abusive partners or to overlook women’s pleadings for support. 

Furthermore, patriarchal cultural expectations of women negatively influenced their ability to 

seek help by requiring them to preserve and protect family unity, making it difficult for women 

to blame or disclose male violence to outside agents (Esquivel-Santovna, Lambert, & Hamel, 

2013; Kacen, 2011; Kasturirsngan, Krishman, & Riger, 2004; Taft, Walling, Howard, & 

Morson, 2011; Tarrakovsky & Mezhibovsky, 2012). Other scholars have pinpointed the death 

threats that some women had to face from the perpetrator when women decide to leave, whereas 

the social systems and institutions which were supposed to be supporting women failed to 

provide support (Brosi & Rolling, 2010; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hambeger & Hastings, 1986; 

O’Leary, 1993). Thus, when almost a complete social system fails to provide the adequate 

protection for women, the question “Why do women stay in abusive relationship” ought to 

become “What happens to women who decide to leave abusive relationships?”  

The difficult barriers and threatening outcomes women have to face on their journey of 

disclosing and breaking free from violence shed light on the tangled and in many cases 

threatening possible reactions women are forced to cope with when and if they were to leave 

abusive relationships. It is not only imperative to answer the latter question but this is also even 

more warranted in conservative and closed societies such as Arab ones. For example, Baley 

(2010) found that in leaving abusive relationships, wider social and cultural factors had 

significantly influenced women, whereas Bent-Goodley (2012, 2013) asserted that living in a 

racist society decreased battered women’s sense of worth. Such structural factors were one of 

the main reasons for the repeated abuse cycle which made women return or remain in abusive 

relationships (Bent-Goodley, 2013). 

2.3 Women’s coping strategies with violence and decisions to leave   

The literature is abundant with studies that examine the coping patterns of battered women 

which affect their decisions to stay in or leave an abusive relationship. Abraham (2000) argued 

that battered women adopt four coping strategies: (1) Personal strategies (pleasing the husband, 

avoiding contact, answering him back, physical resistance by attacking him back, and 

committing suicide); (2) Seeking semi-formal and informal help from family members, friends, 

neighbours and informal organisations; (3) Seeking formal help from the police, courts and 

social services; (4) Controlling one’s destiny by leaving, through separation or divorce.  
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Barnett and LaViolette (1993) argued that passive strategies (avoidance, husband placation, 

ignoring and submission) are a result of the psychological impacts of the abusive relationship 

in which the women have been living. According to Barnett and LaViolette, these coping 

strategies may lead to psychological difficulties such as anxiety, fear, depression, feelings of 

helplessness, low self-esteem, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Barnett and 

LaViolette deduced that a woman’s coping strategies in response to violence are predominantly 

influenced by her dependence on and accessibility to formal services. For example, as 

illustrated earlier, healthcare providers and legal support play an important role in obstructing 

women from reporting violence which, in turn, affect women’s coping strategies.    

Rhodes and McKenzie (1998) and Haj-Yahia (2002a, b) added other factors which impacted 

upon women’s coping strategies. These factors included women’s demographic characteristics, 

such as age, education, employment, financial independence; the frequency and severity of the 

violence; personality traits like self-esteem, depression, locus of control; cognitive and 

behavioural factors (attitudes toward women, learned helplessness, self-blame); and 

environmental factors which appeared in women’s access to informal and social networks (such 

as families and friends) and their access to formal services. In their research, Rhodes and 

McKenzie found that women with higher education and better socio-economic status held more 

positive attitudes towards themselves, were able to contact formal services such as police and 

social services and thus had greater chances of breaking free from abusive relationships. 

This relationship between the coping strategies and women’s reactions to and decisions to stay 

or to leave an abusive relationship is not viewed as linear, rather as a circular process, indicating 

that women may change their coping strategies, and make different decisions on different 

occasions, such as leaving the abuser at one point, and then later deciding to go back to him. 

This circular process does not only affect women’s psychological adjustment to violence, but 

also affects other aspects of their lives such as mental health and social interactions (Coker et 

al., 2002; Mitchell & Hodson, 1983; Yoshihama, 2002). For example, in their research 

examining 60 women who accessed refuges and shelters in San Francisco, Mitchell and Hodson 

(1983) showed that violent relationships had negatively affected women’s mental health. They 

revealed a direct correlation between increased frequency and severity of violence and women’s 

greater usage of avoidance coping, higher levels of severe depression and lower self-esteem. 

Such outcomes, according to Mitchell and Hodson, affected the psychological adjustment of 

the battered women and their ability to act. Mitchell and Hodson also found that individuals 

who had better and stronger personal, formal and informal resources, and with less avoidant-

coping styles, displayed more symptoms of psychological health. Women with greater personal 
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resources such as higher levels of education and higher self-esteem appeared to have more 

supportive links and relationships with friends; whereas, stress and poor personal resources may 

indirectly influence adjustment. Mitchell and Hodson (1983) and Coker et al. (2002) found a 

direct relationship between levels of violence and women’s informal resources. Higher levels 

of violence were linked to higher likelihood that women will not obtain supportive responses 

from friends. This predominantly occurs because battered women start to avoid social contact, 

or because friends avoid getting involved in situations of domestic violence. Family or partner 

violence may thus affect women’s wellbeing and psychological health not only through its 

immediate traumatic effects, but also through its ongoing destructive impact on women’s 

adjustment and their personal and social resources (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1997a). 

In sum, in this section the main characterisations and general definitions of domestic violence 

against women were laid out. I also illustrated the main definition of domestic violence used in 

the current study, which focused on the concept of entrapment. Despite the difficulties of 

obtaining accurate numbers of battered women, I presented statistics of violence against women 

from different parts of the world. I also discussed women’s patterns of coping with violence 

and elaborated on the main reasons detailed in the literature which affect women’s decisions to 

stay in abusive relationships, highlighting the possible consequences women may face if and 

when they decide to leave.     

Since the current project examines Arab society, an ethnic minority within Israel, it is important 

to examine additional factors that may affect battered women’s coping strategies and decisions. 

These factors include race, gender, socio-economic status, accessibility of finances, support 

networks, and the sociopolitical and the sociocultural contexts. Most of these variables are 

consistent with Abraham’s (2000) research, where she examined the attitudes and coping 

strategies of battered women within minority groups in Western societies. However, before 

addressing such factors, it is equally important to enhance our knowledge and understanding of 

how such factors relate to some of the theories that have developed to explain violence against 

women. While some theories studied the psychological characteristics of the victim and the 

perpetrator, others focused on macro level factors such as the role of socialisation and gender 

inequality. Feminist theories are an example of the latter. In the following section, I will 

examine the theoretical approaches that I have employed in the current study, where feminism, 

particularly intersectional feminism is the guiding theoretical perspective. I will also outline the 

connections between these theoretical approaches and Arab women’s situation in Israel. 
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2.4 Theoretical framework 

2.4.1 Interlude 

There are various theoretical perspectives which try to explain domestic violence against 

women from different angles. These include the psychiatric model, social learning theory, 

resource theory, the ecological perspective, socio-biological theory, exchange theory, the 

minority stress model, feminist theory and sociocultural psychology. These theories are 

categorised in three major streams: psychological, feminist and sociocultural approaches.  

In the current project, I focus on feminism and more specifically on intersectionality as the 

guiding theoretical lens, emphasising the intersection of gender and race. To consider the 

specific cultural values of Arab society which the participants come from, and are highly 

influenced by their society’s traditions, values and situation, I have used the sociocultural 

approach. However, Arab battered women are part of an ethnic minority, and so I have also 

employed the minority stress model to shed light on the different aspects of a discrimination 

against a minority.  

Being interested in examining the different layers of domestic violence against Arab women, 

women’s experiences and the impacts of macro factors manifested by the state and society, I 

have also drawn from Belk’s (1988) “extended self” theory and the ecological perspective. 

Belk’s theory addresses significant concepts of domestic violence on both micro and macro 

levels such as the meaning of “possession”. The ecological approach, in contrast, is an 

encompassing model, which has two main goals: the first is to provide a conceptual framework 

that encircles the different the factors causing domestic violence, and the second is to capture 

the multilayered complexity of this social problem. 

The rationale for choosing these approaches for this project results from the necessity to 

understand domestic violence at the wider and macro levels, beyond the micro and the 

psychological characterisations which may apply for almost all female survivors of domestic 

violence. Such a theoretical framework enables examining and analysing the data on multiple 

levels; the personal, social, political and national, as well as considering the interplay between 

them, to further understand Arab battered women’s entrapment. 

2.4.2 The feminist approach  

I start this section with introducing feminism and intersectionality, detailing the important 

percepts of feminism to highlight the connection of feminism, particularly intersectional 



 25 

feminism to the study and participants. The feminist perspective views domestic violence as an 

expression of multiple dramatic concepts manifested through gender inequality, abuse of power 

in society, patriarchal ideologies and institutional practices which impose and strengthen 

violence and control over women (Boonzaier, 2008; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Eisikovits et al., 

1998; Hearn, 1996; Mitchell, 2014; Sultana, 2010). Feminism views violence against women 

in a social context and power dynamics which favours men over women, whereby domestic 

violence is perceived as male coercion of women (Yllo, 1993). Gender and power are essential 

concepts in feminism which asserts that gender inequality and the imbalanced power dynamics 

between women and men in favour of the latter, are socially legitimised through embodied 

processes of socialisation and normalisation (Bograd, 1988; Gelles, 1997; Yllo, 1993; Yuval-

Davis, 2006). 

As a stream within feminism, intersectional feminism understands violence against women 

through focusing on how structural factors as race (ethnicity), gender, class, and others (such 

as heterosexism) intersect to create multiple layers of oppression of individuals who are 

predominately marginalised or from different ethnic backgrounds (Crenshaw, 1989; Mann & 

Grimes, 2001; Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Anderson and Collins (2001:5-

6) add the concepts of power and privilege to intersectionality, as they emphasise that 

intersectionality acknowledges “the hierarchies and systems of domination that permeate 

society and that systematically exploit and control people”.  

From a feminist perspective, violence against women is deeply infused in male domination 

within a patriarchal structural system (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hunnicutt, 2009). Feminist 

perspectives argue that imbalance between women and men is manifested in multiple ways in 

favour of men, such as in having different access to structural resources. This situation results 

from society’s attributing values to certain aspects, thereof deeming and categorising what is 

superior and inferior (Freize, Parson, Johnson, Ruble, & Zellman, 1978). For example, gender 

in most societies, is predominantly assigned to and directly associated with status (Yick, 2001).   

Feminist perspectives emphasise that violence against women can be understood only in terms 

of the social context in which it occurs (Maynard, 1993; Pringle, 1995). On the one hand, 

differential accesses to material and symbolic resources make it easier for men to practice power 

over women and thereby maintain them in a secondary, inferior status. On the other hand, both 

masculinity and male sexuality are socially associated with power, are thus socially constructed 

and accepted as oppressive. Thus, in a context which encourages and stimulates social 

inequality, men’s abuse is viewed as an extension of normal and condoned behaviour (Bograd, 

1988; Boonzaier, 2008; Ismail, Berman, & Griffen, 2007; Mullender, 1996; Yllo & Bograd, 
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1988). Feminism argues that men control, both in number and in power, critical social and 

formal institutions such as families, politics, economic and other social institutions. Therefore, 

it is perceived to be legitimate and acceptable for men to embody male domination, and their 

power is perceived as normal in these institutions as well as in the wider society. This male 

domination, which is well constructed and defined, leaves not only little place or consideration 

of punishment for violent acts and behaviours, but also violence under such circumstances may 

be encouraged or dealt with leniently (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Ismail et al., 2007; MacKinnon, 

1979; Walby, 1990; Yodanis, 2004).  

Feminist theories illustrate the essential role of women’s fear of being victims, indicating that 

although men are more exposed and vulnerable than women to be victimised through violent 

crimes, women tend to express more fear than men (Pain, 1997; Yodanis, 2004). While some 

scholars, such as Pain assume that women’s fear is irrational, others have explained it by the 

“shadow theory”. Women are afraid of sexual violence – a form of violence that men generally 

do not fear and which they are less vulnerable to, in comparison to women (Ferraro, 1996; 

Yodanis, 2004). Similarly, researchers have found that experiences of family or partner abuse 

may elucidate women’s fear of men (Cullberston, Vik, & Kooiman, 2001). Yodanis (2004) 

argues that to know about some women who are victims of cruel violence, is enough to affect, 

restrict and control women’s behaviour and movements. Thus, according to feminist theory, 

through the creation of “fear culture” men control women’s behaviour, keep them away from 

competing over resources, and limit their participation, while ensuring and maintaining their 

control over social institutions (Brownmiller, 1975; Meyer & Post, 2006; Riger & Gordon, 

1981; Stanko, 1990, 1995).  

Women’s fear is related to their socialisation and development throughout their lifetime. Most 

feminist approaches argue that women internalise through an ongoing socialisation process that 

their core self is “self in relation” and their essence is manifested in their capability to relate to 

and be attentive to others (Eisikovits et al., 1998; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, 1995; Katz, Boggiano, 

& Silvern, 1993; Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). This socialisation of viewing the self in relation, 

creates interdependence which in turn becomes a major factor in women’s self-evaluation. In 

this way women are most unlikely to define themselves through separation, rather through 

connectedness with others. In other words, women’s self-evaluation and definition are 

dependent on and tied to others rather than to their individualist independent selves (Gilligan et 

al., 1990; Leeder,1994; Miller, 1976; Rubenstein & Lawler, 1990; Yodanis, 2004).  

Women’s self-denial and tendency to accept and adjust to social expectations begins in 

adolescence. In later phases of life, conflicts would be viewed as threatening (Goldner, Penn, 
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Sheinberg, & Walker, 1990). As part of the earlier socialisation process, women are taught and 

expected to turn their need for power inward, rather than expressing it toward others. Therefore, 

women would highly avoid expressing disagreements and anger out of fear of losing the 

relationship (Goldner et al., 1990).  

Battered women, like almost all women are socialised that their family’s wellbeing is their 

responsibility (Eisikovits et al., 1998). Thus, women’s decisions to make changes in their lives 

may imply and be viewed as a betrayal for both partners; and as a threat to their relationships 

and the social expectations which already hold women responsible for the relationships 

(Goldner et al., 1990). Violence may result in women’s stigmatisation, as they are to be blamed 

by families and the community for the situation they are in (Eisikovits et al., 1998). Such 

outcomes as stigmatisation and blame alongside the long and ongoing process of gender 

socialisation may lead women to believe that by resisting change, they would keep the hope of 

changing their abusive partners and their violent behaviours, if they expressed more love and 

care (Leeder, 1994). 

As stated earlier, most feminist approaches assert that violence is rooted in a patriarchal 

structure which encourages women’s self-perceptions in relation rather than in separation 

(Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hunnicutt, 2009; Yodanis, 2004). Patriarchy is one of the most 

important pillars of feminism’s argumentation. Patriarchy, according to Dobash and Dobash 

(1979), is identified as a system built of two main components: structure and ideology. The 

structure appears in the hierarchy of social institutions and relationships. Men are in the 

majority and have more power and privilege on account of the minority – women. Such 

hierarchical order continues to prevail because it depends on the majority’s acceptance of this 

power discrepancy. The second component of ideology is preserved to strengthen and reinforce 

this acceptance. Women, for their part, predominantly learn to internalise hierarchal structure 

through their socialisation, which encourages subordination, self-denial and self-sacrifice for 

the patriarch. The woman learns to deny her needs and ambitions to achieve “balance” and 

avoid tensions, suppression and violence from the patriarch. Any violation of this balance is 

considered her responsibility. Connell (1996: 161) has suggested the term “gender regimes” to 

demonstrate the power and hierarchal dynamics of this relation, which prevail in almost all 

major institutions, especially within families, workplaces and state bureaucracies. Such 

institutions, according to Connell, are always gender-based. In turn, the “gender order” of a 

society refers to the “patterning of gender regimes, together with the gender patterning of 

culture and personal life”. According to Connell, hierarchical gendered structure and order are 
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infused in ongoing processes of cultural, familial and personal socialisation for both genders, 

wherein women and men socialise and assimilate relations based on power. 

Alongside all the above feminist percepts, intersectional feminism argues that in situations of 

ethnic or racial domination, the power relations between genders become more complex and 

difficult, as race renders the additional variable through which gender and racial hierarchies are 

enhanced. Anthias (1998) argues that within racial and ethnic minorities, gender rules function 

to promote racialisation, whereas racist rules enhance sexism. Anthias, as well as Yuval-Davis 

(2006), argue against the inadequacy of analysing various social divisions, particularly race and 

gender, as separate. Anthias and Yuval-Davis assert that analysing such categories separately 

results in marginalising their effects on women in general, but specifically on women from 

ethnic minorities, such as women of colour or women from different cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds. Intersectional feminism views violence against women as including structural 

factors such as race, class, sexuality, and ethnicity which intersect with gender inequality. Such 

intersections position battered women from different ethnic minorities in more vulnerable 

situations compared to battered women in general (Sukoloff & Dupont, 2005). For example, 

there is considerable empirical research which suggest that women of colour with low income, 

face the most dramatic and fatal experiences of domestic violence (Raphael, 2000; Rennison & 

Planty, 2003; West, 2004, 2005).    

In sum, feminism examines violence against women through a social context lens, through an 

analysis of power dynamics and an intersection of race, gender and class. Feminism asserts that 

the unequal distribution of and access to resources between women and men, leaves the former 

in a weaker, more vulnerable position. Men, on the other hand, enjoy power and privilege 

granted to them in a patriarchal society that perceives men’s control and coercion as normal. 

This unequal division exists due to the social assigning and categorisation of what is superior 

and inferior. Gender is an example of such categorisation which assigns and determines 

women’s status as inferior compared to men. Intersectional feminism shares the same percepts 

of traditional feminism, even though it also focuses on the multiple oppressions women from 

ethnic minority backgrounds endure. Intersectional feminism highlights how structural factors 

such as racism, ethnicity, colonialism, economic exploitation and other cultural and structural 

forms of abuse which intersect with gender inequality, create a situation where women who are 

already marginalised and disadvantaged, would suffer from multiple and more dangerous 

oppressions. 

In the current study, I examine domestic violence in Arab society within Israel. I argue that in 

order to provide a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of a population, I need to 
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explore the population’s past and present history. Therefore, I have to take into consideration 

the unique situation of Arabs’ status as an ethnic minority and the important intersectionality 

of sociocultural and political factors. Examining these factors may widen understanding not 

only of the mutual impact of the micro and macro levels, that are illustrated in individual and 

social identities, but also reveal their influences and manifestations on violence against Arab 

women.  

2.4.3 The sociocultural perspective 

The sociocultural perspective connects violence against women with the culture they come from 

(Haj-Yahia, 1996). According to this approach, violence is viewed as an outcome of acceptable 

social norms in the specified culture, wherein cultural values affect women’s status (Shalhoub-

Kevorkian & Baker 1997). An example of such norms can be viewed in holding women 

responsible for violence against them (Haj-Yahia, 1996; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999a; 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian & Baker, 1997). However, Foucault (1970) argues that part of the 

sociocultural circumstances of any population is related to the population’s political 

circumstances. This perspective of Arab battered women who belong to an ethnic minority, 

along with Foucault’s work, mirrors the structural factors and circumstances that Arab battered 

women in Israel live by and which constitute contributing factors to violence against them.    

Sabagh-Khoury (2006) argues that most countries are heterogeneous, being multinational and 

multicultural. However, for most countries, it is important for the ethnic majority that rules a 

country to maintain its control over its institutions and resources and to keep control over the 

demographic balance. Thus, the democratic regime – the regime of the majority – can be within 

the hands of a specific ethnic group which has already been leading the country (Sabagh-

Khoury, 2006). Such differentiation is important because it creates a situation wherein the 

majority ethnic group enjoys most of the country’s resources, whereas the minorities would 

substantially suffer from structural disadvantages such as poverty, social problems, and fewer 

financial and support resources.  

According to Foucault (1970, 1979), one of the most important ways through which the 

controlling group can maintain its position and status is through the “governmental attitude”. 

This means being occupied with data collection and surveillance of the country’s 

demographical structure. The strategies that enable accomplishing this collection are 

manifested by the term Foucault used, ‘the political economy’. This term combines three 

important variables: population, territory and capital. Through controlling these three variables, 

the dominant group can intervene in the lives of the population (Foucault, 1970; Hewit, 1983). 
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Due to technological development, Foucault (2000) has illustrated how these power 

mechanisms have also changed and transformed society. For example, creating strategies to 

control one’s life or death have become transformed into power that is exerted on life 

management, such as monitoring growth, reproduction, diagnosing illness and administrating 

the welfare of the inhabitants for the benefit of the public interest. Technological upheaval has 

created a new reality which is characterised by various and important changes related to birth, 

long life, public health, accommodation, economic expectations and so forth, all of which have 

become a type of science. Foucault (1982, 2000) called these ‘scientific’ changes “Bio-Power”, 

which aims to practice surveillance and supervision. 

Linking Foucault’s arguments with the sociocultural perspective, whereby one dominant ethnic 

group controls most of the country’s resources and simultaneously maintains surveillance over 

other ethnic groups, this may easily lead to a situation whereby the minority ethnic group may 

suffer from the disadvantages of structural factors. Structural factors appear in a society as poor 

education, unemployment, illness, poverty, low socioeconomic status, and discrimination, 

which constitute the main reasons for violence against women, prevailing particularly among 

certain socioeconomic and ethnic groups (Field & Caetano, 2004; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

According to the sociocultural perspective, families with a lower socioeconomic status suffer 

from higher stress and have fewer resources for coping with this stress. Stress which stems from 

multiple structural factors can lead to frustration and conflicts in interpersonal relationships, 

which can sometimes escalate to violence (Field & Caetano, 2004).  

Thus, and consistent with intersectional feminism, Field and Caetano (2004) argue that 

structural factors that can influence violence include systems of racial domination, racial and 

class oppression and patriarchy, which can lead to lower socio-economic status and poverty. 

Intersectional feminism and the social structural perspective provide better explanations for 

violence against Arab women, as both perspectives take into consideration not only the micro 

and the personal experiences that people undergo in their lifetimes, but also consider macro 

factors such as the sociocultural and political circumstances and racial discrimination as 

significant contributing factors to violence against women (Hattery, 2009a, b; Sokoloff & 

Dupont, 2005).  

Exploring domestic violence within an ethnic minority, such as Arabs in Israel, through the 

lenses of these perspectives, enables studying Arab women from multiple angles. These women 

are members of an ethnic minority, belong to a collectivist society, yet at the same time suffer 

from poor structural factors, primarily prejudice, poverty and discrimination. Corresponding 

with both perspectives and their focus on structural factors, the lens of the minority stress model 
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can provide an additional angle which complements understanding this population’s life and 

circumstances. 

2.4.4 The minority stress model 

The minority stress concept has been used in North American literature to identify any group 

with minority status and whose position in society is mainly manifested in either experiences 

of unequal opportunities due to limited resource accessibility, such as access to financial, 

material, educational and support resources, or to assumptions made about competence, 

character and potential. This category may include people of colour or any other ethnic group, 

working class people, disabled people, people from older and younger age groups, trans people 

and so on (Balsam, 2001; Donovan & Hester, 2014). 

The minority stress theory argues that individuals who already belong to stigmatised groups 

endure additional stressors and negative life experiences due to their minority status (Cox, 

Dewaele, Houtte, & Vincke, 2010). According to Meyer (2003), these stressors that people 

experience are unique to this particular group (they are not experienced by other non-

stigmatised people), and chronic because such stressors are established and associated with 

social, institutional and cultural structures which keep a particular group under stressful 

circumstances.  

The model has faced critiques which have primarily focused on its limited and narrow definition 

and measurements. According to the critiques, the model is not associated with domestic 

violence, rather it demonstrates and discusses individualistic or psychological responses of 

pressure, arising from unequal social, cultural and economic conditions which fall on members 

of different social groups. Evidence for these arguments is found in different studies such as 

the study conducted by Lewise, Milletich, Kelley, and Woody (2012), who showed that 

substance abuse was an indicator of minority stress, yet not domestic violence. Another study 

focused on self and minority fusion, low self-esteem and levels of independence that are 

believed to be the consequences of minority stress (Miller, Greene, Causby, White, & Lockhart, 

2001). Studies have indicated that the factors which might affect or explain how domestic 

violence occurs, were not related to minority stress; rather, conditions such as financial or 

material insecurities, redundancy or employment, social networks, familial and community 

support, were the main factors for violence (Carvalho, Lewis, Derlega, Winstead, & Viggiano, 

2011; Lewis et al., 2012). 
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Other studies have used this model in order to examine gay and lesbian abusive relationships 

and have argued that domestic violence can be a response to internalised homophobia, cultural 

oppression and religious and psychological shame (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Mendoza, 

2011; Tigert, 2001). Although these authors focus on lesbian, gay and bisexual relationships, 

they argue that the experience of domestic violence within such relations is a result of minority 

stress, as people who are stigmatised and face different cultural and psychological oppression, 

tend to normalise interpersonal violence through both facets, being more willing to exert 

violence or to accept it (Balsam, 2001). Moreover, in their research, Carvalho et al. (2011) 

showed how minority stress created a barrier for individuals who suffered from high stigma 

to seek help. Those individuals appeared to be reluctant to seek help from legal, medical, and 

social services that were perceived as heterosexist. 

Despite the variations regarding the association between minority stress and domestic violence, 

studies have agreed on the correlations found between minority stress indicators and domestic 

violence, although the direction of this relationship has yet to be shown to be more accurate 

(Carvalho et al., 2011). Carvalho et al. argue that despite such correlation, potential moderators 

such as social support, relationship satisfaction, and individual’s psychological distress have 

to be examined in order to identify this correlation more accurately. 

For the current study, while bearing in mind different opinions regarding the minority stress 

model, usage of this model is significant due to its primary focus on and description of the high 

levels of stress that members of stigmatised ethnic group might experience. 

Minority stress is an important lens through which one can understand how stress that minority 

people experience due to their minority identity may affect mental and social conditions, not 

only of individuals, but also of ethnic or social groups. The most significant and well-articulated 

causes for minority stress are interpersonal prejudice and discrimination (Clark, Anderson, 

Clark, & Williams, 1999; Pascoe & Richman, 2009). The latter two factors, alongside rejection 

and violence, are the most explicit sources of minority stress that minority individuals 

experience (French & Chavez, 2010; Grants, Herek, & Levy, 1990; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 

1993). Several studies have revealed that the experience and the feeling of victimisation among 

minority members interferes with their perception of the world as meaningful, resulting in self-

distorted perceptions, self-devaluation, depression and suicidal thinking (Arbona & Jimenez, 

2014; French & Chavez, 2010; Grants et al., 1990; Meyer, 1995). 

The minority stress theory emphasises two types of stressors: distal and proximal. Distal stress 

is external to the individual and may include experiences of rejection, prejudice and 
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discrimination. Proximal stress, on the other hand, is an internal process which is very often an 

outcome of the distal process. The proximal stress process includes attempts to conceal one’s 

minority identity, alongside negative feelings towards one’s identity and minority group. Such 

feelings could appear as vigilance and anxiety about prejudice (Lipsky, Kernic, Qiu, & Hasin, 

2016). Discrimination or the experiences of “othering” are conceptualised as stressful life 

events which may have significant effects on mental health (Lipsky et al., 2016). For example, 

several studies have shown that discrimination is associated with alcohol abuse and mental 

disorders (Gee, Spencer, Chen, Yip, & Takeuchi, 2007; Kessler, Mickelson, & Williams, 1999; 

McLaughlin, Hatzenbuehler, & Keys, 2010; Savage & Mezuk, 2014). 

Experiencing both proximal and distal processes over time may lead to experiencing high and 

chronic levels of stress, resulting in health problems (Dohrernwend, 2000; Meyer, 2003, 2007). 

The minority stress theory has mainly focused on racial and sexual minorities, confirming 

through 134 empirical studies that difficult social situations are associated with higher levels of 

stress, as well as with increased poor health outcomes among minority individuals (Pascoe & 

Richman, 2009). An evidence of the latter issue is demonstrated in the high rates of morbidity 

among African Americans, higher rates of depressive symptoms, substance abuse, 

unemployment, higher rates of physical and mental illness and lower life satisfaction, compared 

to Whites (Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000). Similar outcomes appear among lesbians, gay 

and bisexual individuals who suffer from heightened symptoms and problems of substance 

abuse, higher rates of suicide and cancer, compared to heterosexuals (Banks, Kohn-Wood, & 

Spencer, 2006; Williams et al., 1997; Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000). 

Studies have also shown that racial minorities are particularly vigilant regarding racism, and 

that this fear which is specified to them as minorities, keep them fearful of future discriminatory 

experiences (Hatzenbuehler, 2009; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991; Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, & 

Lyubomirsky, 2008). It is common that general psychological processes act as proximal 

stressors for minority groups. Nolen-Hoeksema et al. and Hatzenbuehler relate an example 

about rumination, which is caused as a result of being exposed to prejudice. Rumination, 

according to Hoeksema et al. and Hatzenbuehler, is a psychological process through which a 

person invests time and energy focusing maladaptively, repetitively and obsessively on past 

events. This process among minority individuals, may result in negative and maladaptive 

symptoms such as depression, anxiety, isolation, social difficulties and alcohol abuse. Thus, 

prejudice and discrimination as external factors may affect and result in internal stress (Kuster, 

Orth, & Meier, 2012; Wilson, Glimore, Rhew, Hodge, & Kaysen, 2016). 
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In order to explain elevated morbidity and death rates among minorities, some theorists rely on 

the social selection hypothesis, which links health disparities with genetics and biological 

heredity (Bailey, 1999; Dohrenwend, 1966). However, this assumed and debated reason did not 

fully explain the phenomenon of health disparities. Therefore, a second hypothesis, a more 

social one, suggests that environmental factors may explain the health disparities. According to 

this hypothesis, the difficult social situations that minority group members face in terms of 

discrimination, prejudice, limited access to resources and lower socioeconomic status, all create 

higher levels of anxiety and stress, which lead to poor physical and psychological health 

(Cochran & Mays, 2009; Dohrernwend, 1966; Meyer, 2007). 

The conditions above are linked to domestic violence because, according to the minority stress 

model, they are identified as stressors. They are also structural factors according to the 

sociocultural perspective which can lead, as argued earlier, to frustration and conflicts within 

relationships (Field & Caetano, 2004). These structural and stressful factors affect family 

members and marital relationships because when a man cannot provide for his family, this 

might negatively affect his masculine identity, status and self-esteem. These factors, according 

to Haj-Yahia (1998a, b, 2002a), can produce a masculinity crisis that could sometimes be 

compensated for by what Sa’ar and Younis (2008: 98) identified as “overmanning” to restore 

the man’s status. Simultaneously, the woman’s feelings of guilt and responsibility, especially 

for the harsh conditions experienced by the husband and his feelings of helplessness, may 

increase her dependency, resulting in the repetition of the cycle of violence (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, 

b; Jeweks, 2002; Kearney, 2001). Relating the various terms of the theoretical frameworks 

discussed so far, particularly the effects of and the relationship between racial domination and 

domestic violence within the different groups, Belk’s (1988) “Extended Self” theory is also 

relevant to the current study for its contribution to understanding violence at the micro, as well 

as the macro levels. 

2.4.5 The extended self theory  

The primary aim of employing this perspective is to demonstrate how violence occurs on micro 

and macro levels using similar justifications. One important concept that this perspective 

highlights is the meaning of “possession” - which is directly related to perpetrating violence 

against the “other”. In this section, I present the theory and discuss its relation to domestic 

violence against women.   

According to Kacen (2011:31), this theory is defined as a “superficially masculine and Western 

metaphor comprising which is perceived as “me” (the self) and as “mine” “. Belk (1988:140) 
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articulated the two concepts of “me” and “mine” as integrated and interwoven in such a way 

that one thinks of “one’s self.” By the term ‘extended self”, Belk (1988) includes many and 

diverse concepts such as the body, internal processes, perceptions, experiences, people, places 

and things one feels attached to (Belk, 1988, 1989; James, 1980; Kacen, 2011). External objects 

are perceived as part of the “self” only when one practices power or control over them. When 

control increases, the objects become closer and more attached to the self. As Belk (1988:141) 

states, “we may impose our identity on possessions and possessions may impose their identity 

on us”. 

Belk (1988) emphasised four strategies through which objects are made part of extended self: 

control, creation, knowledge and contamination. According to Belk, possessing objects can 

literally allow us to do things which we were not able to do prior to their possession and 

therefore objects can extend the self. However, Belk also argues that being able to ‘do things’ 

contributes to the sense of the self. Thus, possession of objects affects people’s capability and 

being. Therefore, according to Belk, the loss or the threat of losing these possessions may 

weaken the self because a person may experience such losses as a fragmentation of their own 

identity. 

In her work regarding the meaning of “possession”, Kacen (2011) cited Sartre (1943) who 

explored the relation between “having”, “doing”, and “being”. Sartre emphasised that when an 

object becomes a possession, what is the ‘self’ and the ‘not self’ is no longer distinguishable 

because “having” and “being” merge and become synthesised. Thus, according to Sartre, when 

having, doing and being are integrated and contaminated, possessions become important 

because they start to affect and determine the person’s self-definition.  

In two studies that examined people’s attachment to objects such as gifts and other possessions, 

Schultze-Kleine, Kleine, and Allen (1995) found that when people were highly attached and 

perceived objects to be closer to the self, a relationship develops between the self and the object. 

This relationship could be very problematic as it situates “me” in the centre while ignoring 

aspects of relationships with others – “we” (Kacen, 2011). 

Such concepts as “self”, “possession”, “being”, and “identity” are important and directly 

connected to domestic violence. The concept of possession consuitutes one of the major 

components of interdependene stated earlier which characterises violent relationships, whereby 

a couple, and I argue nations, rely on each other for their own identity and self-esteem 

(Campbell, 2001; Coker, 1992). According to Campbell and Coker, in such relationships, in 

times of dispute the perpetrator usually releases his anger on the woman, seeing her as the guilty 
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party. If a victim of domestic violence decides to leave an abusive relationship, the violent 

partner may feel threatened, and that his whole identity is under threat. Such feelings of 

immense threat may possibly lead to the escalation of violence, murder or suicide. This feeling 

of ownership - or “possession” as Browne (1987) defined it - describes the sense of ownership 

that many batterers feel and enact towards their partners. Furthermore, Browne’s (1987) 

discussion of possession goes further, suggesting that possession becomes a belief that when a 

person owns something, he is entitled to use it according to his own discretion and judgment – 

an ideation which applies powerfully and directly to men’s feelings of ownership over women’s 

sexuality. Patriarchy, as with any other system of ownership that allows one group of people to 

“possess” another group, can cause inequality that will not only lead to violence, but will also 

depend on and reinforce violence in order to maintain the regime of inequality (Acker, 2006; 

Hattery, 2009a, b; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2009). 

In sum, examining violence against women amongst ethnic minority groups, such as the Arab 

Palestinian society within Israel, raises tangled complexities due to the multiple social and racial 

layers that encircle Arab women. These layers which create barriers for women, I chose to see 

and label as women’s entrapment, and they include Arab women’s stigmatisation for being a 

battered woman residing in shelters, being societally discriminated against for breaching 

traditional norms through disclosing their family’s secrets to formal agents and the layer of 

racial discrimination for being a member of an ethnic minority whose members are considered 

and defined by Israeli institutions as ‘second class citizens’. To connect and capture all these 

factors, and the multiple dimensions of Arab battered women’s entrapment, usage of an 

ecological perspective for conceptualising domestic violence against women is essential. 

2.4.6 The ecological perspective 

The ecological approach is relevant to this study because it articulates and displays the different 

oppressive circles surrounding Arab battered women in abusive relationships in Israel and 

which affect their lives and decisions. This perspective perceives violence as a multilayered 

phenomenon within which interplay occurs between the multiple factors on different levels (Ali 

& Naylor, 2013; Carlson, 1984; Dutton, 1988; Edelson & Tolman, 1992; Heise, 1998). 

Although they share the idea of intertwined levels of reasons, ecological frameworks have been 

studied in different ways. For the current study, I describe and use Belsky’s (1980) descriptive 

framework, which consists of four levels of different factors best described as circles, and 

render a comprehensive explanation of domestic violence (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The circles of the ecological perspective 

• Personal History includes: Family background, being a witness and /or victim of abuse, 
absent or rejecting father. 

• Micro: Male dominance, dynamic, quality of spousal relationships, conflicts. 

• Exo: Socio-economic status, unemployment, isolation, law enforcement practices. 

• Macro: Male ownership of women, rigid gender roles, cultural norms, consent of 
violence and punishment.   

According to Belsky (1980), the innermost circle of the model represents the individual’s 

personal history. The micro-system circle represents the immediate context within which abuse 

occurs, which is most likely within the family or the marital relationship. The exo-system 

includes formal and informal institutions and social structures. This level includes the micro-

system but also includes the impacts of workplace, neighborhood, and social networks. The 

final circle is the macro-system which includes general cultural attitudes. In addition to these 

four circles, Edelson and Tolman (1992) suggest merging an additional one called the 

mesosystem which represents the relationship between the different agents or institutions that 

are in the person’s social environment. For example, this circle includes the linkage between 

the person’s family and factors such as work, extended family, and peers. It could also include 

the person’s relationship with formal agencies such as the police, courts and social services 

(Heise, 1998). 

The personal history circle includes variables such as having witnessed violence, being a victim 

of abuse in childhood, and having an absent or rejecting father. Individual history is related to 

the person’s initial and developmental experiences which shape his or her attitudes and 

reactions to microsystem and exo-system stressors (Heise, 1998). Several studies show that 
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very few factors can be associated in predicting which women experience a heightened risk of 

partner violence. However, in a meta-analysis study conducted in North America among 

females who were victims of violence, Hotaling and Sugarman (1986) found that out of 42 risk 

factors, only one indicator – witnessing violence as a child – was consistently associated with 

being a victim of partner abuse. As for men, all three variables stated above were correlated 

with their becoming batterers. 

The microsystem circle includes variables of male dominance, a male’s wealth, alcohol abuse 

and marital conflict. This circle refers to the interactions a person has with others. In addition, 

this circle includes the subjective meanings that a person associates with these interactions 

(Heise, 1998). For the battered woman and her partner, family is the most salient microsystem 

(Heise, 1998). Consistent with feminist perspectives focusing on male dominance and 

economic abuse, a cross-cultural study conducted by Levinson (1989) revealed that these two 

factors of male dominance and wealth rendered the strongest predictors of societies with higher 

rates of violence against women. Yllo and Straus’ (1990) study found that macro-level norms 

which accept male dominance underpinned and to some extent stimulated the correlation Yllo 

and Straus found between patriarchy and violence. In a study conducted by the same authors 

comparing rates of violence in the United States in 1990, a linear association between 

patriarchal norms and violence against women was revealed. The rate of wife physical abuse in 

states which approved of male dominance was two times higher (6.2% compared to 3.1%) than 

that in states which promoted more egalitarian norms. Consistent with this finding, many 

studies have revealed that men who are brought up in patriarchal families are more vulnerable 

to become violent spouses compared to those raised in egalitarian families (Fagot, Loerber, & 

Reid, 1988; Freidreich, Beilke, & Urquiza, 1988; Gwartney-Gibbs, Stockard, & Bohmer, 1987; 

Koss & Dinero, 1989; Riggs & O’Leary, 1989). 

According to the literature, marital conflict was also found to be highly predictive of partner 

violence (Coleman & Straus, 1986; Heise, 1998; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986). Sexual jealousy 

and accusations of infidelity were found to be the most prevalent stimulus for marital conflict 

(Browne, 1987; Wilson & Daly, 1995). A high correlation between men’s substance abuse and 

violence against their partners has also been reported (Freize & Browne, 1989). 

The exo-system cycle refers to formal and informal social structures, which are often 

byproducts of broader social changes such as migration. This circle encompasses factors such 

as socio-economic class, unemployment, isolation of women and families, and delinquency.  
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Although violence against women cuts across all socio-economic classes, several researches 

assert that it is more widespread in families who suffer from low incomes and among 

unemployed men (Gonzales de Olarte & Gavilano Llosa, 1997; Heise, 1998; Nelson & 

Zimmerman, 1996). For example, the national family violence survey in the U.S conducted by 

Straus, Gelles, and Steinmentz (1980) revealed that the rate of domestic violence among 

families who lived at or below the poverty line, was five times more than the rate of domestic 

violence in families with a better financial status.  

Poverty in both perspectives, the ecological and the sociocultural, is viewed as a stressor which 

leads to frustration and a sense of helplessness, particularly when men fail to fulfill their cultural 

role as providers (Heise, 1998). However, in this circle there is a major role for communities in 

contributing to or maintaining the violence on two levels: the first is through laws, norms, and 

regulations, and the second level is by the ways in which communities choose to deal with the 

problem; either by overlooking or responding to it. Some communities choose to deny seeing 

and dealing with the problem and tend to overlook their responsibility for addressing it 

(Carlson, 1984). Furthermore, Carlson argues that the attitudes of professional agencies such 

as the police and mental health services directly impact on victims of domestic violence because 

these attitudes influence both the formal and the informal policies and practices that people 

adopt when interacting with victims. These service providers often act as gatekeepers because 

they tend to blame victims and discourage them from seeking formal help (Davis & Carlson, 

1982). 

As for women’s and families’ experiences of isolation, the exo-system circle also interfaces 

with the feminist theory, as researchers show that social isolation is both a cause and a result of 

violence (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Gelles, 1974; Heise, 1998). Cross-cultural studies have 

demonstrated that acquaintances of the victim tend to stay away in cases of domestic violence, 

thus violence becomes one of the causes for women’s isolation. However, battered women’s 

feelings of embarrassment and fear as a result of the abuses function to isolate them from their 

family, friends and social interactions and thus violence in this situation becomes the 

consequence of violence (Counts, Brown, & Campbell, 1992; Heise, 1998). The final factor 

that is examined in the exo-system is delinquency. Delinquency as a predictable factor for 

violence, is related to men’s behaviours as teenagers. Petty and Dawson (1989) asserted that 

male peer group behaviours in adolescence could be a strong predictor for violent behaviours 

in adulthood. 

The macro-system circle is related to the cultural values and beliefs that affect the interior three 

cycles. This circle includes values such as male entitlement to or ownership of their partners, 
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the social construction of masculinity with its main two features of aggression and control, rigid 

gender roles, and social approval of violence against and physical punishment of women 

(Belsky, 1980; Heise et al., 1999; Vives-Cases et al., 2009). This macro-system circle functions 

through its impacts on the other factors located lower down in the system. For example, support 

and legitimisation of male dominance at a macro-level will affect the organisation of power in 

the community and institutions, will impact on resource distribution, and will shape the way 

decisions are made in intimate relationships. 

These concepts of power, resource distribution and decision-making, according to feminist 

theory, are directly related to patriarchy. Cross-cultural research has revealed that cultural 

definitions of manhood which primarily connect manhood to dominance and honour, constitute 

one of the major factors in the macrosystem level that increases violence against women 

(Counts et al., 1992; Heise, 1998). Furthermore, several studies have demonstrated that 

attachment to rigid gender roles, whether individually or societally, increased rates of violence 

against women. For example, McConahay and McConahay’s (1977) research with 17 cultures 

found that gender role rigidity was strongly associated with intimate partner violence. 

As with feminist theoretical perspectives, the ecological perspective links men’s sense of 

ownership of women to domestic violence, and further indicates that these conceptualisations 

are sometimes reinforced by historical and religious texts. Evidence of similar assumptions 

around gender violence appear in the approval of women’s punishment adopted by multiple 

cultural groups (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Schechter, 1982). According to some cultural rules, 

under specific circumstances the chastisement of women is approved, and in such cases the 

abuse is justified (Heise, 1998). For example, in a study of 6926 Indian men, 30% of the men 

in the sample admitted to hitting their wives. However, a significant proportion of the sample 

highly approved of wife beating if women disobeyed their husbands or elders (Heise, 1998; 

Narayana, 1996). Almost two thirds of the men agreed that women should always obey their 

husbands’ instructions and one quarter agreed that physical force should be wielded against 

women when they are disobedient. The latter fraction climbed to 50% in some districts within 

India (Narayana, 1996). In sum, the usage of Belsky’s (1980) nomenclature offers a 

comprehensive conceptualisation of domestic violence against women, as this model 

categorises the different factors for violence on different levels.  

The theoretical framework detailed in this section complements and conceptualises the various 

factors or layers affecting Arab women in Israel. The importance of using this framework lies 

in being able to examine the participants’ narratives from different angles and levels: the 

personal, interpersonal, familial, societal and political. Furthermore, this framework enables the 
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examination and integration of important concepts such as structural stressors, power, 

possession, micro and macro perspectives, which all act as contributing factors to violence 

against women. Such examination may enhance the analysis to move between the multiple 

layers of personal, societal, psychological and national identities.  

2.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I displayed the broad theoretical, social and global dimensions of domestic 

violence against women, and divided this chapter into two complementary sections. The first 

section shed light on the phenomenon of domestic violence against women; its magnitude in 

different parts of the globe, the different explanations and definitions provided by different 

scholars. I also highlighted the relationship between violence and the strategies women adopt 

to cope with violence, and discussed the complexity of women’s decisions whether to stay or 

leave an abusive relationship. I pinpointed the structural factors such as patriarchy and racial 

discrimination, as contouring factors to violence against women which in turn impacted on their 

decisions.  

In the second section, I discussed the theoretical framework that I employed in the study which 

included: intersectional feminism, the sociocultural perspective, the minority stress model, 

Belks’ self-extended theory, and Belsky’s ecological perspective. These perspectives manifest 

not only the interrelated dynamics between the different structural factors of power relations, 

race, gendered violence, patriarchy, and discrimination. Rather, they also create a 

comprehensive theoretical framework that enable the examination of Arab women’s complex 

experiences. Each one of the theories highlights specific aspects of the experience of battering. 

However, together they create a suitable framework to examine the micro as well as the macro 

dimensions of violence against Arab women in Israel, as they demonstrate and shed light on 

different aspects of the multilayered entrapment of Arab women. 

Consistent with exploring Arab women’s entrapment, the following two chapters describe the 

multiple layers entrapping Arab women. The chapters start from a general review of domestic 

violence in Israel, to be followed by a discussion of Arab Palestinian society within Israel. I 

also examine the history of Al-Nakbah and its consequences on Arab society, as well as the 

colonising state of Israel, and its past and present attitudes towards the Arab population as an 

ethnic minority. Throughout this process of distinguishing the layers which shape Arab battered 

women’s experiences, I make connections between political violence and domestic violence, 

using the lens of the theoretical framework outlined in this chapter. 
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 Chapter Three - 
Domestic Violence against women in Israel 

3.1 Definition  

At the beginning of the 1990s, Israel officially acknowledged women’s battering as a public 

issue that required an appropriate social policy. The enactment of the Israeli Law against Family 

Violence in 1991, led to the criminalisation of the physical abuse of wives, and practical 

methods were adopted to combat violent behaviour and to punish perpetrators (Raday, Shalev, 

& Liban-Kooby,1995; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999a). This legislation has been established to 

implement and provide “legal response for all families regardless of their ethnic, religious or 

national identity and affiliation” (Haj-Yahia, 2004: 238). 

The formal definition of domestic violence against women in Israel follows the social 

regulations of the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Social Services - The Takanon 

(2004)3. The Takanon identifies four common types of violence against women similarly to 

common categorisations: physical, sexual, psychological or emotional and violence against 

women’s assets and belongings.   

Physical abuse is defined as signs that can be observed (such as bruises, cuts, broken bones, 

swelling). Powell and Smith (2011) argued against the common belief that all victims of family 

or partner abuse suffer mainly from beatings as the major form of physical abuse. According to 

these authors, this is a misconception. Different reports regarding the issue of battering, 

conducted in different countries, have revealed that physical abuse may include biting, hitting, 

slapping, shoving, restraining or threatening to use physical violence (Powell & Smith, 2011). 

Powell and Smith also argued that sometimes the threat is directed at the women’s family 

members or children.  

Regarding the severity of physical abuse, Dobash, Dobash, and Cavanagh (1985) argued that 

over the course of a relationship, only 3% of assaults on average are “low” in physical severity. 

The remaining assaults are considered “medium” or “high” in all aspects: in their severity, 

numbers and duration, particularly the physical assaults women have suffered from when they 

first enter the shelters. Browne (1987) also outlined the warning signs – what is known as the 

“red flags” – which indicate a higher likelihood of eventual homicide. These signs include 

                                                             
3This is a set of regulations which define procedures and actions to be conducted in different social domains such 
as people with autism, underage groups, disabled people, families (including family violence), and child 
protection. The regulations are determined by the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Social Services of Israel.  
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escalating physical violence, threats of murder, possessing a knife or gun after the threats of 

murder, locking the woman in the house, several injuries in each attack and killing the woman’s 

pet.  

Sexual violence is defined as any sexual act directed against the victim’s body and against her 

will (National Coalition against Domestic Violence - NCADV, 2007). This category 

encompasses a wide range of sexual assaults including: having intercourse with someone 

against their will, the use of physical threat or actual physical violence in order to coerce the 

victim into sex, imposing any intimate act while the woman is still hurting from violence and 

insisting on any other acts which the woman rejects or which she finds degrading or 

disrespectful. This category also covers sexual behaviours which are conducted without 

physical violence, such as incest and any indecent sexual assault. Through sexual abuse, 

perpetrators aim to humiliate and dominate women and it occurs in approximately 40% to 45% 

of abusive relationships (NCADV, 2007). 

According to different scholars, such as Mullender (1996) and Walker (1988), physical abuse 

is frequently combined with sexual abuse for the purpose of dominating women’s behaviour. 

Marital rape is an example of this. These two types of violence, the physical and the sexual are 

combined in various ways such as in injuries to the breasts and genital areas. However, despite 

its connection with physical violence and as stated earlier, the likelihood of sexual abuse to 

occur in abusive relationships ranges between 40% to 45%, the reported incidences of sexual 

abuse in most countries are relatively low (Simister, 2012). Feelings of shame, self-accusation, 

guilt, fear of retaliation or fear of the legal system, which sometimes causes revictimisation by 

judging the victim’s behaviour, and history a are factors that prevent women from reporting 

sexual assaults (The National Centre for Victims of Crime, 2008).  

Psychological or emotional abuse emphasises the intended aim of the offender to destroy the 

victim’s self-esteem. It is mainly manifested by constant criticism, suppression of the victim, 

extortion, jealousy, social isolation, preventing the victim from having food or sleep, stalking, 

humiliation, manipulating the victim’s self-worth and minimising her abilities (Powell & Smith, 

2011). When victims feel worthless, their belief in being deserving of better treatment is 

damaged. Such situations, where women experience those feelings and are unable to see or 

believe in alternatives, especially emotional ones, may sometimes contribute to explaining 

women’s decisions to stay in abusive relationships (Mullender, 1996; Powell & Smith, 2011). 

In general, battered women describe the humiliation and degradation as the most damaging part 

of their ordeal. In their research with battered women, Follingstad, Rutledge, Berg, Hause, and 

Polek (1990) found that 99% of the participants had experienced emotional abuse. Moreover, 
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most participants perceived emotional abuse to be worse than physical abuse. Similar findings 

regarding women’s reactions to the damaging effects of emotional abuse appeared in Walker’s 

(1984) research, as well as in Binney et al. (1988), who found that about 68% of the women 

who participated in the national refuge study stated that emotional abuse was a major factor for 

them to leave home.  

Violence against women’s assets and belongings refers to systematic damage to the victim’s 

belongings (without any contact or harm to the victim’s body) to terrify, suppress and harm the 

victim’s feelings and psychologically undermine her.  

Although in Israel, definitions of domestic violence against women follow the formal 

regulations discussed above, in 2004, Eisikovits, Winstok, and Fishman conducted a survey in 

Israel in which they classified domestic violence against women in a different way, focusing 

on verbal abuse (shouting, cursing, name calling), psychological abuse (threats, control, 

attempts to isolate the woman, restriction of her daily and social activities, restricting access to 

resources), physical abuse (breaking objects, moderate and severe physical violence) and sexual 

abuse. The current study follows the typology of the Takanon.  

Economic abuse is an additional type of violence against women. The literature and feminist 

movements in Israel indicate that this type of violence is primarily displayed by ensuring that 

the victim is financially dependent upon the offender (Isha L’Isaha, 2007). Global statistics 

show that between 35% to 56% of battered women are harassed at work by their abusers, 

resulting in them quitting their jobs and becoming economically dependent upon the abusers 

(Powell & Smith, 2011). 

3.2 Domestic violence against women in Israel: its incidence, the 
law, and the state’s Arab population  

Whilst it is estimated that in the USA one out of 10 women is battered, in Israel the figure stands 

at one in seven (Adelman, 2000). Recent studies have revealed that the annual prevalence of 

domestic physical abuse in Israel is 10% to 13%, with a higher rate among the Arab Israeli 

population compared to the Jewish population (Eisikovits et al., 2004; Muhlabauer, 2006; 

Tartakovsky & Mezhibovsky, 2012). 

Haj-Yahia (2000b, 2004) argues that since the end of the 1970s, Israel has been developing a 

wide range of legal responses, interventions, practices and policies to deal with violence against 

women. These responses, which adopt Western approaches, are individualist and so ignore 

cultural differences, despite the wide ethnic diversity in Israel. For instance, Haj-Yahia outlines 
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that Arabs in Israel as an ethnic minority perceive law as punitive. Hence, in cases of domestic 

violence, where the relevant authorities such as the police and courts have to act according the 

Family Violence Law, which was stated earlier, such an act compels intervention in family life 

and invades its privacy (Haj-Yahia, 2004). Furthermore, and like many countries, several 

researchers have shown that despite mandatory arrest jurisdiction occurring in Israel, police 

avoid arresting perpetrators and continue to avoid formal reactions in cases of domestic 

violence (Feder 1997; Ferraro 1989; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999a). The police’s abstention from 

acting formally further jeopardises the safety of many Arab women because they transgress 

familial and societal boundaries by seeking external help but are then left without a practical 

solution.  

According to the annual report submitted by Britta (2017) to the centre of research and 

information of the Knesset (Parliament of Israel), 126 Israeli women were killed between 2007 

and 2016. Between 2013 and 2015, 72 women were murdered; 80% of them were killed by 

their male partners, or due to familial conflicts. Half of the victims (34) were killed by their 

partners and more than a third were Arab women.  

Arabs accounts for 20% of Israel’s population.  In 2015, out of the 22 women who were killed 

in the country, 8 were Arabs (36%). Thirty-six percent of murdered Arab women out of 20%, 

illustrates that the number of Arab women killed by their partners or family members in 2015 

was approximately twice more than the percentage of the whole Arab population in Israel. In 

the same year, between January and October, 19,100 police records were opened for charges 

concerning domestic violence in general, of which 12,333 were women’s complaints of 

domestic violence. Seventy percent of these complaints were submitted by Jewish women. The 

women’s complaints which remained open and gained police attention were differentiated 

according to the type of the violence: 6,519 complaints were for physical violence; 2,124 were 

for damaging the women’s possessions and belongings; 267 complaints related to sexual abuse 

and 24 involved murder or attempted murder. As for shelters, there were 738 battered women 

with 989 children resident and treated in the shelters during 2015, 41% of whom were Arabs. 

The over-representation of Arab women not only appears among shelter residents, but also 

among those murdered, as 12 of the 25 (48%) Israeli murdered women in 2018, were Arabs.  

It is important to note the increase in women murdered by their partners or family members. 

From 2011 to 2013 the numbers were 18, 13, and 14 murdered women in these years, 

respectively, whereas from 2014 to 2016 the number of femicides increased by over 60% to 

become 26, 22, and 21 victims, respectively. According to the Israeli media at that time, 

focusing mainly on the murders of Jewish women, this dramatic leap was associated with the 
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war Israel experienced in 2014 with its invasion of the Gaza Strip and the occupied territories, 

known by the name - “Tsuque Itan”, highlighting the impacts and the relationship between 

political conflict manifested through the war and domestic violence against women (Mizrahi-

Simone, 2015). 

In the current study, I examine domestic violence against Arab women in Israel. This needs to 

be contextualised within a deeper understanding of the Arabs’ situation as an ethnic minority, 

including their culture, history and present reality inside Israel. However, before discussing the 

Arab people’s situation in Israel, it is important to provide a brief description of the shelters in 

Israel. As I also interviewed Arab women treated at family welfare centres, I will briefly 

describe these centres as well. 

3.3 Shelters and Family Welfare Centres 

From a Western perspective, refuges are regarded as one of the most important interventional 

methods (Ben-Porat, 2002) in domestic violence. Ben-Porat argues that the shelter has been 

described as the most significant component in the range of professional interventions provided 

for women suffering from domestic violence because shelters provide women with support, 

physical safety, and a place where they can temporarily escape from violence and receive 

assistance with how to leave the cycle of violence. The idea of shelters and providing a safe 

place for women originated with feminist activists as a response to the harsh and cruel reality 

battered women had been experiencing for decades (Dobash & Dobash, 1992). The refuge 

provides an important opportunity to make a change because it meets two of women’s basic 

needs. First, refuges provide women and their children with a safe physical space. Secondly, 

they enable women to destabilise their ongoing dependence on men for necessities, reflected in 

accommodation and finance and to acknowledge other alternatives. In providing a safe physical 

space for women and working with them on creating a financial alternative, shelters provide an 

important response to one of the most profound means through which men sustain control over 

women (Ben-Porat & Itzhaky, 2008; Dobash & Dobash, 1992). This response acknowledges 

that women’s economic dependence on men is a crucial aspect of patriarchy, male dominance 

and supremacy. Shelters thus provide an essential support for women both emotionally and 

materially as they meet the core needs of most battered women (Dobash & Dobash, 1992).   

The provision of refuge and housing for battered women started in the early 1970s. It began in 

Britain and quickly spread there as well as internationally. In Israel, it started on July 14, 1976 

when Marcia Freedman, a member of the Knesset, requested a full discussion on domestic 

violence. Although she was mocked and not taken seriously by her fellow parliamentarians, she 
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and other feminist activists in Israel began to organise against rape and violence against women. 

Their activism resulted in the establishment of the first shelter in Israel in Haifa in 1977. By 

1995, there were six shelters in Israel supported in part by the government, different women’s 

nongovernment organisations (NGOs) and funded by local and foreign volunteers and 

donations. Today, there are thirteen shelters in Israel, two of which are for Arab women. 

Although Arab women may go to Jewish shelters, this does not occur very often because of 

language barriers and cultural differences. 

A survey conducted in Israel during the mid-1980s revealed that most women who escaped to 

shelters were identified as those who were at high risk of homicide. Most of them came to 

shelters feeling weak and vulnerable (Epshtein & Merder, 1986). In their survey, Epshtein and 

Merder found that the shelter provided these women with a safe place, security and a break 

within which they had the chance to reconsider their lives in abusive relationships. In Israel, 

after conducting risk assessments, the social services refer battered women with high risks of 

homicide to shelters. Aside from providing a safe place in which women could stay up to nine 

months, the shelters provide psycho-educational therapy, legal aid and advice, individual and 

group therapy, emergency guides and mediation with different institutions within the 

community (Ben-Porat & Itzhaky, 2008; Krishnan, Hilbert, McNeil, & Newman, 2004; 

Postmus, 2003).  

Family welfare centres are considered an additional response to combat violence against women 

in Israel. These centres are a joint project of three main organisations: the government; local 

authorities of the city; and NGOs (Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Social Services, 

2018). In Israel, there are 67 such centres, providing therapy for 7000 people annually. The 

major goals of these centres focus on conducting risk assessments, working with women on 

safety plans in cases of severe and immediate violence and providing therapy for all family 

members, including children (Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Social Services, 2018).  

The main difference between the centres and the shelters lay in the fact that the centres provide 

therapy for perpetrators as well as for victims. Furthermore, they are family and community 

oriented in terms of building projects and establishing educational workshops in social 

institutions such as schools.     

As stated earlier, some Arab women who seek external help to cope with violence may face 

more difficult and dangerous outcomes from families or partners who perceive such actions as 

contradicting the Arab family’s values and culture, issues which I will detail in the following 

section. Despite the advantages of shelters in providing alternatives for battered women, the 
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Arab population perceives women’s refuges as a tool to subvert and destroy Arab families in 

Israel (Haj-Yahia, 2002a) and Arab women who enter shelters are as a result predominantly 

stigmatised and ostracised by their community (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Kattoura, 2013). 

3.4 Violence against women in Arab societies: magnitude and 
prevalence 

To understand the position of Arab women in Israel, it is important to outline the problem’s 

magnitude in Arab society in general, before focusing on Arab society within Israel – its culture, 

values, family norms and structure. I first explore domestic violence within Arab societies and 

then focus on Arab society within Israel, making connections between some characteristics of 

Arab society and the theoretical framework.  

Several features coalesce to define culture. Such features include “beliefs, practices, values, 

norms and behaviours shared by members of group” (Sullivan & Rumptz, 1994: 567). The 

modernist view defines culture as a set of grouped and shared characteristics, whereas 

postmodernism asserts the variability of culture. The socio-political standpoint examines 

culture through the lenses of oppression and power (Kasturirangan, Krishnan, & Riger, 2004).  

Theories that examine the association between culture and violence argue that violence is an 

outcome of cultural values, which are translated into norms, rules and practices that grant men 

more power and superiority than women (Torres, 1991). These values predominate in societies 

with a patriarchal structure, such as Arab ones. Although patriarchal values are common in 

different parts of the world, women from different racial and ethnic backgrounds may 

experience different types of violence and may also respond differently to violence (Ahmad et 

al., 2004; Campbell, Masaki, & Torres, 1997; Mills, 1996; Schuler, 1992; Sullivan & Rumptz, 

1994). For instance, Black American women are taught to be ‘in control’ in the presence of 

Anglo Americans. They may feel uncomfortable disclosing their experiences in front of White 

people or women working in shelters, out of fear of shaming their families and communities 

and thus reinforcing prejudice against them (Kasturirangan et al., 2004).  

In her review of cross-sociocultural contexts presented in thirteen qualitative research reports, 

which all included 282 women from different ethnic and geographical backgrounds, Kearney 

(2001) concluded that violence against women was often overlooked and accepted by almost 

all parties such as families of origin, communities, and even by the women themselves, in order 

to protect patriarchal values that promoted familial commitment and social stability. Similarly, 

in her research with the Arab population, Shalhoub-Kevorkian (1994, 1999b) found that as a 

conservative society, many Arab women and their families suffered from shame, guilt, and 
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wider familial and social ostracism if women were to break up their families. A positive aspect 

of patrilineal kinship, however, could be found in the protection women could receive from 

their fathers and brothers. Such protection, according to Shalhoub-Kevorkian, may take the 

form of a temporary shelter provided to women in case of marital disputes. According to authors 

such as Kulwicki, Aswad, Carmona, and Ballout (2010) and Brosi and Rolling (2010), these 

specific norms of providing a temporary shelter among Arabs are based on kinship rather than 

religion, as similar behaviours are evident among Christian and Muslim Arabs.  

In Arab societies in general, while extra-familial violence is recognised and publicly 

condemned, interfamilial violence against women is predominantly hidden (Douki et al., 2003). 

It is even regarded by many, including health professionals, police and even victims, as a private 

matter and in some cases, legitimate. Evidence of this can be seen in the shortage of domestic 

violence research in some Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia (Kapoor, 2000). However, and 

despite the scarcity of research, the available findings provide considerable evidence that 

violence affects a large number of Arab women. For instance, the Egyptian demographic and 

health survey, which was conducted in 1995, showed that one out of three Egyptian women has 

been physically abused and one third of those were abused during pregnancy (El Zanaty et al., 

1996). In Tunisia, the percentage of physical abuse against women was 33.8% (Belhaj et al., 

2001), whereas in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the percentages were 34% and 37%, 

respectively, in two national surveys (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). In another study conducted by Haj-

Yahia among Arab adolescents from Israel showed that 76% of the adolescents reported 

witnessing their fathers’ abuse of their mothers. 

More recent statistics presented in the United Nations report in Beirut in 2017, show that in 

2015, one in three women worldwide had experienced physical or sexual abuse at some point 

in their lives. The data available from this report shows that more than 35.5% of ever married 

women in the Middle East and North Africa regions have experienced physical or sexual abuse. 

More specifically, statistics available in Arab countries reveal that in Jordan, about one third of 

married women aged 15 to 49 disclosed physical abuse (being hit, kicked, and slapped), 13% 

of them during 2016. In Egypt 46% of married women between the ages of 18 and 64 

experienced some form of spousal abuse, with 43% subjected to emotional abuse, 32% physical 

abuse and 12% sexual abuse. Ten percent suffered from all three forms of violence, whereas 

24% stated that at least one incident had occurred in the last 12 months, that is, in 2016. In Arab 

countries undergoing conflict, such as Syria, data collected in 2015 demonstrates that 28% of 

female Syrian refugees in Jordan reported incidences of psychological abuse, about 28.8% 

reported physical assault and 32.7% reported child marriage.  
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After demonstrating the situation and statistics available of violence against women in some of 

the Arab countries, in the following section I discuss the situation of Arabs in Israel.   

3.5 Arab Palestinian Society in Israel  

Israel is characterised as a diverse society within which different national, ethnic and religious 

groups of people live. The majority is Jewish and approximately 20% of the population is Arab, 

even though diversity also exists within these groups. In the Jewish population there are 

generally two main categories: Ashkenazim who came from Western countries, and Mizrahim 

or Sephardim who came from Muslim countries (Schwarzwald & Amir, 1984; Smouha, 2008; 

Smouha & Karus, 1985; Younse, 2007). At the beginning of 1990, thousands of Jews emigrated 

from Russia and Ethiopia (Shechory & Ben David, 2010; Shechory-Bitton et al., 2015; Younse, 

2007). 

Among Israeli Arabs, the majority of the population is Muslim (82%), while Christians account 

for 9% of the population and Druze 9% (Shechory-Bitton et al., 2015). Like Jewish society, 

within Arab society there is also great diversity according to religion and lifestyle.  

Regarding lifestyle, it is important to shed light on two distinctive communities – Druze and 

Bedouins – who mainly live in geographic areas separate from the Jewish population. Both 

groups are different from other groups in Arab society in being rural communities and living at 

the margins of Palestinian society in Israel (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008, 2013; 

Al-Krenawi, 1995).  

Most Bedouin people inhabit the southern Negev Desert region and their society’s structure is 

still tribal (Al-Krenawi, 1995). There are approximately 140,000 Bedouin people living in Israel 

(Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008, 2013). According to Abu-Rabia-Queder and 

Weiner-Levy, in 1948, the Israeli government moved the Bedouins from the Negev to a city 

near Beer Sheva, which was considered a restricted military zone. In this process, the Bedouin 

people lost their access to schools which had already been limited before 1948. Under its 

military regime, the government provided poor educational services, having only four grades 

with very low attendance, especially among girls. In addition to the ongoing expropriation of 

lands that has been occurring since the 1960s and 1970s, the state of Israel has been pressuring 

Bedouins in the Negev to abandon their lands and resettle in seven urban localities. According 

to Abu-Rabia-Queder and Weiner-Levy (2008, 2013), these towns, which were built for 

Bedouins, lack basic services and mark the lowest point on the poverty line, causing Bedouins 

in these towns to be the poorest population in Israel. 
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It is estimated that 56% of Bedouins live in these towns while the remaining people stayed in 

their lands in what are known as “unrecognised villages” (not marked on any map). Bedouins 

who refused to move and insisted on staying on their lands lack basic services such as water, 

electricity, sewage and schools (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2013; Human Rights 

Watch, 2001). Bedouin schools are poorly built and maintained, overcrowded and lack basic 

educational facilities and are understaffed (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008).  

Most Druze society is located in the northern villages of Israel. Although the Druze people 

follow an esoteric religion, they share the same language and patriarchal familial structure as 

all Arabs in Israel (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2013). Due to a painful history and 

severe persecution by Muslims, Druze have historically inhabited high mountains. Today, 

approximately 100,000 Druze reside in 16 mountain villages in Israel (Abu-Rabia-Queder & 

Weiner-Levy, 2008, 2013). Being located and settled in isolated areas, Druze people have 

formulated and established a rigid rural and conservative community that adheres to its esoteric 

religion and cultural norms (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008).  

In Arab society, male dominance is legitimised in all religious groups (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; 

Kattoura, 2013), although it is more rigid within more conservative communities such as those 

of the Bedouin and Druze (Abu-Odeh, 1993). Girls in these communities are predominantly 

prevented from interacting with males in public. The expectation of modesty is compulsory, 

whereby girls and women are required to be dressed according to traditions and the veil 

functions as a protection from sexual harassment (Abu-Odeh, 1993). A good wife and a good 

mother, among Bedouins in particular, is expected to remain at home and to always prioritise 

her family’s needs. Marriage and women’s ability to bear male children determine their social 

status (Cwikel, Lev-Wiesel, & Al-Krenawi, 2003). 

Although Bedouins and Druze are considered part of Palestinian society, they are viewed as 

different and not acceptable by the wider society due to their different lifestyle. Druze people 

are also rejected due to their willingness to serve in the Israeli army,4 which Arabs have 

perceived as conqueror, punitive and brutal towards Palestinians since 1948. Being 

geographically and socially segregated from other Palestinian communities, both societies’ 

interactions with the larger Arab society are very limited, especially among women. Therefore, 

                                                             
4 Due to their history of being persecuted by Muslims, Druze men (but not women and not Druze of the Golan) 
are obliged to serve in the Israeli army, in order to gain protection from the state. In contrast to Druze, Christians 
and Muslim men are not obliged but may volunteer to serve in the Israeli army or police forces. 
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feelings of alienation, being different or not belonging constitute a major characterisation of 

their experiences (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008).  

Arab women in general are socialised from childhood that their sexuality is their family’s 

property rather than their own (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1998; Cwikel et al., 2003). A woman 

who is perceived to have acted against or disgraced the strict norms of sexual conduct, even if 

she endured sexual abuse as a child, may be ostracised or even killed to maintain and protect 

the family’s honour (Cwikel et al., 2003; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999b).   

Regarding social structures, Arabs in Israel have different cultural, national and religious values 

and identity from Jewish society, which is identified with Western family values and lifestyle 

(Cohen, 2007; Mikulincer, Weller, & Florian, 1993; Wolmer, Hamiel, Slone, Faians, Picker, & 

Laor, 2013). However, Arabs are structurally discriminated against. They are over-represented 

in poverty and have the lowest socioeconomic status. Arabs’ residential areas are poor, they 

suffer from underdeveloped infrastructure, housing shortages and high rates of unemployed 

men over the age of 45 (Khoury-Kassabri, 2010; Sa’ar & Yahia-Younis, 2008).  

According to Haj-Yahia (1987, 1995, 2004) and Kanaana (1975), Arab society in Israel is 

characterised of being a society in transition, as it has been undergoing changes for decades. 

These changes are most apparent in the areas of economy, education, culture and women’s 

status in the family. Some authors, like Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2000), have argued that these 

changes are superficial, quantitative, external and lack the internal transformation that ought to 

be manifested individually, and in family and society. Evidence of this is demonstrated in a 

study conducted by Elbedour et al. (2006) who argue that the Arab population is being 

marginalised by the same urbanisation processes that are allowing young women and men 

opportunities which they would not have had in the past. Elbedour et al. emphasise that youthful 

rebelliousness and the apparent loss of patriarchal control have created a false narrative of 

adopting a Western lifestyle. According to Elbedour et al. (2006), the new lifestyle adopted by 

Arabs is mainly expressed through external changes such as in adopting more Western lifestyle 

and symbols, yet it is disconnected from values and positive cultural aspects of the Palestinian 

identity. This situation according to Elbedour et al. has not only created a false self-narrative 

but has also resulted in a widening the gap between generations, creating disharmony and 

feelings of confusion and threat within families and the wider society.  

The Arab Palestinian man is required from an early age to deal with complex questions of 

personal identity, being a member of an ethnic minority living in a country that defines itself as 

“the country of Jews” (Haj-Yahia, 1995; Hilu, 1991). On the one hand, he is raised according 
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to the norms and values of Arab society. On the other, he is continuously exposed to Jewish 

culture, which is considered Western and much more liberal than the Arab’s. Some authors 

found that Arabs’ exposure to the Jewish majority has influenced them positively in various 

ways, such as higher levels of education and a rise in the age of marriage, all in an attempt to 

equalise their life conditions with that of the majority (Rapoport, Lomski-Feder, & Masalha, 

1989). However, others have found that such exposure has increased feelings of fear and threat 

among the Arab population, including the fear that traditions, morality, and social cohesiveness 

will be lost. This fear results in a process of introversion and adherence to traditional and 

patriarchal approaches (Savaya, 1994). Both processes, especially the latter, have harmed and 

negatively affected women’s status, due to the threats the Arab man began to feel to his 

supremacy and masculinity – values that he was born into and raised by within a patriarchal 

society (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Hilu, 1991). Thus, a life of contradictions and confusion 

characterises most Arabs’ way of life in Israel, where contradictory forces have significant 

impacts on Arab society. There are forces which encourage change and the adoption of Western 

life and modernisation, while others pull toward traditionalism and conservatism (Rapoport et 

al., 1989).  

Such outcomes of confusion and disharmony are consistent with the minority stress model, 

which also includes the factor of identity concealment whereby members of a minority try to 

conceal their own identity, fearing stigmatisation and social judgments. Arab Palestinians 

concealing their identity can be viewed and experienced symbolically or internally when they 

try to be more Israeli than Palestinian in their mentality and lifestyle, creating a false self, 

detached from their national narrative (Bishara, 1993; Haj-Yahia, 1998a, b, 2002a; Rapport et 

al., 1989). Arabs in Israel suffer from discrimination and prejudice on the external level. 

Simultaneously, according to Shalhoub-Kevorkian (1999a) and Al-Krenawi and Jackson 

(2015), Arabs as an ethnic minority also face a fundamental crisis in both their inner self as 

Palestinians and in their national identities. Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Al-Krenawi and Jackson 

assert that the consequences of such internal and external conflicts can eventually impact on 

interpersonal and marital relationships.  

In sum, in this section, I described Palestinian society within Israel with its different religious 

groups, focusing on Bedouins and Druze communities who live at the margins of the Arab 

society. Arabs in Israel are over-represented in poverty, unemployment and suffer from other 

structural factors such as prejudice and internal crises of their national identity, due to 

combating and contradictory forces which further deepen the gaps between generations. 
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Furthermore, I demonstrated that rates of violence against and murder of Arab women are 

disproportional to those of the total population.  

However, alongside the conflicts and the political reality in Israel – topics which I will detail in 

the following chapter – and leading to the following section, Arab women face an additional 

major difficulty because they live in a patriarchal and collective society. Living in such a society 

leads to family violence being justified by both men and women, who believe that men are 

entitled to use physical force on women in order to educate them (Dhaher, Mikolajczyk, 

Maxwell, & Kramer, 2010; Haj-Yahia, 2004). Abu–Ras (2007) suggests that women’s 

justification of violence reflects the social and cultural acceptance of the phenomenon. 

3.6 Why do Arab women in Israel stay in and justify abusive 
relationships?  

It is important to consider the unique situation of Arab women in Israel and the factors that 

influence their decisions to stay in abusive relationships. Despite being a universal problem, the 

prevalence, manifestations and ways of dealing with violence against women vary widely 

between the different groups. Specifically, attitudes toward women is one of the major 

differences between Arab and Jewish societies in Israel (Straus, 2004; Watts & Zimmerman, 

2002). 

One of the most fundamental features of patriarchy is the belief in male dominance. In Arab 

nations in general, physical force used by a man to control female family members – a wife, 

sister or daughter – is very often perceived as normal (Haj-Yahia, 2004; Nayak et al., 2003; 

Shechory-Bitton et al., 2015). Many authors have found that Arab women’s acceptance of this 

belief, alongside other patriarchal norms and perspectives, supports the maintenance of the 

value of family unity, to avoid shame. Adhering to these values and beliefs enables providing 

a justification for violence (Dhaher et al., 2010; Wallach, Weingram, & Avitan, 2010). Shame 

and family honour are key words in Arab society, especially regarding women and women’s 

sexuality (Abu-Ras, 2007; Al-Sadawi, 1988; Gorkin, Masalha, & Yatziv, 1985; Kurz, 1996). 

Studies have found that many Arab women prefer to stay in abusive relationships rather than 

suffer from the social blame and accusations which would result from their decision to either 

separate from their partner or enter a shelter (Abu-Ras, 2007; Barnett et al., 1996; Sev’er, 1997; 

Stith & Rosen, 2007).  

In addition to the reasons and explanations detailed in the previous chapter which explain how 

women in all contexts can struggle to escape abusive relationships, such as a lack of economic 

resources and the psychological aspects which keep women trapped, there are also sociological 
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and political issues that reinforce such a trap for some women (Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 1991; 

Porter, 1981; Walker, 1979). Therefore, in order to deepen the understanding of domestic 

violence against women in Arab society within Israel, specific aspects must be addressed. Some 

of these aspects concern the structures of Arab society which are defined and divided by Haj-

Yahia (2002a) into three main categories: 1) the Arab family’s structure and values; 2) men’s 

status compared to women’s; 3) the attitudes of the Arab population towards public services 

provided by the government, especially services provided for battered women. In addition to 

these aspects, it is important to discuss the sensitive and complex political reality of the Arab 

population in Israel in terms of their being an ethnic minority. I will discuss this topic in the 

following chapter. 

3.7 The structure of Arab society in Israel 

3.7.1 The Arab family: Its values and structure 

Arab society is a collective one, which means that the family is the main unit of strength, and 

members of the family rely upon the extended family5 to provide guidance, security and 

prosperity (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). The patriarchal structure of the Arab family asserts values of 

cohesion, solidarity, mutual support and responsibility, and on family privacy. In times of 

distress, whether on the individual or the interpersonal level, the expectation is that the family 

would provide assistance, security and support to its members (Barakat, 1993; Douki et al., 

2003; Haj-Yahia, 2002a). Thus, according to such values, the individual’s success or failure is 

a concern for all family members and is not a personal matter. The Arab family is committed 

to support its members because families view problems as internal and private, and so external 

factors or agencies are not allowed to interfere (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). This approach is 

consistent with all family matters, although it becomes particularly rigid when encountering 

problems that may hurt the family reputation or honour, or in situations that may be shameful 

such as wife abuse (Haj-Yahia, 1995, 2000a, b, 2002a, 2004). According to Haj-Yahia, when a 

battered woman asks for her family’s support, she will, in most cases, receive it, and this will 

often take the form of her extended family providing temporary shelter at their place. 

Nevertheless, the family’s expectation of the woman is to stay loyal and to keep the problem 

inside family walls, since separation or divorce are typically seen as out of the question. 

According to several authors, these high expectations are strongly assimilated, bequeathed and 

imposed upon the woman, that she is expected to maintain the family unit and its stability even 

                                                             
5Extended families include family members who extend beyond the nuclear family and include grandparents, both 
parents’ siblings, and relatives.  
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if she pays the price of remaining in an abusive relationship and endures insecurity in her life 

and those of her children (Baker, 2009; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b; Wollensky, 2004).  

Generally, the rights and honour of individuals do not exceed family rights to oversee and 

control individual lives (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015). Al-Krenawi and Jackson argue that in 

exchange for protection and financial support, the family expects each member to maintain the 

family’s honour, which usually means maintaining the integrity of the patriarchal hierarchy and 

ensuring that sexual and religious propriety, especially of women, is not compromised. An 

example of this view can be seen in some Arab societies which still practice strong gender 

segregation that keeps women and girls in subordinate roles.   

Family honour can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, family honour can be beneficial 

for women in protecting them and providing help, even if temporarily, in times of marital crises 

(Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). On the other hand, what lies underneath ‘family honour’ in terms of 

ideology and practices can situate women at a higher risk of further victimisation (Al-Krenawi 

& Jackson, 2015). In collective societies, such as that of Arabs in Israel, the shame of an 

individual is reflected on all family members, as the latter are viewed to have failed in their 

duty to maintain and control their family’s honour and morality (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015).  

The family is seen by most of the Arab population as the last stronghold of the Palestinian 

person (Haj-Yahia, 1995, 2002a). Thus, any attempt to invade this space is perceived as an 

encroachment upon Arab identity and legitimacy. Even after marriage, Arab women are 

required to meet and obey their parents’ expectations, even if these may contradict those of 

their husbands. Otherwise, women may risk losing their relationship with their families and 

suffer from social ostracism (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015; Florian, Mikulincer, & Weller, 

1993).   

Haj-Yahia’s (2002a) findings concerning Arab women’s patterns of coping with their 

husbands’ abuse revealed that Arab women prioritised patterns in which the wife needs to 

change her behaviour to prevent the violence, and which assumes that it is the wife’s 

responsibility to change her husband. Most Arab women strongly rejected coping patterns 

which included threatening the husband, filing for divorce, entering a shelter, going to the police 

or leaving the home. In Arab society, divorce is viewed as a failure, mainly the woman’s failure, 

as she may be accused of being disobedient and rebellious and failing to follow the advice of 

her husband and of both her and her husband’s families (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). Another 

important finding from Haj-Yahia’s (2002a) research was Arab women’s tendency to justify 

men’s violent behaviours. Haj-Yahia’s findings showed that women blamed the wife for being 
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disobedient, disrespectful, non-complaint to her husband and his family, degrading his control 

and dominance as a male, and thus breaking the traditional norms. Moreover, women are also 

expected to pay the price of suffering from violence to maintain the values and expectations of 

protecting the family’s privacy, unity and reputation. According to Haj-Yahia (2002a) these 

findings illustrate a difficult reality in which Arab women are not able to decide independently 

about their lives or consider strategies to cope with male violence. 

Similar results were found in a recent survey conducted by the Palestinian Central Bureau of 

Statistics (Haj-Yahia & Btoush, 2018). This survey showed that 8% of Arab women justified 

their partners’ violent behaviour against them. This finding demonstrates not only women’s 

acceptance of responsibility for maintaining the family unity and honour regardless of violence, 

but also emphasises husbands’ superiority compared to wives’ role of submissiveness (Herish, 

2017) - a topic which I will further discuss in the following section of this chapter.  

In sum, the importance and the status of the Arab family and its structure and values which 

uphold gender hierarchy situate and impose a major responsibility upon women to protect and 

maintain the family’s unity and reputation. This responsibility and expectations to adhere to 

traditional and familial values not only delimit women’s ability to act and to cope independently 

with violence, but also illustrates Arab women’s status within the families in comparison to 

men.  

3.7.2 Arab men’s status compared to that of Arab women 

In the Arab family, women’s status is predominantly lower than men’s (particularly older 

brothers) and that of the husband and his family (Haj-Yahia, 1995). Arab women are expected 

to be dependent on, to prioritise their husbands’ needs, and to maintain the household (Avitzur, 

1987; Cwikel et al., 2003; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b; Ibrahim, 1993; Shokeid, 1993). Typical gender 

roles are distinctive as the husband usually fulfills the role of being the main provider and 

protector (Barakat, 1985a, b; Haj-Yahia, 1995; Ibrahim, 1985; Kattoura, 2013; Rugh, 1984). 

Women are often perceived by both men and women as possessing the means of deception and 

evil in terms of seeing them as manipulators and potentially dealing with sorcery (Al-Krenawi 

& Jackson, 2015; Douki et al., 2003; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003). 

Despite the transitions Arab society is undergoing in Israel, which have yielded changes in 

women’s status, such as the rise of age at marriage, and increased access to education and 

employment, men still possess considerable power within the family. Several authors argue that 

the changes in Arab women’s status are still predominantly seen as superficial, without 



 59 

percolating deeply into the traditional societal and familial values to change the perceptions and 

expectations of women (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2000; Shokeid, 1993). Evidence for this is seen 

in women’s role as mothers and wives which continue to be traditional and non-egalitarian 

(Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999b). Moreover, values such as equality between marital partners are 

not a priority in most of Arab society (Haj-Yahia, 1995). Attempts to meet this challenge of 

gender equality are not welcomed and may be met with resistance and conflict due to patriarchal 

codes.  

Men’s power is manifested financially, and in their social superiority as well as in the typical 

division of gender roles that still predominate in Arab society. For example, men expect their 

wives and children to respect and obey them (Haj-Yahia, 1995, 1996, 2000b). When men thus 

feel their dominance, or their virility and rights are being threatened, they can resort to violence, 

justifying it in terms of patriarchal values (Dobash & Dobash, 1992; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, 2004; 

Haj-Yahia & Edleson, 1994).  

Studies conducted among the Arab population in Israel have shown that although both men and 

women believe that the man’s violence is his own responsibility, there is also an equal tendency 

among both men and women to understand the violent behaviour and to accuse the wife for the 

violence. The husband’s violence is predominantly viewed as a result of the difficulties he faces 

in everyday life, seeing him as a victim of economic circumstances and hard life conditions, 

whereas the wife’s behaviour is mostly perceived and described as rebellious or disrespectful 

(Haj-Yahia, 1998a, b, 2002a, b). 

As stated earlier, although women’s families of origin usually support them and provide 

temporary shelter in case of a marital dispute, families will still be tuned to the husbands’ 

explanations (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). This, according to Haj-Yahia, puts more pressure on the 

woman to keep her suffering within the family, and consequently results in her being expected 

to understand the violence and to change her behaviour toward her partner and his family. 

Women are expected to endure this situation to prevent separation, in order to avoid causing 

the partner, his family and her own family of origin a bad reputation in the community (Baker, 

2009; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). Dutton (1992) and Saundres (1994) found that this type of family 

pressure to stay with husbands was strongly linked with an exacerbation of women’s fear, 

anxiety and helplessness.  

Observing Arab women’s status from males’ viewpoint, the situation is not optimistic. Authors 

such as Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2003), Herish (2017), and Azaiza, Abu-Baker, Hertz-Lazarowitz, 

and Ghanem (2009) have suggested that many Arab men feel they are losing control of their 
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families for a more independent woman, who may dress less modestly or insist on completing 

her education or getting a job, against the husband’s or the father’s wishes. However, some of 

these women, according to Herish and Shalhoub-Kevorkian, may find themselves accused of 

sexual impropriety, thus damaging the value of honour and may therefore be subjected to 

violence or even extreme violence justified under the guise of ‘honour killing’. This situation 

has been observed in the increased numbers of murdered Arab women during the last few years, 

and it challenges the conception and debates on Arab-Israeli women’s rights of identity, since 

under some circumstances, struggling towards becoming a more independent woman could be 

lethal (Herish, 2017; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003).  

Due to the ongoing political conflict, Arab society in Israel is being suppressed in different 

forms by the different systems of the state, particularly on the levels of finance and employment. 

Arab men continuously face difficulties in providing for their families, and according to Herish 

(2017), financial difficulties and being unable as men to fulfill their main roles as providers 

may result in escalation of pre-existing gender inequalities and traditional roles. Herish argues 

that such an escalation eventually leads to an exacerbated frustration and violence against the 

less powerful – women and children. Thus, the difficult political and economic conditions 

constitute an essential reason for Arab women’s suffering and their exposure to violence. Herish 

(2017) deduces that in addition to the patriarchal norms in Arab society, the state of Israel has 

a major role and responsibility in creating or avoiding dealing with these conditions. Arab 

women are thus trapped in a situation and are under pressure not only from their family and 

society, but also from what could be their last available help resource – the state.   

3.7.3 Arab attitudes toward government services  

Confusion and suspicion are the feelings that most characterise Arabs’ attitudes toward 

institutions and public services in Israel (Al-Krenawi & Wiesel, 2002; Haj-Yahia, 2002a). 

These thoughts and emotions become more aggravated when approaching services which deal 

with women and feminine issues, especially shelters which are often perceived as a Western 

intervention that aims to destroy the Arab family and its uniqueness (Haj-Yahia, 2002a).  

The literature shows that battered women worldwide are generally aware of the public services 

provided to help them and that most women use these services during different periods of their 

lifetime, especially the police (Lewis, 2002). Nevertheless, the literature differentiates battered 

women belonging to ethnic minorities from others, describing the former as more hesitant and 

more likely to abstain from seeking help (Bauer, Rodriguez, Quiroga, & Flora-Ortiz, 2000; 

Hutchison & Hirschel, 1998). Aside from the political conflict and the suspicious feelings 
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minorities have toward the majority’s culture, language is a major barrier for women who do 

not have the support of their husband or family (Ahmed et al., 2009; Bauer et al., 2000; 

McFarlane, Soeken, Reel, Parker, & Silva, 1997; Raj & Silverman, 2002). 

In Arab society, help or support provided to individuals is accepted if it does not contradict 

either the nuclear or extended family’s needs and goals (Haj-Yahia, 1995). Scholars have found 

that Arab battered women in Israel, like other minorities, tend to avoid using professional 

services, compared to Jewish battered women (Al-Krenawi & Wiesel, 2002; Haj-Yahia, 1995, 

2001). Studies have demonstrated that many Arab women will avoid going to professional 

agents such as social workers or police because of a persistent belief that the law does not 

protect women, as well as the belief that Israeli institutions aim to destroy what is left of Arab 

tradition (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003). 

Arabs, both men and women, believe that services provided for women, especially shelters, 

have negative and hidden goals which focus on weakening men’s status in the family and 

society, harming the wellbeing of Arab families and interfering with their personal affairs, for 

the purpose of imposing more sophisticated and dangerously oppressive methods and strategies 

against Arabs (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Savaya, 1995, 1997; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003). Many 

Arabs believe that adopting Western values through the Jewish culture, particularly among 

women, as in the case with shelters, puts women and their families in a dangerous situation, 

such that the traditions and values of the Arab family are threatened. Destruction of Arab 

families consequently leads to the destruction of the entire Arab society, a result which many 

Arabs believe is the state’s goal (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003). Furthermore, according to 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Haj-Yahia (2002a), the Arab population believes the services offered 

to them do not meet the same standards as those provided to the Jewish population. Haj-Yahia 

(2002a: 726) also argues that Arab people’s refusal to use services symbolises a political stance 

whereby Arabs identify with the Palestinians’ conflict and express their “opposition to the 

Zionist character of the state of Israel”. Consistently, Arab women were found to perceive 

Israeli institutions and government services as racist, that they aim to divide the family and are 

symbols of oppression. Arab women believe that these services are not interested in their 

wellbeing and the welfare of Arab families, particularly the police who are perceived to be 

punitive, non-protective, oppressive and exploitive (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 

2004). 

Evidence of the above is illustrated through the report conducted in 2004 by the Mosaawa 

advocacy centre for Arab citizens in Israel, which revealed that the murder of Arab citizens in 

Israel by police forces is executed without due process or punishment. The report showed that 
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out of 16 incidents of Arab citizens killed by security officers (occurring after the events of 

October gust 20006), only two were filed as against police officers. Moreover, the report also 

reveals racist perceptions of the Jewish society, shown in 70% of the Jewish public thinking 

that Arab citizens are a threat to the state security; 34% blame Arabs for taking over jobs, and 

hold Arabs responsible for the bad economic situation; and 22% of Jewish people reported their 

willingness to support an extreme right party which promotes ethnic cleansing if it could run 

for election. Aside from everyday acts of discrimination, in the past few years more fatal 

incidents of racism have been occurring against the Arab population in Israel. Examples include 

the 2004 bombing of an Arab citizen’s car, other bombs placed in mosques, the 2005 killing by 

a soldier of four Arab citizens on a bus in the Arab city of Shafa’amer, the bombing of the 

church in Galilee in 2016 and, recently, the Basic Law legislation of 2018 which declared that 

Israel is the nation-state of the Jewish people. Some of the most highlighted clauses of this law 

assert that Hebrew is the official language of the state, the state will be open only for Jewish 

immigration, the land of Israel is the historical land of the Jewish people and Jewish settlement 

is a national value, which is encouraged and promoted. One of the most fundamental critiques 

against this law was the damage it would cause to Israel’s democracy and to the rights of its 

minorities, especially the Arab people of Israel.  

All these incidents have tremendous effects on women, particularly in terms of the perceived 

reliability and potential discrimination of the state’s official institutions, primarily the police. 

On the other hand, these incidents also affect Arab men’s conceptualisation of masculinity and 

virility which contradict their feelings of helplessness and subordination. This clash between 

men’s expectation of themselves to be capable and powerful versus their reality, where they 

could find themselves powerless and subordinated, could in turn be projected onto women 

through acts of violence (Sa’ar & Yahia-Younis, 2008). 

On the spousal and familial level, and consistent with patriarchal norms, the act of going to 

formal agents, especially the police, can result in a woman losing the sympathy of her friends 

and community (Haj-Yahia, 1998a, b, 2000a, 2002a). In addition, Haj-Yahia argues that the 

husband may interpret his wife’s going to the police as her way to take revenge and punish him. 

This might activate his anger against her and her family who will both be viewed as rejecting 

reconciliation. This interpretation by the husband and his family may cause conflict between 

entire families, thus expanding the violence from the spousal to the interfamilial level (Haj-

Yahia, 2002a).  

                                                             
6 “October gust-Habbat October”- 13 Arab citizens were killed by the Israeli police forces. 
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Although these beliefs and attitudes are consistent with the findings of studies which have 

examined coping strategies with domestic violence among different ethnic minorities 

(Abraham, 2000; Ahmed et al., 2009; Imam, 1999; West, 1998), I argue that Arab women’s 

situation could be more vulnerable, and their entrapment is more dangerous. Arab women’s 

help options are limited from the start. Not only do they live in a patriarchal male-dominated 

society, which adheres to gender inequality, but also the external help resources reflected by 

the government institutions, which could be considered the last option available for some 

women, are already perceived by women as suspicious, racist and unhelpful. Thus, and as was 

discussed earlier, Arab battered women as members of an ethnic minority suffering from racial 

discrimination, may find themselves in the middle, between two major structural factors – 

gender and race. Their entrapment is established because gender rules are commonly used to 

promote race-based discrimination, whereas racist rules are used to enhance sexism and 

patriarchy (Anthias, 1998; Sa’ar, 2007). 

3.8 Summary 

In this chapter I outlined the phenomenon of domestic violence and its definition, prevalence 

and magnitude within Israel. I also detailed the different types of violence articulated in Israeli 

laws and regulations.  

Being an ethnic minority, with a different lifestyle and traditions from the Jewish population, 

Arabs’ life circumstances in Israel are complex because they are exposed to contradictory 

perspectives, alongside experiencing racial discrimination. To better understand the situation 

of Arab society within Israel, I first reviewed domestic violence in Arab societies in general in 

order to highlight the common patriarchal structure. Then I outlined the uniqueness of Arab 

society within Israel, where Arabs in Israel constitute an unwanted ethnic minority who live 

and suffer from ongoing political conflict.  

To articulate and understand the experiences of Arab women in abusive relationships, it is 

important to understand their social and political circumstances, which could have a direct 

impact, not only on their decisions and coping strategies in response to abuse, but also on the 

help options available to them. Therefore, I discussed the structure of Arab society in Israel, 

outlined its core values - particularly collectivism, honour and the importance of family unity - 

which all may impact, shed light on and explain women’s ways of coping with violence.     

Cultural contexts include customs, traditions and historical experiences. I believe that it is 

imperative to consider such factors when seeking to understand and appreciate how domestic 
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violence impacts on various populations. Nevertheless, it is equally important to understand the 

political dimensions of the specific population researched, such as the Arab population in Israel, 

its past and present circumstances of discrimination, experiences of oppression, practices and 

beliefs. These factors are equally important because they can act, as Bent-Goodley (2012) 

perceived them, as barriers or strengths in terms of the population’s capability to cope with and 

respond to domestic violence against women. The following chapter will thus detail the political 

dimension of the Arabs’ situation in Israel, their past, their collective trauma and their present 

status as an ethnic minority. 
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 Chapter Four - 
The Political Reality of Palestinians in Israel:  

Past and Present 

As illustrated in the previous chapter, domestic violence in Israel, as in all countries, is common 

and occurs in all socioeconomic classes and sectors of both Jewish and Arab. However, the 

prevalence and patterns of violence and ways of coping with it vary significantly between the 

different groups (Straus, 2004; Watts & Zimmerman, 2002). Cultural values are clearly one of 

the main reasons for differences in the coping strategies of different ethnic groups. However, 

varying attitudes regarding violence against women could be also impacted upon by other 

factors such as political conflict (Abu Ras, 2003; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

The Palestinian people’s history is deeply affected by the collective trauma of Al-Nakbah (the 

catastrophe) in 1948, not only because of its consequences of loss of life, but also because its 

impacts still shape Palestinians’ daily lives (Sabag-Khoury, 2006). Al-Nakbah resulted in loss 

of land, the deaths of thousands of Palestinians or their exodus, loss of language, poverty, 

unemployment, difficulties in coping with a hostile environment, and ongoing racial 

discrimination after they became an ethnic minority (Sabag-Khoury, 2006; Shalhoub-

Kevorkian, 2004; Zraik, 1999). 

Understanding and acknowledging the collective trauma Palestinians faced in Al-Nakbah is 

fundamental to an analysis of Arab society in Israel, and its feelings of suspicion and distrust 

towards the government and its institutions. In its deepest meaning, Al-Nakbah refers to the 

massive and dramatic confrontation that had been occurring since the beginning of the 20th 

century between Israel as a Zionist state and the Arab countries, particularly the Palestinians. 

This confrontation occurred in three major phases: in 1948, 1956, and 1967. The first 

confrontation led to the fall of Palestine and transformed Palestinians into refugees, whereas 

the last resulted in a new form of exodus of Palestinians and the military occupation of what 

was left of Palestine – the West Bank and Gaza Strip, as well as parts of Egyptian and Syrian 

lands (Dessouki, 1973). Dessouki (1973) insisted on calling this confrontation ‘total’ because 

it encompassed almost every aspect of life: economic, social, political, technological, national 

and military. Until 1948, there was on the one side Zionism – a sophisticated political 

movement for the development of a Jewish nation, which followed and adopted modern 

Western technology, enjoyed a growing economy and organised educational and social 

systems. On the other side, Arab societies were traditional, characterised by tribal leadership 

and religious value systems. Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2004) argues that Arab societies at that time 
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were described as allegedly legally independent, after the withdrawal of the British and French 

mandates. However, the British mandate regime for Palestine, as well as in most Arab societies, 

was still in control, leaving Arabs colonially dominated with little awareness of world politics. 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian also argues that the establishment of Israel was achieved through military 

force and technology, leading Palestinians to abandon their lands and homes, fearing massacres. 

As a result, most Palestinians were either killed or became refugees in other countries. Due to 

this historical reality, Palestinians perceive Israel as a major source of violence on different 

levels, symbolically, physically and militarily, and so they articulate the establishment of Israel 

as Al-Nakbah – the catastrophe (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

Today, Arabs as an ethnic minority in Israel comprise approximately 1.2 million people and are 

legally considered Israeli citizens (Shalhoub-Kevorkian & Daher-Nashif, 2013). Al-Nakbah 

transformed Palestinians into an unwanted minority in their homeland (Rouhana, 1997). The 

term ‘Israeli Arab’ can reflect the dilemma, or better the reality, of the dual components of 

inclusion and exclusion of Arabs in Israel. This dual identity has been addressed in the writing 

of many scholars. For example, Rabinowitz (2001:66) defines Arabs in Israel as a “trapped 

minority”, while Sa’ar (2007) views the Arab minority as a population suffering from 

contradictions of identity. 

Several researchers who have examined the correlation between conflict violence and mental 

health reveal that one third to one half of people suffering from political violence will 

experience some type of mental health problems (deJong, Kaomproe, &Van Ommeron, 2003; 

Sousa, Kemp, & El-Zuhairi, 2014). However, there is a shortage of information about how 

political violence intrudes into everyday places, especially families (deJong et al., 2003; Sousa 

et al., 2014). Within contexts of being trapped as a population, some authors who have 

examined the relationship between conflict violence and domestic violence argue that violence 

against women not only reflects men’s power and control over women, but also expresses men’s 

powerlessness and vulnerability, particularly their sense of manhood, which is damaged in 

times of war and poverty (Gelles, 1987; Jewkes, 2002). 

As argued in previous chapters, several scholars view violence against women as a way of men 

resolving their crisis of masculine identity, which is firmly related to values of honour and 

respect (Clark et al., 2010; Gelles, 1987). Through violent acts, men can express their power 

and ensure their position of dominance in the family. Furthermore, it has been argued that men 

in general, and Arab men in particular, tend to overdo their gender. According to Sa’ar & Yahia-

Younis (2008), this style of behaviour, known as ‘overmanning’, serves as a way of men coping 

and responding to the crisis of manhood in the Arab world. Evidence of this correlation was 
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demonstrated in a survey conducted by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics in the West 

bank and Gaza Strip, during December 2005 and January 2006. The survey, which included 

4156 randomly selected women, revealed that women whose husbands were directly exposed 

to traumatic experiences of political violence had 47% higher chances of disclosing 

psychological violence, 89% of physical violence, and 123% of sexual violence, compared to 

women whose husbands did not experience personal political violence. The survey also 

examined the indirect effects of political violence, where men were exposed to political 

violence through others such as family members, rather than personally. The exposure to 

indirect political violence also yielded high rates of violence against women, as the results 

showed that women whose husbands were indirectly exposed to political violence had 61% 

higher odds of disclosing physical violence, whereas the odds to report sexual violence reached 

97%, in comparison to women whose husbands were not indirectly exposed to political 

violence. These results, according to Clark et al. (2010), implied a correlation between political 

violence and domestic violence against Palestinian women. 

The Palestinian-Israeli political conflict, in which one ethnic group controls another, is 

consistent with Foucault’s (1979, 1982, 2000) discussion, outlined in the second chapter, of 

“Bio-Power”, concerning the means and effects of such control. After the establishment of 

Israel, the Zionist movement referred to Israel as the “State of the Jewish people” (Rouhana, 

2010; Rouhana & Ghanem, 1998; Zreik, 2003). This has changed the whole image and 

experience of Palestinians – demographically, politically, socially, culturally, in language, 

infrastructure, and family life (Sabagh-Khoury, 2006). The military regime that followed Al-

Nakbah invaded almost all aspects of life for the Arab minority. The regime took control over 

resources and exercised political and military power over Arab citizens. Some of these acts 

included expropriation of land, political surveillance, threatening people, and dismissing 

professionals due to their political agendas. There were many collaborators working with the 

military regime, including police departments, the internal security services and even Arabs 

who were mainly from the older generation and tended to be subordinate to every regime. The 

construction of the Arab minority as suspect became a justification for the military regime, and 

thus placing Arabs under the state’s surveillance and control appeared to be legitimate (Sabagh-

Khoury, 2006). 

This dramatic reality transformed the personal and collective memory of the Arab population 

into repressed memory, or as Sabagh-Khoury (2006) refers to it, “collective amnesia”, which 

ceased to appear or be discussed. The Arab minority in Israel did not deal with Al-Nakbah and 

its impacts on society and families. Rather, the political violence Arabs in Israel suffered from 
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after the catastrophe was denied, even though it continued to be deeply pervasive in the 

existence and identity of the Arab minority who had to initiate a “controller-controlled” 

relationship with the state – similar to the interpersonal one which characterises the patriarchal 

family. 

The institutionalised violence against women that is denied by patriarchal ideology in conflict 

areas has rendered women’s victimisation invisible on both the social and political levels. 

Scholars as such Adelman, Erez, and Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2003) and Sa’ar (2007) argue that 

an essential part of the political violence against ethnic minorities appears in the majority’s 

tendency to ‘culturalise’ violence, which means to attribute it to the minority’s culture and 

values. Culturalising violence meets two important goals. First, it serves as a convenient tool 

for normalising violence against women. Second, it helps divert attention from the destabilised 

relations and conflict between Arabs and Jews. Culturalising violence may further weaken 

women’s position and protection, leading them to experience distrust, reluctance, withdrawal 

and avoidance from seeking the help of formal services which have already culturalised and 

stigmatised Arabs as an ethnic minority (Sa’ar, 2007). 

Israel has been in a state of continuous conflict, which began prior to 1948, and which has 

prevailed after the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip (Adelman, 2003; Shalhoub-

Kevorkian, 2004). The severity of the conflict aggravated during the first Intifada (‘the 

uprising’) in 1987, and again during the second Intifada (September 2000). The military 

structure, with its domineering nature, has encroached on Arabs’ social space, creating an 

intense and rigid dichotomy between what is masculine and what is feminine (Albanese, 1996; 

Majob, 1997). According to Enole (2000), militarisation is never gender-neutral; rather it is a 

personal and political process that relies on ideas about masculine and feminine categorisations. 

Scholars like Morris (1996) and Enloe (2000) have distinguished between violence that occurs 

within the military base and that which occurs outside of it. Morris and Enloe argue that military 

culture with its norms and perceptions about masculinity and sexuality is highly likely to lead 

to violence against women, particularly sexual violence (sexual harassment or rape). However, 

violence against women within a society, outside the military base remains underexamined. The 

Arab population in Israel is an example of such a situation because they live in a society that is 

exposed to military culture (Adelman, 2003; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

Israel is a country in which the boundaries between its military structure and civilian society 

are obscure (Adelman, 2003). It is very common to hear Israel described as a “nation of 

soldiers” or as “people of uniform, where everybody is in the army” (Adelman, 2003: 1121). 

According to Adelman, living in a militarised society means always being vigilant and prepared 
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for war. Some authors have gone further and described Israel as living under a declared situation 

of emergency since its establishment (Btselem, 2003; Safran, 1981). However, aside from 

warfare, even in everyday life, the nature of Israel as a militarised society marginalises and very 

often excludes full political discussion and treatment of women’s issues such as domestic 

violence. Moreover, women who have entered the Knesset have numbered no more than 11 

parliament members out of 120 seats for decades. Only in 2018, and for the first time in Israel’s 

history, did women occupy 22.5% of the Knesset’s seats (Adelman, 2003; Herzog, 1996; 

Mizrahi-Simone, 2015). 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2004: 175) argues that the present militarism in Israel is not only a result 

of history but also the outcome of additional factors such as Israel’s relationships with other 

strong nations, especially the United States and Britain, which provide support to Israel. Such 

support alongside Israel’s constant wars with its neighbours, and its strong militarisation, have 

underpinned Israel’s use of force, security and defense to establish and maintain a vigilant 

“militarised society” in its perceptions, mentality, way of life and its constant preparation for 

war. Moreover, the Jewish history of the Holocaust and the vision of the Zionist movement are 

additional factors that have prompted advanced militarism (Kimmerling, 1985; Shapira, 1992). 

Palestinians on the other hand, who remained in their homeland in 1948, and who are referred 

to as Palestinian Israelis or Israeli-Arabs, have had to bear the pain of the Nakbah and learn 

how to cope with the ‘new country’- the Jewish state.  

Historically, between 1948 and 1966, Palestinians endured military jurisdiction, which 

restricted their movements (Sabagh-Khoury, 2006). Today, and despite the end of this regime, 

Palestinians are still restricted in different and more sophisticated ways. For example, owning 

a property is always subject to state scrutiny and confiscation, Arabs do not have equal 

opportunities in work and education, and they are prevented from having or accessing equitable 

resources, budgets and services, especially in relation to education, health care and welfare 

(Rabinowitz, Ghanem’a, & Yiftachel, 2002). Such discrepancies manifest themselves in 

multiple ways. For instance, the rate of infant mortality in Jewish districts ranges between 0.9 

and 3.9 percent, whereas among Arabs in Israel the rate is almost 4 times higher, ranging 

between 4.0 and 16%. Ninety-two percent of the Arab population in Israel live in poor and 

undeveloped neighborhoods, suffering from limited access to social and health services due to 

poor infrastructure, compared to 26% of their counterparts from the Jewish population (Adva 

Centre, 2015). The gaps are also profound in school buildings and in the allocation of 

government funds for schools, resulting in many Arab schools lacking facilities and basic 

equipment (Abraham fund, 2010). Only 23% of Arab youth who finish high schools are 
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considered eligible to continue in higher education, compared to 47% among Jewish youth. 

Additionally, the gap is also viewed in pay and salary rates as the differences between an 

average salary for a Jewish employee and an Arab employee range between 40% to 60% in 

favour of the Jewish. This difference is defined by Mia’ari, Nabwani, and Hatab (2011:4) as 

the “ethnic fine”.  

Similar discrepancies between Arabs and Jews are found in physical health.  The annual survey 

conducted in Israel concerning health, morbidity and life expectancy revealed that Arabs in 

Israel have a lower life expectancy than the Jewish population. Arab men aged between 45 and 

75 years represent the population with the lowest life expectancy in Israel (Abraham fund, 2010; 

Adva Centre, 2015; Rabinowitz et al., 2002). 

Such structural factors of poverty, unemployment, health problems, financial distress and 

discrimination are considered according to the minority stress model discussed in the second 

chapter, to act as proximal stressors for Arabs as an ethnic minority. Although the minority 

stress model has been critiqued for its focus on the negative experiences of minorities while 

ignoring some unique coping strategies such as examining a positive outcome of stress which 

could be seen in personal growth, this model contributes to understanding Arabs’ situation in 

Israel (Bonet, Wells, & Parsons, 2007; Cox et al., 2010; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Savin-

Williams, 2008). Arabs are exposed to prejudice and racial discrimination, alongside high rates 

of poverty. For example, the proportion of people living in poverty among the Arab population 

in Israel has been constantly increasing, reaching 53.3% in 2015 (Adva Centre, 2015). Such 

factors are consistent with the minority stress model as well as with the sociocultural 

perspective. Both perspectives emphasise that structural factors and socially based stressors can 

lead to higher stress, frustration, experiences of inferiority and low self-worth, which may also 

be projected onto interpersonal relationships (Field & Caetano, 2004; Meyer, 2003). 

Furthermore, the minority stress model links distal stressors with health disparities, long-term 

diseases and morbidity (Brondolo et al., 2008; Steffen et al., 2003) – a situation which could 

explain the high rates of morbidity and infant mortality in Arab society stated earlier.   

While Palestinian citizens of Israel have been governed by Israeli civil law since 1966, they are 

still subjected to inequality. This discrimination is sometimes justified by the construction of 

Arab people in Israel as suspect and disloyal. As Adelman (2003: 1128) observes:  

Israelis tend to be suspicious of the Arab sectors’ loyalty to the state. Arabs cannot 
be trusted; it is said, to look out for the best interests of Jews. This is based, in part, 
on Arabs’ familial, social, economic and political links with the Palestinians in the 
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Occupied Territories and fear that Palestinians in Israel will turn on the state by 
enacting or facilitating terrorism. 

Such a perspective has contributed to the marginalisation of Palestinians in Israel, as well as 

generating discriminatory attitudes towards them by social institutions (Ghanem, 2001; Haj-

Yahia, 1995; Zeurik, 1979). Furthermore, the ongoing conflict and distrust between Israel and 

the Palestinians has affected the law and its implementation, turning the police into a militarised 

force used to preserve state security, despite having a strong army.  

Evidence of this intensified militaristic encroachment on the Arab population was observed in 

October 2000, when police forces shot and killed 13 Palestinian citizens. Following this lethal 

incident, there was a dramatic decline in the number of Arab women willing to report their 

cases of domestic violence to police or other official institutions of the state because women 

perceived these institutions to be oppressive, divisive, and discriminatory (Golan, 2011; 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004, 2009). Furthermore, following this incident, Arab women tended 

to be more willing to justify male violence, expressing more sympathy and understanding for 

their behaviour and connecting male violence to authorities’ oppression (Golan, 2011). This 

understanding was also accompanied by fear for themselves and for their partners’ lives if they 

were arrested. Partners’ arrest would inevitably lead women to find themselves standing alone 

and having to deal with various difficult external and internal complexities, such as feelings of 

guilt, accusations and blame which would emerge from their inner world, from families, friends 

and community (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1999b).  

In a similar way to Arab women, political conflicts yield similar outcomes among Jewish 

battered women. Studies have revealed that in times of war, Jewish women tend to feel guilty 

and shameful if they were to report violence because the ‘husbands were fighting for them’ 

(Gild, 2008; Isha L’Isha, 2007). Evidence of women’s reluctance to report domestic violence 

was noticed during 2000–2003. During these years of the second Intifada (‘the uprising’), 

reports of domestic violence and calls to rape crisis centres were 75% to 90% lower than usual. 

It was found that women did not feel they could complain about their husbands’ violent 

behaviours (Isha L’Isha, 2005). The same situation with similar outcomes appeared in the 

Second Lebanon war in 2006. Women reported feeling delegitimised to complain about their 

personal problems, whereas, after the war the calls to trauma centres and counseling services 

were higher than usual (Gild, 2008; Isha L’Isha, 2007). 

The outbreak of the second Intifada in 2000 caused the decentralisation of the fight, whereby 

almost all Arab citizens, not only those in the West Bank and Gaza, were viewed as a potential 
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target for military attacks. Thus, aside from the devastating economic and political 

consequences of the second Intifada on Arabs (and Jews), looking at domestic violence, the 

new situation of political conflict provided a foundation to elevate more conservative and 

patriarchal forms of control over Arab women. These forms of control were hidden behind 

‘protection’ justifications, whereby men exerted more power and control over women allegedly 

to protect them from dangerous and potentially dishonourable contact with Israeli soldiers and 

police forces (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2009). Moreover, under conditions of tension and war, 

arms dealers or anyone who possessed weapons would be underreported, because people feared 

the consequences of being arrested by the Israeli authorities, or if they were to report the 

weapons to the police, they would be accused by the community of national betrayal (Haj-

Yahia, 2000b; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

This situation has made Arab women’s entrapment more problematic. When the state, 

sometimes the last resource women could seek help from, is perceived as politically 

problematic, threatening and not to be trusted, women’s fear of disclosing violence becomes 

more aggravated. On the other hand, given the patriarchal structure of the Arab family as 

detailed in the previous chapter, the fact that an Arab woman will suffer from ostracism if she 

discloses the violence creates an opportunity for official services, including the police, to use 

this as an excuse to avoid their legal duties and refrain from helping Arab women (Shalhoub-

Kevorkian, 2004). This conclusion was revealed in Shalhoub-Kevorkian’s (2004) study, which 

found that police officers justified their abstention from help Arab battered women by pleading 

lack of time, prioritising national security, and blaming the victims. Furthermore, Shalhoub-

Kevorkian focused on police attitudes towards abused women and perpetrators. Whilst women 

were not viewed as victims, Arab male offenders, on the other hand, who were perceived as 

“terrorists”, were either ignored or suffered harsh treatment by the police.  

This examination of the Arabs’ situation in Israel illustrates the integration of the ecological 

approach. Adopting male dominance is displayed in the circle of the microsystem. The 

relationship between the Arab population and the governmental institutions, especially 

women’s perception of the police, can be viewed in the exo-system and mesosystem circles. 

The racial oppression which enhances patriarchal culture is manifested within the macro-system 

level. The situation exemplifies how the circles are affected by each other, especially the 

macrosystem which imposes pressure on the inner circles and results in the restricting, 

narrowing and to some extent even abusing or facilitating the abuse of Arab battered women, 

which is most strongly demonstrated in women’s justification of the violence. When violence 

occurs on the macro level, as in times of war or political tension, Arab women, as discussed 
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earlier, tend to justify violent behaviours of their partners and family members. Women start to 

view violence against them as a result of the political violence undertaken by the state’s 

institutions against their partners and family members.    

It is crucial to be aware of the destructive and even fatal power of establishing the ‘subordinate 

other’ in a way that legitimates hegemony and superiority (Said, 1994; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 

2004). Domestic violence against women in general, and in Arab society in Israel, in particular, 

is similar to the dynamics which occur between the powerful and the powerless, wherein the 

powerful tries constantly to ‘other’ and diminish the powerless. Said (1994) explained that the 

process of ‘othering’ is practiced through the power that rich and powerful people have, and 

through defining the other’s knowledge reductively, especially the vulnerable other. Said 

(1994) argued that this process occurs in various ways particularly through cultural codes, 

media, and concepts that substantiate and legitimise the violent behaviours of the powerful and 

dominant (Said, 1994).  

Othering in militarism and racism appears when individuals, mostly men, embrace and 

normalise policies which degrade, dominate and coerce the other (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

In the context of violence against women, the other in this case is Arab battered woman who 

suffer from two overlapping layers: the first layer I view as domestic or local, as it is within the 

women’s own society – illustrated in a whole system of patriarchy, hierarchy, and gender 

discrimination. The second layer is outside women’s community, manifested in the social 

system of institutional distrust and racial discrimination legitimised under colonisation.   

Being subjected to Israeli control in a colonised state, Palestinian society within Israel suffers 

from suppression which appears through the ongoing long-term process of attempted 

assimilation into the Jewish culture (Yiftachel, 1998; Zeurik, 1979). Although scholars such as 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Daher-Nashif (2013) differentiate between the colonisation practiced 

over the Palestinians inside Israel and that practiced over those in the West Bank and Gaza, it 

is important to acknowledge the colonialism that all Palestinians experience. Colonialism, in 

the eyes of Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Daher-Nashif (2013), refers to one group of people 

subjugating another. To Fox (2010) colonialism indicates occupying lands of other nations and 

controlling the original inhabitants in almost every aspect of life; economically, socially, 

territorially and culturally. The common theme of these definitions, lies in the relationship 

between two groups, which is mainly characterised by unequal power, particularly over territory 

and population (Horvarth, 1972). Superiority is the typical justification that the coloniser uses 

to exert and practice coercion and power over the colonised population (Shalhoub-Kevorkian 

& Daher-Nashif, 2013). Colonialism is often manifested not only as economical exploitation, 
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but also as a whole process of cultural change, through which the coloniser tries to impose 

allegedly new ideas and culture, which are his own (Merry, 1991). Postcolonialist thinking, on 

the other hand, tends to “recognize the pervasiveness of colonialism, to validate the voices of 

the colonized and to recognize and reverse patterns of colonialist domination” (Tesoriero, 2006: 

136). 

Palestinians in Israel live under colonialism and postcolonialist regimes which are integrated to 

create a complex dynamic within Arab society, and particularly towards women (Shalhoub-

Kevorkian & Daher-Nashif, 2013). Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Daher-Nashif elucidate this 

situation through highlighting the interplay that is established between the informal Palestinian 

systems and the formal legal system of the state. The informal systems include values of 

kinship, patriarchy, and traditional tribal contexts which all affect and to a large extent 

determine male and female gender roles (Yiftachel & Yacobi, 2003). Whether it is direct or not, 

this interrelationship has enhanced patriarchy and traditional contexts, which became an 

additional, and domestic facet of ‘colonialism’ over women.  

In his conclusions regarding the relationship between the powerful and powerless, Foucault 

(1980) has argued that returning control is one way to subordinate an external power. Shalhoub-

Kevorkian and Daher-Nashif (2013) and Sa’ar (2007) assert that Foucault’s goal in using the 

term “returning control” is to address people with less power – primarily women, but also 

children, the disabled and the elderly. However, instead of doing that with Arab women, 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Daher-Nashif and Sa’ar assert that Israeli power enacts different 

social behaviours which empower the informal patriarchal systems, instead of women. Thus, 

women end up having to pay the price for the struggle between politics and patriarchy, because 

even though Israeli authorities control so much of Palestinians’ lives, Arab society feels the 

need to maintain control in its own community and domestic spheres, and women’s bodies 

become the focus of this tension. The large numbers of murdered Arab women are evidence of 

this. For example, statistics reveal that during the Intifada between 2000 and 2003, the 

percentage of murdered Arab women leapt 50% more in comparison to the period between 

1997-2000 (Aharoni, 2005). 

In studying the political conflict between Arabs and Jews in Israel, Belk’s (1988) theoretical 

framework of the extended self-theory is also valid here, particularly regarding the conflict 

between two nations over possession of land. The land becomes a part of national identity for 

both sides, and is their motivation to demonstrate and exert power or control by means of 

violence if necessary, against each other (Kelman, 1999). According to Kacen (2011), 

understanding the dynamic of such relations may contribute to understanding intergroup 
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conflicts, as well as domestic violence due to the mutual influence of social and individual 

identities. The concept of possession, as detailed in Belk's theory in the previous chapter, may 

lead one party to feel threatened if they perceived that they might lose their possession of a 

particular object, particularly land, in this case. Self-extended theory links the individual and 

the nation, where the ideation of possession and the belief that it is ‘either us or them’ may lead 

individuals and nations to perpetrate violence against the other.    

The culture of violence and war that Israel has faced throughout the years has turned women 

into targets of rape and domestic violence (Rabrenovic & Roskos, 2001). In such a culture, what 

is considered nationalist in war transforms quickly to become gendered in the domestic sphere. 

This transformation is defined by several scholars as “militarised masculinity” (Adelman, 2003; 

Cohen, 1993; Cooke & Woollacott, 1993; Grossman, 1995; Maass, 2002; Ruddick, 1993; 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian & Daher-Nashif, 2013). Militarised masculinity, according to Adelman 

(2003), is characterised by dominance, control and violence, which are legitimised. 

One of the major problems in terms of violence against women in Israel and its militarised 

society rests on the easy access to weapons, as soldiers constantly carry their weapons 

throughout the day. Between 1990 and 1999, 139 women were killed by a former or current 

male partner, 50 of whom (35.9 %) were shot (Adelman, 2003). Adelman argues that women 

victims of domestic violence may compete with victims of political violence for meaning, 

legitimisation, recognition of their victimhood and for support. This happens because even 

death is organised according to a hierarchy within which prioritisation is given and immediately 

linked to the state agenda, which prioritises militaristic casualties. Prioritising these casualties 

indicates that in time of tension or war, issues such as violence against women or even femicide 

are perceived and treated as marginal or secondary (Adelman, 2003). Treating battered women 

as secondary is one of the fundamental debates that feminism has been trying to change. 

Feminism outlines the revictimisation battered women might experience when they seek help 

from official authorities, which instead of providing women with protection, might cause them 

harm and enhance their reluctance to report violence (Adelman, 2003; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; 

Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 1997). Such revictimisation could be more aggravated among Arab 

women, who represent and belong to an ethnic minority, which the state is at war with. Even 

during peaceful times, Arabs in Israel are disturbed in terms of defining and living in harmony 

with their own identity, to the extent that some scholars such as Bishara (1993) argues that 

Arabs are trying to become increasingly Israeli rather than Palestinians. Other scholars argue 

that Arabs in Israel are facing a devastating identity crisis, resulting in ambiguity, ambivalence 

and confusion. This crisis is affecting the core of Palestinians’ lives in Israel, threatening their 
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values, their history and the whole Arabic Palestinian heritage (Haj-Yahia, 1998a, b, 2002a; 

Smooha, 2008). One of the most apparent consequences of this crisis is illustrated in harming 

women’s status. This type of reaction, according to the minority stress model, is an expected 

coping response to stress.  

This thesis is motivated by the desire to discover more about the relationship between political 

violence and domestic violence within Arab society in Israel. I argue that in order to examine a 

population, I need to understand and acknowledge its history as well as its present situation. 

For this reason, I detailed the past and present political history of Arabs in Israel in this chapter, 

highlighting the structure of the state of Israel and its predominant militarised nature, and how 

such perception and structure affect Arabs as an ethnic minority. Although the current study 

was undertaken at a time when Israel was not officially at war with the Palestinians, the 

everyday life and the direct and indirect political violence against Palestinian citizens of Israel 

has continued under the colonising regime. Therefore, alongside my interest in knowing and 

hearing the experiences of the women themselves, the political aspects that Arabs in Israel face 

and live by were also part of my research questions. 
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 Chapter Five - 
Methodology 

This project is designed to examine the narratives and meaning-making of Arab battered women 

in Israel, a population that has been neglected theoretically as well as empirically. In this 

chapter, I outline the methodological approach adopted. I emphasise a feminist approach and 

choose to highlight the participants’ own narratives, their subjective understanding and 

meaning-making of the domestic violence they experienced. I also describe the recruitment 

procedure and interview process for the sample of 36 Arab battered women from shelters and 

family welfare centres from different regions in the state of Israel. The participants’ narratives 

and responses have provided the data for the study and the basis of the theoretical discussion. 

This chapter outlines the data collection, analysis methods and ethical considerations. 

5.1 Ethics Committee approval 

The application for ethics approval was made in June 2017. Initially, ethical approval was 

deferred, as the Ethics Committee at Otago University asked me to obtain official permission 

from the shelters’ and centres’ managers to conduct the interviews. In order to obtain that 

permission, I had to contact the Ministry of Welfare in Israel in order to speak with the managers 

and the supervisors of the women’s shelters and centres. Furthermore, I had to explain the 

project’s aims and provide them with my PhD proposal in Hebrew. After approximately four 

weeks these permissions were granted, and the revised ethics application was approved by the 

Committee by the end of July 2017 (see Appendix A). Consultation with the Ngāi Tahu 

Research Consultation Committee (Te Komiti Rakahau ki Kāi Tahu) was also undertaken 

(Appendix B). 

5.2 Rationale for Qualitative Methodology 

In this project I have adopted a qualitative research methodology. In order to understand the 

experiences of women victims of domestic violence, their voices need to be heard. A qualitative 

methodology enables a thorough examination of the experiences of the increasing numbers of 

Arab battered women. 

Stark and Flitcarft (1991) viewed violence against women through the concepts of control and 

entrapment that create a pattern which is very often accompanied by physical force. One 

important implication of this definition is that it indicates that domestic violence needs to be 

studied as a chronic pattern of behaviour, rather than only consisting of discrete instances of 
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physical violence. Greater attention thus needs to be given to battered women’s experiences of 

fear, self-restriction, disempowerment and other serious mental illnesses caused by domestic 

violence such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, substance abuse, suicide 

and homicide (Mercy & Saltzman, 1989). 

Despite the diverse ways of understanding the experiences of battered women, traditional ways 

of conceptualising violence against women still predominantly focus on the quantitative aspect 

of violence, examining its incidence, frequency and severity (Smith et al., 1995). Smith et al. 

argue that although such methods provide information on the number of times a woman may 

be hit or abused and also accounts for the tactics that abusers use, these methods tell us little 

about other important dimensions, such as the experience and its meaning to women, how it 

affects their lives, the woman’s relationship with the abuser, or the social meaning of the 

incidents.  

An additional critique of these traditional methods used to study and measure violence against 

women focuses on their inability and inappropriateness to capture the complexities of the 

phenomenon. For example, the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 2017) asks women (and 

men) to indicate any experiences of violent acts throughout their lives such as being hit, slapped, 

punched, kicked, threatened or coerced into sexual intercourse. However, this widely used 

instrument ignores an essential aspect of an abusive relationship which is the pervasive 

atmosphere of terror (Johnson, 2010). The instrument can neither examine the dynamics of the 

relationship nor can it assess the impacts or the severity of the violence (Boomzaier & 

Schalkwyk, 2011). Focusing on the behavioural dimensions of violence while excluding 

women’s experiences and perceptions results in failing to capture its ongoing presence in 

women’s lives and its meaning to them (Smith et al., 1995). Furthermore, Thoreson and 

Overlien (2009) found that women expressed difficulties in answering survey questions that 

examined aspects of marital and sexual abuse. The reason for their difficulties is partly related 

to their confusion and reluctance in defining their own experiences as “abuse”. Studies of 

domestic violence have thus tended to be strongly affected and guided by the researcher’s 

conceptualisation of violence, which provides little space for participants to voice their own 

meaning-making and experiences of what it is like to live in an abusive relationship and what 

constitutes violence. Moreover, focusing only on violent acts does not permit consideration of 

other factors such as the individual, interpersonal, political and sociocultural contexts that 

separately and together play critical roles in violence against women (Boonzaier & Schalkwyk, 

2011; Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh, & Lewis, 1998).  
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Scholars have drawn the attention to the ongoing nature of abuse, and suggested different 

conceptualisation stemming mainly from a qualitative standpoint (Eisikovitz et al., 1998; 

Matthews, 2004). For example, Ferraro and Johnson’s (1983:336) qualitative research with 

battered women detailed the complex process of victimisation which they called “an emotional 

career”. In their research, alongside women’s subjective perceptions and understandings of their 

experiences, Ferraro and Johnson discuss the process and emphasise the changes women 

undergo while living in abusive relationships. Ferraro and Johnson detail the phases women 

experience, moving from the standpoint where most women tend to rationalise the violence, 

deny the abuse and the victimisation to the stage where they start looking for stimulants for 

redefining the abuse and for many women, eventually to leave the abusive relationships. 

Furthermore, qualitative studies that examine women’s experiences of domestic violence have 

demonstrated the diversity of women’s definitions of violence, which are affected by different 

structural factors such as cultural codes. For example, in their study, Boonzaier and Van 

Schalkwyk (2011) cited Mason et al.’s (2008) research which examined women’s experiences 

of psychological abuse among Indian immigrants. Mason et al. concluded that this type of 

violence held specific meanings for participants which were related to typical gender roles. In 

a study of female Black Americans’ experiences in domestic violence, Nash (2005) found that 

the intersectionality of culture, ethnicity (race), class and gender shaped women’s 

interpretations of violence. Such studies have noted that migrant communities’ definitions of 

violence are affected by the definitions of the host culture as well as by their native cultures 

(Adames & Campbell, 2005; Boonzaier & Van Schalkwyk, 2011; Wilson-Williams, 

Stephenson, Juvekar, & Andes, 2008).  

Data from qualitative research challenges inflexible categorisations of violence, and provides 

ways to explore definitions, dynamics and complexities of this phenomenon (Bacchus, Mezey, 

& Bewley, 2006; Boonzaier & Schalkwyk, 2011; Fox, Jackson, Hanson, Gasa, Crewe, & 

Sikkema, 2007; Gill, 2004). Thus, considering the main goal of this study is understanding Arab 

battered women’s experiences and the way they find meaning in their lives in abusive 

relationships, a qualitative methodology is most suitable.  

5.3 Research Design  

Narrative inquiry was the methodology used in the study because it allows the researcher to 

gather and interpret the stories that individuals narrate (Morrow, 2007). Feminism provides the 

theoretical and ideological background for this methodology, due to its emphasis on two levels 

of analysis: the individual, by focusing on the importance of women’s lives and experiences, 
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and the social, through its acknowledgement that violence against women can be understood 

only in a social context (Eisikovits & Buchbinder, 1998; Gilmour, 2016; Reinharz, 1992; Wertz 

et al., 2011). In-depth interviews were employed to collect the data, because they enabled the 

women to voice their experiences and their meaning-making in their own words.  

Constructivism rejects the notion of objective truth awaiting to be discovered. Rather it sees 

that “truth or meaning come into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in 

our world – meaning is not discovered, but constructed” (Crotty, 1998: 8, 9). Therefore, given 

the fact that the current project is interested in women’s own narratives and understandings of 

domestic violence and bearing in mind that different individuals may construct different 

meanings for the same phenomena studied, I employed a constructivist approach for the study.  

In the following sections, I detail the components of the research design, starting with the 

rationales for choosing the narrative methodology and feminism paradigm and outline their 

suitability for the current research. I then explain the research procedures, including recruitment 

of participants, the interview process, data collection, types of analysis and the participants’ 

demographic characteristics. Finally, I address ethical considerations.   

5.4 The Narrative Methodology 

The key aim of this project is to explore the experiences of Arab Palestinian battered women in 

Israeli shelters and family welfare centres, in relation to the social and political structure within 

Israel. To explore multiple self-identities – being a woman, a battered woman, living in a 

patriarchal society, belonging to an unwanted ethnic minority in a colonised state such as Israel 

– narrative methodology was the most suitable approach as it provides participants the space 

and opportunity to voice and narrate their experiences and understandings of their own lives in 

their own words. Adopting a feminist perspective as the theoretical standpoint, together with 

the sociopolitical, minority stress model and the ecological approach, created a complementary 

framework for the study. 

The use of narratives in social science research began during the 1920s and 1930s when there 

was an increasing interest in both people’s autobiographies and cultural groups (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1991). However, the “narrative turn” has experienced a surge in popularity since the 

1960s due to societal shifts, such as the civil rights movement, which focused on bringing 

marginalised groups to the forefront (Riesmman, 2008). Other factors which influenced the turn 

towards narrative approaches include the critique of positivist methodologies and the shift from 

realist epistemologies (Brown, 2016; Butler-Kisber, 2010; Riessman, 2005, 2008) such that 
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social movements, individuals, scientists, and ethnic groups started narrating their experiences 

(Riessman, 2005). 

Narrative studies present the reasons and explanations of why and how human experiences have 

been formed and look the way they are (Brown, 2016), thus explaining or normalising what and 

why actions have occurred (Creswell, 2007). The definition of personal narrative varies and is 

often discipline-specific. For instance, in social history and anthropology, narrative means 

individual and group life stories, emerging from interviews, observations and documents. In 

sociolinguistics and other fields, narrative focuses on specific stories built on three factors: 

characters, setting and plot (Riessman, 2005, 2008). In sociology and psychology, personal 

narrative includes sections of text established and developed throughout a single or several 

interviews (Brown, 2016; Riessman, 2005). 

The use of narrative in research has significantly increased during the last two decades in many 

fields of social science such as psychology, gender studies, social work, education, 

anthropology and sociology. Narrative studies are thriving because they constitute a useful 

means for understanding and exploring the multiple layers of the narrators’ stories; their 

personal identity, their way of life, their culture and history (Bruner, 2004; Jovchelovitch & 

Bauer, 2000; Lieblich et al., 1998; McLeod, 1997). Additionally, the popularity of narrative 

approaches lies also in its ability to be transformative: by creating the space and opportunity 

for individuals to discuss their experiences in their own words, they can be enriched (Brown, 

2016). Ewick and Silbey (1995:199) state that “Narrative scholarship participates in rewriting 

social life in ways that are, or can be, liberatory”. 

Different scholars have identified several key strengths of the narrative approach. For example, 

Riessman (2008:8) argued that “Narratives are strategic, functional and purposeful”, whereas 

Bickman and Rog (1998) considered narrative methods to be the most suitable measurements 

to research real-life problems. Sandelowski (1991), on the other hand, categorised narrative 

research as descriptive and explanatory. In the explanatory mode, the researcher seeks to 

understand through the narrative why something has happened; in descriptive narrative, the 

researcher has several goals including: a) describing individual and group narratives or life 

stories; b) depicting the conditions which affect one storyline causing events to prevail, meet 

or conflict with others; c) describing the relationship between individual and cultural stories; 

and d) exploring the role of certain life periods in individuals’ lives (Sandelowski, 1991).  

Due to these strengths of the narrative approach, particularly for voicing participants’ 

experiences, the last two decades have witnessed a remarkable change in the methodological 
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frameworks that eventually led to a narrative turn (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Loseke, 2007; 

Sabin, 1986; Wetrz et al., 2011). 

In addition, the increasing popularity of the narrative approach is due to its potential to research 

multiple questions regarding an individual’s capability to create and maintain meaning, 

including their identity (Ewick & Silbey, 1995; Loseke, 2007). Furthermore, the narrative 

approach enables the examination of how individuals shape and manage the interplay of their 

identity, morality and behaviour (Bruner, 2003; Carless & Douglas, 2013, 2017; Elliott, 2005a, 

b). This is why, in sociology and anthropology, this approach has been used to explore the 

features and lifestyle of subgroups in society, especially those who were often unheard and had 

previously been defined mainly through structural factors such as their gender, class, ethnicity 

or religion. Through social, cultural and ethnic lenses, these subgroups are minorities who suffer 

from discrimination, yet through narrative are able to voice their suppressed experiences. For 

example, researchers have employed the narrative approach to explore narratives of lesbians, 

gay men and bisexual women’s or men’s lives (Curtis, 1988; Plummer, 1995), girls’ voices 

(Gilligan, Lyons, & Hammer, 1990) and the experiences of Palestinian women (Gorkin & 

Othman, 1996). The key tenet from the perspectives of the different scholars is that the way 

people experience the world is central in the study of narrative: “One’s personal history, the 

traditions of which one has been a part, and the social and community relations in which one 

engages form the plot outlines of day to day life” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1991: 259). 

In contrast to quantitative research and surveys, the individual and their personal story is the 

key aim and focus of the narrative approach, making it easier and more accessible for people’s 

voices, feelings and meanings to be heard (Elliot, 2005a, b). Narrative, according to Gergen 

and Gergen (1984) and Bruner (1990), is an essential factor in human life and experience, 

because through telling stories, people understand and make sense of their experiences in the 

world. People organise their stories through creating order and meaning to their experiences 

and they thus build and understand their worlds through narrative (Boonzaier & Van Schlkwyk, 

2011; Burner, 2003; Elliott, 2005a; Murray, 2003; Ricoeur, 1984). Humans are “essentially a 

story-telling animal” (MacIntyre, 1984:216). Storytelling, according to several scholars, is the 

way we humans share and make sense of our life experiences and those of others (Bruner, 1986, 

1990, 2002; McAdams, 1996; MacIntyre, 1984). 

Loseke (2007) goes further and argues that narratives establish identity at all levels of human 

lives: the personal, interpersonal, social and cultural. At the micro-level, stories elucidate 

personal identities and help people comprehend their core self. These narratives “serve as 

vehicles for rendering ourselves intelligible” (Gergen, 1994: 186). At the meso-level, the 
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process of policymaking creates narratives for institutions and their identity. For example, 

organisations produce narratives that inform service providers about the targeted groups who 

use these services (Loseke, 2007; Schneider & Ingram, 1993). At the macro-level, stories create 

cultural identities which determine which groups are to be included or not, and this 

differentiation justifies constructing symbolic boundaries (DiMaggio, 1997; Lamont & Virag, 

2002). 

With its focus on the personal, cultural and political dimensions of Arab battered women’s 

experiences, narrative methodology ideally suits the current project, as it aims to combine an 

analysis of life experiences and sociohistorical and political contexts. Personal narratives are 

expressive of the larger societal and historical context and events. For example, Loseke (2007) 

asserts that narratives of identity encompass multiple layers of self-understanding, institutional 

policies, social and cultural codes. Examining the relationship among narratives of identity 

enables exploring the links between these multiple layers – the personal, cultural and social. A 

classic example of the examination of the multiple layers of identity is viewed in situations of 

political exile where the focus is on disadvantaged or marginalised groups, and war narratives 

(Bates, 2004; Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000; Schutze, 1992). 

Boonzaier and Schalkwyk (2008) assert that narrative methodology is more than a way to 

organise people’s experiences. It is a tool that enables humans to build subjectivity because 

stories reflect the inner reality of one’s self, in which a person shapes and constructs their 

identity (Boonzaier & Schalkwyk, 2008; Carless & Douglas, 2013, 2017; Lieblich et al., 1998). 

This insight is important for research centred on working with battered women, especially 

within ethnic minorities. Loseke (2003) and Best (1997) found that narratives of wife abuse, 

and sexual abuse as in harassment and rape, have been examples of a widespread genre 

perceived as “victim stories”. However, this genre which indicates plots of harm and 

victimhood, has shaped the character of battered women as morally “pure”. Although these 

stories introduced one of the main reasons for changes that occurred in some aspects of 

domestic violence in terms of focusing and emphasising victims’ stories, they were detrimental 

and were resisted by some battered women who could not relate to them, because they did not 

perceive their experiences as extremely harmful, or because they rejected viewing themselves 

as pure victims (Loseke, 2001; Wood & Rennie, 1994). The same process of misrepresentation 

might occur on other levels, such as the organisational. Often women who are victims of abuse 

or sexual harassment find that their own experiences, when evaluated by professionals such as 

physicians, police, social services or courts, do not meet the criteria of an extreme harm 

(Loseke, 2007). In addition, dominant narratives which emphasise women’s victimhood lead to 
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another problematic consequence, because some battered women refuse to identify themselves 

as ‘victims’. This group of women believe that victim characters are socially stigmatised or 

disrespected compared to more respectful codes such as ‘agent’ or ‘survivor’. However, failure 

to present herself as a stereotypical ‘victim’ can affect women’s options of receiving assistance 

and support (Loseke, 2007; Picart, 2003). This dilemma between the participant’s own voice 

and meaning-making versus the option of seeking help if women do not meet the criteria for 

assistance, not only exemplifies the importance of narrative which creates the opportunity for 

women to voice their experiences in their own words, but also demonstrates the risks of 

women’s misinterpretation and misrepresentation when their voices are not heard. 

Overall, these arguments illustrate the complexities of domestic violence. Promoting a change 

on one level might negatively affect another, particularly when working with women from 

ethnic minorities within which other cultural codes could be more valued than women’s 

empowerment and independence. One of the greatest benefits of a narrative approach, 

particularly when working with battered women, is in its ability to acknowledge and explore 

the relationships between and among these different layers, and the different definitions of 

domestic violence against women, without having to concede any of these identities (Loseke, 

2007). 

In summarising this section, a qualitative methodology with a narrative perspective is the most 

appropriate approach. This approach meets the multiple goals of the study: starting from 

knowing ‘the stories behind the numbers’, enabling the voicing of Arab women’s experiences, 

exploring the views and beliefs of Arab battered women in shelters and centres, exploring the 

cultural impacts on violence against women and understanding violence in relation to the 

political reality in Israel.  

In qualitative research, there are varied methods of data collection, including observation, 

textual or visual analysis, interviews and focus groups. For the current study, in-depth 

interviews are the method chosen. In order to understand what a battered woman is experiencing 

in an abusive relationship; a space must be provided for her voice to be heard. However, prior 

to presenting interviews as the method for data collection, it is important to outline the rationale 

for employing a feminist paradigm to formulate and analyse the data. 

5.5 Rationale for narrative feminist analysis 

I employ a feminist paradigm to formulate the research questions and to collect and analyse the 

qualitative data. This choice is derived from the main goal of the study which focuses on 
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listening to women’s voices. Many feminist scholars, such as Wood (2001), argued that several 

research projects have established an approach concerning women’s construction of their 

partners’ violence as understandable, yet without providing an adequate explanation of how 

this understanding occurs. For example, Wood (2001:240) discussed the clinical work of 

Jacobson and Gurman (1986) which led to the conclusion that a certain amount of violence in 

marital life is seen as “normal” by the scholars who interpreted women’s explanations in terms 

of adhering to traditional norms. Wood also stated the outcomes of other researchers such as 

Bachman and Saltzman (1995) and Barnett and La Violette (1993), who argued that violent 

relationships are not atypical. One of the major reasons for such outcomes, according to Wood 

(2001), relies on the fact that most researchers were more oriented to their own agendas and 

less attentive to women’s voices.  

For many decades, feminists have also been emphasising the significant links between the 

personal and the political (Boonzaier & Van Schlkwyk, 2011; Jackson, 1998; Morrow, 2007; 

Reinharz, 1992; Segal, 1999; Yeatman, 1994; Young, 1990; 1997). Although there are multiple 

feminist perspectives on research methods, all these perspectives share one value within the 

research ethic: emphasising the importance of women’s lives and experiences (Gilmour, 2016; 

Reinharz, 1992). 

In the 1970s and 1980s the social sciences started to strongly focus on qualitative in-depth 

interviews as the appropriate ‘feminist method’, particularly due to its focus on subjective 

meanings and experiences (Maynard, 1994). Maynard argued that the materials and the data 

produced from interviews corresponded to the type of knowledge these feminist approaches 

wanted to make available, particularly the focus on women’s ability and opportunity to voice 

their experiences.  

In addition, and consistent with a feminist approach, the interview method promotes the 

possibility of the interviewer and interviewee engaging with each other on equal terms. This 

coheres with feminist research ethics (Oakley, 1981). Moreover, some feminist theorists such 

as Hartsock (1997), Harding (1992), Smith (1987), and Reissman (1993) argued that qualitative 

approaches which give women the opportunity to express their voices afford the most suitable 

methodology to understand and explore issues of gender inequalities. They emphasised that 

members of marginalised and subordinated groups are best placed to articulate the oppressive 

structures within a society, which operate power differentials. 

A feminist approach is thus the guiding framework for this project due to its clear precepts 

which consolidate and situate listening and give a central voice to women (Bui, 2007; Duff, 
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2002; Keeling & Van Wormer, 2012; Wertz et al., 2011). Furthermore, feminist research has 

challenged the conventional researcher’s role of neutrality for research purposes and being 

positioned as the “expert”. In doing so, feminist research has drawn attention to one of the most 

important ethical issues in research, reflected in the imbalanced power relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee (Ackerly & True, 2008; Enosh & Buchbinder, 2005; Hesse-Biber 

2012; Lynch, 2000; Preissle, 2007). Power dynamics in interviewing are typically asymmetrical 

in favour of the researcher. This unequal power relationship can result in exploitation (Limerick 

et al., 1996). An awareness of the power imbalance is important in a study like the current one, 

which aims to understand more about Arab battered women, a population which is already 

marginalised and silenced. 

Listening and giving voice to women, examining the linkage between the personal and the 

political, and being attentive to the power dynamics in interviews are some the major goals of 

the current study. The narrative feminist approach not only achieves these goals but is also 

crucial in projects such as the current one, aiming to investigate specific events and a specific 

social group reflecting the combination of life histories and sociopolitical and historical 

contexts (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000; Layder 1993). Additionally, and in tandem with the 

feminist ideology of providing women with the opportunity to voice their experiences, the 

narrative approach encourages women to regain their autonomy. Every woman in the project 

chose where to begin her story, which details to narrate, her story’s sequence and the 

termination of the interview. 

The narrative and feminist traditions share several assumptions. First, they both reject 

positivistic assumptions of one objective reality which can be obtained by the strict separation 

of the knower (the researcher) and the known (the participants) (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000). 

The narrative work conducted within a postmodern approach views knowledge as constructed 

rather than discovered. The researcher is both the instrument and the medium of doing the 

research and his or her influence must be acknowledged. Additionally, both traditions 

acknowledge the primacy of women’s life experiences. According to these perspectives, 

violence against women needs to be captured and understood through women’s experiences 

and through the meanings they attribute to them, while locating them in the relevant 

sociocultural context (Langellier & Hall, 1989; Nelson, 1989): “…although we do not have 

complete control over the possibilities of our lives, we can only ever speak ourselves into 

existence within the terms or stories available to us” (Drewery & Winslade 1997: 42). 

Drewery and Winslade’s (1997) statement illustrates that narrative researchers are aware of 

social factors which appear in the participants’ narratives, due to the impacts of culture and 
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social structures. Many scholars believe that regardless of the setting, whether in the street, in 

the home, between strangers or spouses, cultural codes and contexts affect the meaning and the 

acceptability of violence (Brown, 2016; Heather, 2004; Lawler, 2002; Riessman, 1990, 1993, 

2002, 2003). Wood (2001:241) asserts that despite the acknowledgment of “psychological 

variables” or “unique situational factors” that could explain some violent acts, widespread 

violence reflects cultural influences which, in turn, challenges individualistic explanations. 

Del Mar (1996: 174) argues that “…violence against wives will remain commonplace until we 

muster the will to examine how closely it is bound up with some of our most cherished values 

and most powerful cultural traits”. 

Cultural narratives are available both consciously through formal learning and unconsciously 

through socialisation, and provide individuals with the knowledge to understand violent acts 

and the contexts in which they occur. According to Wood (2001), cultures provide words, terms, 

contexts of understandings and motives on which individuals unconsciously rely to make sense 

of their personal experiences.  

Polkinghorne (1988, 1995), too, recognised the role of culture in providing acceptable 

narratives. However, he asserted that people will adopt a plot that is culturally acceptable and 

suits their own story and narrative style, thus emphasising culture’s influence on personal 

narrative. Polkinghorne (1988: 151), in Hunter’s (2010) understanding, viewed the self as 

socially constructed and continuously evolving. Polkinghorne perceived identity as connected 

to a person’s life story calling it “self as narrative”, and he highlighted the role of narrative in 

the formation of selfhood. Polkinghorne (1988), among other scholars such as Schudson (1989) 

and Peacock and Holland (1993), describes an interplay between personal and cultural 

narratives. On the one hand, diminishing the importance of culture may yield a false image 

about individuals being free and able to build any narrative or story about their “selves” the 

way they wish. Alternatively, overlooking the importance of the personal narrative, and the 

individual’s capacity to make sense of their lives may present individuals as “robots who blindly 

apply cultural stories to their own lives” (Loseke, 2007: 677). Narrative analysis in this context 

investigates both the cultural authorisation and legitimisation of violence against women, and 

women’s understanding and tolerance of violence. However, narrative analysis also examines 

women’s rejection of violence, and thus provides the platform for creating different, more 

subversive narratives.  

In understanding Neimeyer’s (2000) work, Hunter (2010) discussed the concept of a metaphor 

within a narrative through which the person reconstructs the self, in psychotherapy and in 
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research. Neimeyer (2000: 209) deduced that the self is “deeply penetrated by vocabularies of 

our place and time, expressing dominant modes of discourse as much as any unique 

personality”. His ideas touched on the inner core or essence of the identity which was influenced 

by childhood experiences. Aside from childhood experiences, Neimeyer also acknowledged the 

influences of environmental factors on the ongoing process of constructing the self.  

This insight is important in a narrative study which examines domestic violence against women 

because childhood experiences often shape people’s personalities and selves in adulthood. For 

example, difficult childhoods, growing up in violent or unstable families, and witnessing or 

being a victim of family violence can affect women’s construction of the self, but may also 

impact their choices, coping strategies and decisions towards abusive partners (Boonzaier, 

2008; Enander & Holmberg, 2008; Hattery, 2009a). 

Neimeyer (2000) argued that the self is positioned in language and he built on the concept of 

White and Epston’s (1990) work, who described narrative as people’s means to free themselves 

from problematic life stories which included experiences of dominance and oppression.  

Linking the constantly evolving self of Polkinghorne (1988) with the integrative narrative of 

Neimeyer (2000) enables an understanding of participants as the constructors of their stories, 

who bring coherence and order into their lives and situate themselves in relation to others. Thus, 

and consistent with the approach of the current project, narrative allows a focus on the personal 

as well as the social, such that stories prioritise personal experiences but also reveal 

sociocultural context. Such uniqueness of exploring several layers of identity also meets one of 

the major percepts of the feminist perspective, which emphasises the importance of listening to 

women’s voices and knots the personal with the social and the political (Reissman, 1993).  

This study’s goal takes a feminist approach which stresses intersectionality of race (ethnicity) 

and gender and that the personal is innately political. Feminist, anti-racist and social justice 

methods emphasise relinquishing control and giving it back to research subjects through giving 

voice to the voiceless (Abu-Lughod, 1990; Becker & Aiello, 2013; Berik, 1996; Cotterill & 

Letherby, 1993; Hsiung, 1996; Oakley, 1981; Stacey, 1988; Visweswaran, 1988, 1994). The 

current project gives the opportunity to battered women to have their voices heard, particularly 

a marginalised population such as Arab battered women in Israel.  

Narrative analysis complemented the theoretical framework of the current study in various 

ways. First, it provided Arab women the opportunity to narrate their stories and construct an 

additional and, in many cases, a more empowering understanding of their experiences in 

comparison to the kind of self-evaluation they previously made, which was often characterised 
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by self-blame. Narrative can provide meaning for marginalised people by exploring the impacts 

of structural and sociocultural factors such as race and gender. Furthermore, through 

constructing life stories, narrative can also provide meaning to the experiences for those who 

are oppressed (Brown, 2016; Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Narrative analysis can examine the 

interrelationships between the multilayered oppressed identities Arab women hold 

simultaneously, without having to separate these identities into independent variables. 

Narrative feminist analysis is thus most suitable for a qualitative inquiry examining ethnicity, 

class, gender and the intersectionality between these factors. 

I therefore chose the narrative approach with open-ended questions, seeing this method as 

necessary to present women’s narratives and their meaning-makings of their experiences. In 

doing so, my aim is to provide the opportunity for women to voice their own understandings of 

violence, while “spinning the yarn”, assembling parts of the fabric of the conversations, sewing 

the threads of the different and similar, personal, social, political and cultural stories to integrate 

and present ideas, experiences, identities, narratives and contexts together. 

5.6 Research procedures 

5.6.1 Sample and Recruitment 

The data in this thesis comes from interviews conducted with Arab battered women in shelters 

as well as in family violence prevention centres (family welfare centres) in Israel. The sample 

included 36 Arab women who suffered from domestic violence – partner violence or family 

member violence (father, brother, son). 

Given the population diversity among the Arab society in Israel, being composed of Muslims, 

Bedouins, Druze and Christians, I sought to interview women from all these backgrounds, 

aiming for a thorough examination of women’s experiences. 

Out of the 13 shelters in Israel, two are designated for Arab women, located in the north and 

centre of the country. The other shelters are mainly designated for the Jewish population with 

the possibility of finding one or two mixed shelters, which can include Arab women. Given the 

fact that most of the women residing in shelters have children, going to a shelter which is in 

Jewish cities is ineffective, as young children who need to go to school are generally not yet 

capable of speaking Hebrew. Therefore, there are limited opportunities for an Arab battered 

woman accompanied by her children to attend one of the Jewish shelters, which are far more 

modern and well maintained than the Arab ones. 
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In order to visit the shelters, I first had to obtain official permission from the Ministry of Welfare 

in Israel. After this was granted, I then had to contact the shelters’ managers and the feminist 

organisations which run these shelters, to explain the project’s goals and procedures and obtain 

their permission to enter each shelter. After obtaining the permissions, and prior to my arrival 

to Israel, I contacted the shelters’ managers and sent them an information sheet (Appendix C) 

translated into Arabic, which included explanations of the research objectives and procedures. 

I asked the managers to give the information sheet to women at the shelters, so that they could 

have the opportunity to learn about the research and their right to cease the interview at any 

time if they decided to participate in the research. 

For the current project, I met Arab women in three shelters: the two which are allocated to Arab 

women and a third which is mixed for both Arab and Jewish women. To cover the diverse Arab 

population, I also met women in family centres, specifically seeking Christians and Druze 

whose presence at the shelters was minimal. This required travel to cities and villages mostly 

inhabited by these religious groups.  

The same procedure for obtaining permission was undertaken with the family centres’ managers 

and supervisors. Informing the shelters and centres’ managers about the study’s aims prior to 

my arrival helped with the recruitment process, as they spoke with the women and obtained 

their initial consent. Eventually the sample included 36 Arab women whose demographic 

information is listed in Table 1.   

5.6.2 Informed consent 

At the beginning of each interview, I gave the participant a copy of an informed consent 

agreement which was translated into Arabic (Appendix D). Then, as the researcher, I outlined 

my duty and obligation of confidentiality with a brief clarification about the difference between 

confidentiality and anonymity. In doing so, I wanted to ensure that the participant understood 

that I would use the stories she told and some of her actual words in a written project. However, 

I reinforced the fact that the participant’s confidentiality would be protected, informing the 

participant that details that may reveal her identity would be omitted. 

I chose a pseudonym to identify each participant. The pseudonyms were only attached to the 

transcripts and written documentation. Finally, I explained to every woman the procedures for 

the data collection, audio recording and data storage, ensuring that the women understood how 

I would guard the materials. 
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5.6.3 Data collection 

My interviewing approach encourages free dialogue and so, in order to avoid an unstructured 

research process, I made every effort to utilise strong reflexivity and self-awareness 

methodologies to maintain professional distance, present women’s narratives intact, and be 

attentive to power dynamics. For example, I wrote personal notes in a field journal for 

clarifications and other pieces of information that were relevant for data collection and analysis 

stage. According to the literature, a reflexive journal is an important feature of qualitative 

research, as it allows the researcher to accurately record reactions, questions and observations 

regarding the research process (Crewsell, 2007; Elbaz-Luwishch, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 

2010). For this study, the journal allowed me to describe my feelings and observations 

concerning domestic violence, and to write about the participants’ body language including 

physical appearance and facial expressions, and assisted me in sharpening my critical thinking 

skills. 

I have worked in the professional field for over a decade and have acquired psychotherapeutic 

practice and counselling skills which helped in listening, and encouraging the participants to 

communicate in different ways, while demonstrating and maintaining empathy and professional 

boundaries. I have professional supervisors for both my research and therapeutic roles. These 

professional and close relationships enhanced my understanding and maintenance of 

professional boundaries. Supervision helped me shift from the role of therapist to that of 

researcher, whilst employing the advantage of therapeutic skills and knowledge when needed. 

5.6.4 The Interviews 

Domestic violence against women meets several criteria by which Renzetti and Lee (1993) 

define a sensitive topic for research. As aside from interfering with private experiences, such 

research may also involve exposure to crucial topics such as self-esteem, blame, and social 

control due to themes that may arise regarding intimate or familial relationships. According to 

Tamboukou, Squire, and Andrews (2008: 125), conducting interviews with battered women 

continually reveals “untold stories”, particularly regarding power dynamics. Power dynamics 

exist between the victim and the abuser, the connection between the personal and the political, 

or the power differences between the interviewer and the interviewee. Therefore, interviews in 

this area of research are not suited to a format of prepared questions followed by brief answers 

as the questions may fall short and miss the women’s stories. Hence and despite numerous 

methods for data collection within the qualitative research, semi-structured interviews offer the 

most suitable form of data collection for gathering rich, complete narratives. 
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In studies of domestic violence which utilise the narrative approach, it is also important not 

only to focus on what has been said, but also on what has been omitted and why. For example, 

some issues could be difficult for some people, particularly women, to narrate or discuss, an 

example being marital rape. Participants would occasionally give hints about or imply these 

issues without speaking about them directly. 

Narrative interviewing is used, according to several scholars, as a qualitative research method 

to stimulate and encourage participants to express their viewpoints regarding the topic 

researched (Bates, 2004; Elliott, 2005b; Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000; Rio, 2003). The 

interviews for the current study followed a semi-structured set of questions that helped to define 

the chosen areas to be explored, and enabled participants to shape their narratives and examine 

the impact of the sociopolitical environment on their experiences. 

Coming from the field of social work and from the same culture as the participants, I was 

meticulously aware of the power dynamics between myself as a researcher and the participants, 

as well as to the women’s tendency to try to please the “professional”, and so encouragements 

such as “tell me more about that” were minimal. Moreover, because narrative was the focus of 

this project, it was important to allow each participant to establish and build the boundaries of 

her own story and not be pushed or diverted by what I wanted to hear. I tried as a researcher to 

follow Fontana and Frey’s (2005:696) understanding of interviewing, seeing myself as a partner 

engaged in an active process with the participant - “a process that leads to a contextually bound 

and mutually created story”. This precept is consistent with the feminist perspective of viewing 

interviewer and interviewee on equal terms. 

The semi-structured interviews for the current study consisted of 13 questions, as well as the 

demographic details and the closure (see Appendix E). These questions covered three main 

domains: women’s experiences in abusive relationships, the social forces which impacted on 

this violence, and the political influences which shaped Arab women’s experiences in abusive 

relationships. All the interviews were conducted either at the shelters, which were considered 

the safest place for women at this phase of their lives, or at the family centres. All interviews 

took place in 2017 and 2018, in a quiet room within the refuge or the family centre, ensuring 

the women’s safety and comfort. To prevent any unnecessary confrontation with their partners, 

the interviews were conducted in the centres at the same time and location where women met 

their social workers, thus ensuring that the women’s schedule did not change on the day of the 

interview. One interview was conducted in two parts. This specific interview lasted for a long 

time and exceeded the working hours of the centre, which obligated me to stop the interview 

and reschedule it. However, due to the woman’s physical disability and her difficulties in 
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returning to the centre, she was required to complete the interview via telephone. After 

obtaining ethical approval to include this amendment, the interview with this woman was 

completed in this manner. 

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and no payment was offered. Interview 

duration ranged from 45 minutes to 2 hours and 22 minutes, each covering from 7 to 25 single-

spaced pages of transcript. 

The research was designed to follow a semi-structured interview format to elicit a life narrative 

that began with the statement “If you may share your story with me” and ended with asking 

about demographic details. During the interviews, I asked the participants for clarification and 

more details as they told their stories. The interviews, conducted in Arabic, were audio recorded 

and transcribed verbatim, to capture the richness of the data. The interview extracts in this thesis 

were translated into English by the researcher. 

As they were given the information sheet before the interviews and they were resident in a 

women’s shelter or were being engaged in therapeutic processes in a family welfare centre, 

most of the participants came to the interview with a clear idea of what they wanted to speak 

about. This probably meant that I, as a researcher, had less influence on their narratives. The 

fact that I am a social worker may have had a positive influence on the women by facilitating 

trust and encouraging them to see me as professionally capable of listening to their stories. At 

the end of the interview, most participants reported that although they had told their stories 

several times to therapists and social workers, they enjoyed the opportunity to take part in the 

research and “voice” their experiences to be heard by a wider audience. Most of the women 

positioned themselves as central actors in their own life stories and at the end of the interview, 

they described their positive feelings regarding hearing themselves telling their stories, yet from 

a more empowering perspective where they felt in control. 

5.6.5 Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the stage in the research where data is organised, synthesised and interpreted 

to enhance one’s understanding of the topic researched (Brown, 2016; Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 1998). Reissman (2008) asserts that narratives need interpretation as they don’t speak 

for themselves. In this phase of the qualitative study, the researcher interprets the stories of the 

participants in order to explore and analyse the underlying meaning of the narratives. For 

instance, marital rape could appear indirectly in women’s narratives because it may be 
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understood as a sensitive issue for some women, or perhaps because of the clash some women 

may feel between being married and yet being raped by their husbands (Riley & Hawe, 2005). 

For this study, most of the interviews were transcribed immediately after the interviews. The 

interviews were transcribed verbatim. After transcribing the interviews, I entered the transcripts 

into a qualitative data management program called MAXQDA, a software program designed 

for the analysis of qualitative research data. Interview transcripts were imported into MAXQDA 

and I coded each paragraph into themes and sub-themes, using the participants’ own language 

wherever possible. 

There are numerous methods for data analysis. Some have a thematic focus and others focus on 

structural, linguistic, performative and dialogical aspects (Ezzy, 2002; Polkinghorne, 1988; 

Reissman, 2008). In the current study, I used a thematic approach as well as discourse analysis 

to further elaborate and expand my understanding of the women’s narratives. In particular, I 

explored the similarities between the words women used to describe themselves and to describe 

society. The two methods of data analysis are discussed below. 

5.6.5.1 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is one of the most common methods of analysis in qualitative research (Braun 

& Clarcke, 2006). It focuses on identifying and examining repeated patterns of meaning, or 

themes, within the data. According to Braun and Clarke, thematic analysis is suitable in research 

that focuses on understanding people’s experiences and views. Thematic analysis is flexible 

and can be used in realist and in constructionist paradigms yet with different outcomes. In the 

current project, thematic analysis is conducted within a constructionist framework, wherein 

meaning and experiences are viewed as socially constructed and reconstructed. Thus, consistent 

with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach, thematic analysis within a constructionist framework 

seeks to examine sociocultural and structural contexts that underpin participants’ responses. 

Reissman (2005: 2) asserts that thematic analysis emphasises “the content of a text, “what” is 

said more than “how” it is said, the told, rather than the “telling”. Furthermore, and as in 

grounded theory, Riessman (2005) argues that researchers collect stories and bundle the data 

into inductive conceptual groupings, where a thematic approach is useful to theorise across 

several findings that are derived from the participants and the events they report. According to 

Riessman, when data is categorised into groups, the language is perceived as a source but not 

as a topic for investigation. When narratives are assembled into similar thematic categories, it 

is understood that everyone means the same thing by what they say. However, when ambiguity 

occurs, or a deviant response does not fit, the emphasis may shift to the telling. In other words, 
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we look at the way the story is told. This way of approaching the data, according to Riessman 

(2005:3), is referred to as structural analysis, within which the language is viewed as the 

investigation topic, “over and beyond its referential content”. 

In the current study I used thematic analysis wherein I looked for repeated themes in order to 

understand women’s meaning-making of their experiences and to answer the research 

questions. However, I occasionally used structural analysis to highlight some women’s unique 

use of language. For example, I explore the ways in which some participants used the pronouns 

‘I’ and ‘you’ to refer to partners or family members as if they were physically present. 

The current project was based on inductive analysis as informed by grounded theory (Boonzaier 

& Van Schalkwyk, 2011; Brown, 2016; Bulmer, 1979; Glaser, 1978; 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Strauss, 1987). This approach prioritises participants’ meaning - making of their 

experiences and reality. Analysis relied on what had emerged from the data and not by an a 

priori theoretical framework. The concepts which resulted from the coding categories 

established the framework for this project. Throughout the analysis, categories were reshaped 

and refined into holistic interrelated themes. The selection of themes followed Braun and 

Clarcke’s (2006) understanding of searching across the data to determine patterns of meaning, 

as both similarities and differences within and across cases were detailed. Hence, when I discuss 

themes, I refer to repeated or reoccurring ideas that explain women’s perceptions and I approach 

their words as descriptions of experiences and meaning-making of violence against them. 

Therefore, I read participants’ stories and interviews as a description of the events in their lives 

and as representing their thoughts and opinions.  For example, in the following two chapters, I 

use thematic analysis to describe and understand women’s experiences, and how societal 

elements such as patriarchal nature of Arab society or being exposed to Jewish culture have 

affected women’s experiences in abusive relationships, their decisions and help options. 

It is important to acknowledge that there are multiple valid interpretations and multiple 

narrative “truths” (Freeman, 2003), indicating that the hermeneutic circle never closes. 

However, since a persuasive case of particular interpretation should be built, as is the case in 

the current study, I continually checked the evolving interpretations against the material and 

actively sought categories deviating from the most common ones. 

According to several scholars, such as Wood (2001), Wuest (1995), and Orbuch (1997), this 

way of approaching the data is helpful in understanding personal relationships, particularly 

violent ones. I paid close attention to themes related to women’s construction, definition and 

meaning-making of “violence” and how these themes affected or interplayed with women’s 
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understandings and subjectivity. Consistent with Mankowski and Rappaport’s (2000) 

conclusions, the frequency of a theme was not the important factor I examined. I focused on a 

theme’s centrality to meaning and to the identity of the participant and her experience.   

5.6.5.2 Discourse Analysis 

While reading the transcripts, I noticed some participants’ usage of specific words to describe 

themselves and their experiences in abusive relationships. It was powerful to hear and see from 

the women’s narratives their usage of the same words and metaphors to describe Arab society. 

This similarity in women’s discourses and descriptions of themselves and their society 

motivated me to further examine the phenomenon of domestic violence against Arab women 

and to deepen my understanding of their narratives. Therefore, I used discourse analysis as an 

additional interpretative approach. 

According to Starks and Trinidad (2007), discourse analysis emerged from linguistic studies, 

literacy criticism and semiotics and its focus is on language-in-use. Language-in-use provides 

an important platform for the analysis of power relations (Deshong, 2011). Different scholars 

define and see discourse analysis from different angles. While some are interested in language 

structure and grammar, others examine how language formulates and mirrors cultural, social 

and political dynamics (Crowe, 1998; Gee, 2005; Hayakawa & Hayakawa, 1991; Starks & 

Trinidad, 2007; Van Dijk, 1993), and this is the focus of the current study. 

This type of analysis is concerned with how people achieve personal, social, and political goals 

and projects through language (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). Starks and Trinidad argue that words 

function as a set of signs, mediating as well as building our perception and understanding of 

reality. Discourse analysts focus on how speakers use culturally available narratives to position 

themselves and others (Avdi, 2005). 

According to Potter and Wetherell (1978), discourse analysis is concerned with the form or the 

content of discourse and it always moves from context to language and vice versa. Potter and 

Wetherell argue that discourse is constructive and, therefore, it constitutes objects and 

categories. Gee (2005) goes further in asserting that language-in-use is everywhere, and it is 

always political. Fairclough (1992: 64), argues that discourse has three major constructive 

contributions which correspond to three functions of language. These contributions include: 

first, the construction of “social identities” and types of ‘self’, which Fairclough viewed as 

corresponding to identity. Second, the construction of interpersonal relationships – the 

relational function. Third, the construction of “systems of knowledge and belief”- which 

correspond, according to Fairclough, to the ideational function of the language. The identity 
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and the relational constitute the interpersonal function, whereas the textual function is interested 

in how information is related “to the social situation outside the text” (Fairclough, 1992: 65). 

As this study focuses on the personal as well as in the macro levels of societal and political 

influence on the experiences of Arab battered women, discourse analysis enables an 

examination of these levels through language. This approach complements and coheres with 

the framework of the study. For example, the relational function, as stated earlier, relates to 

how social relationships between participants are established. Examining the similarities that 

emerged from the narratives between women’s depiction of themselves and their society 

through the lens of discourse analysis, enabled me to view the relational function which 

appeared in the participants being survivors of domestic violence and for many being residents 

in shelters. This analytic approach also allowed me to examine the ideational level which is 

interested in the social context outside the text. Examining the similarities in women’s 

narratives allowed me to understand and observe how via such similarities, women were 

discussing and relating to their social and political situation in Israel. Thus, I was able to 

examine personal and group identities within a particular social and political context.  

One of the most important features of language and discourse, which can also be examined in 

the women’s narratives, is the use of metaphors. Metaphors, according to Fairclough (1992), 

structure the way we think, as well as our systems of knowledge and belief. Some metaphors 

are so profoundly naturalised within specific cultures that people are not only unaware of them, 

but also find it difficult to examine them, even when their attention is drawn to them. This 

difficulty appears when people endeavour to escape from such metaphors in their discourse, 

thoughts and actions because metaphors structure reality in a very particular way. For example, 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) perceived metaphorical construction of war as a militarisation of 

discourse as well as a militarisation of thought and social practice. 

In their narratives, women used metaphors to flag sensitive topics such as the importance of 

having a husband despite the violence and the sexual assaults they had to endure. Women also 

used metaphors that linked their sexuality to perhaps the most important values in Arab culture: 

land and honour. Women’s usage of such metaphors illustrates not only their situation as 

victims of domestic violence but may have significant implications for Arab society, 

particularly due to the similarities that emerged between the women’s description of themselves 

and Arab society. Hence, when I came across the similar language women used, I read 

participants’ stories for the language they used to construct the unspoken narrative of their 

society. Macro factors and their impact on women’s experiences are central to my study. 

Therefore, when I read the similar terms, I was interested in knowing more about the story 
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women were telling about their society. Discourse analysis enables doing so, through its 

ideational function which is concerned in looking at the social situation- outside the text.  I used 

discourse analysis throughout the section of I -society discourse in chapter 8.  Thus, through 

discourse analysis and language in use, I approached the data to discern and analyse the 

personal, interpersonal and social level narratives as well as the metaphors women used in their 

narratives.   

Both thematic and discourse analysis are concerned with the themes and the discourses women 

narrate and are essential tools in my analysis. Both approaches, like the narrative perspective, 

not only view women’s voices and their own meaning-making as central, but also enable 

examining the multiple identities in women’s narratives – the personal, interpersonal, cultural, 

national and political.  

5.7 Ethical considerations 

Battered women are considered a vulnerable population. Being a battered woman and belonging 

to an ethnic minority further increases participants’ vulnerability. Given that, and the fact that 

my background is in social work, and that most of the social workers at the shelters and the 

family welfare centres as well as the shelters’ managers were either colleagues or friends, an 

additional concern is social desirability bias. For instance, there is a reasonable possibility that 

some participants could tell me things that they believed I wanted to hear, such as socially 

accepted narratives about domestic violence. Or alternatively, they may have been too hesitant 

to tell me what they were thinking in order not to jeopardise their situation as residents in the 

shelters or the therapy process at the centres. 

Furthermore, it is also important to recognise that while I aim to obtain a complete narration of 

events from every interview, the participants, on the other hand, may have hypothesised that I 

already know something about their story, if not most of it. Some participants may have thus 

taken it for granted that I was familiar with their story and left some parts out. The interviewer 

must thus be aware and sensitive to the fact that the story obtained could be to some degree, as 

Jovchelovitch and Martin (2000:7) define it, a “strategic communication” performed to please 

the interviewer.  

To limit the tendency of participants’ attempts to provide socially desirable responses, I 

introduced myself at the beginning of each interview and outlined both my professional 

background and my role in the current project as a researcher. Furthermore, I explained my 

obligation to confidentiality and anonymity, and the professional boundaries taken and 
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maintained between the research process and collegial relations. Furthermore, the participants 

were told that they could stop the interview at any time. Yet, despite the actions taken to 

minimise the desirability bias, it is impossible to eliminate it, and that should be considered in 

the data evaluation. 

Interviewing women who have been experiencing and living in violence raises an ethical issue 

of the possibility that while interviewing the women, they could experience distress or 

discomfort.  

Below is an example of a participant, Samya, a 38-year-old woman who showed emotional 

distress at the beginning of the interview as well as at some points during the interview while 

speaking about her relationship with her mother. Her distress was seen through her body 

language: being unable to maintain eye contact, long periods of silence, hesitating about what 

to say, even stuttering at the beginning of the interview.  

O: It is important for me to start this interview by sharing and telling you that I 
deeply appreciate your willingness and consent to participate in the project. It truly 
means a lot to me and it is not taken for granted, especially since I can imagine the 
difficulties you have been facing. So, thank you very much. 

S: Thank you 

O: I would like for us to begin from a broad and open space by asking if you may 
share with me your story. 

Silence…. 

O: Is it a hard question? 

S: (Breathing heavily) No, but….  

Silence 

After 5-6 minutes, she continues nervously (her tone rose up) 

S: I have been through so much in my life, as a kid, as a teenager and even when I 
got married things became very… very hard… So, that’s it. 

O: I feel that you are a bit nervous 

S: Yes, a little bit 

O: May I ask what is making you nervous now? 

S: to go back, to talk about things 

O: I see, and I agree. What can I do to ease or lessen your tension? 

S: (smiles) nothing… 
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O: It is difficult to go back. And because of that it is important to know that you 
have the right to stop the interview at any time even now. Would you prefer not 
having this interview now or even withdraw? It is absolutely o.k. 

S: (looked at me-the first eye contact and started to speak fluently) No. It is 
important for me to be here. When I heard about the research, I said that I wanted 
to be part of it because I want my voice to reach everywhere… Because Arab 
women are really oppressed, Arab women are a minority and they don’t have the 
chance to speak about what they have been through... It is hard for me to speak but 
I want to try. 

As this interaction indicates, interviewing women who had experienced domestic violence is 

sensitive and frequently involves difficulties and an ethical dilemma regarding the discomfort 

and pain that some women like Samya may experience. The appropriate response to participant 

distress depends on the researcher’s skills and expertise. Working as a therapist in the 

professional field for over a decade has helped develop my skills, especially with Arab battered 

women whom I have worked with for over 12 years in both public service and private practice. 

The ability to read participants’ body language, to feel their distress and to open the opportunity 

for them to choose to continue the interview or to withdraw – as illustrated in my exchange 

with Samya – made her perceive not only my acknowledgment of her feelings of distress, but 

also emphasised her feeling of control and her freedom to decide whether to participate. 

Knowing and working with this unique population enabled me to minimise potential distress 

among participants. Furthermore, interviewing women at shelters ensured not only their 

physical safety by being away from their abusers, but also their emotional safety as they would 

be further supported in the shelter if the interview caused them distress.  

Conducting this project posed specific challenges as I was concerned about the possible overlap 

between the dual roles of researcher and therapist. The ability to sit in the researcher’s seat 

while listening to the women’ stories and pain was sometimes challenging and required me to 

take long intervals between the interviews. Furthermore, and as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

having professional supervisors for both roles – the researcher and the therapist – helped not 

only to enhance my understanding and maintenance of professional boundaries and to deploy 

my therapist skills when needed, but also supervision has guarded my own self-concern and 

self-protection, as often women’s stories were too intense and difficult to listen to, in one 

interview.  

The final area of ethical considerations was confidentiality. While confidentiality and 

anonymity are the prerequisites of all academic research, they are particularly important in a 

research project which examines a vulnerable population such as battered women. Given the 

fact that the interviews were transcribed verbatim and that the project adopted a constructionist 
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epistemology and a feminist perspective that prioritised women’s voices, privacy was 

considered paramount and any details or information through which participants could be 

identified was removed or changed. 

5.8 The participants’ demographic information 

The sample included 36 Arab women: 27 women from three shelters, and nine women from 

three family centres. Seven were Druze women, six Christians, three Bedouins (who are 

considered to be Muslim, but identified themselves as Bedouins) and 20 Muslim women. All 

women were born in Israel, except for one woman who came from Jordan at the age of 12. The 

women’s ages at the time of the interview ranged from 21 to 50 with an average age of slightly 

above 33 years old. Most of the demographic characterisations are listed in table 1. 

All 23 Muslim women, including Bedouins, I met in the shelters, whereas, two Christian women 

I met in shelters and four women in family welfare centres. Five of the Druze women I met in 

family welfare centres and two women were residents in shelters.  

The level of education varied significantly. One woman had not been to school and was 

illiterate, 11 women had finished primary level, 16 had finished secondary level while 7 women 

had a university or college degree. Some women used to work regularly before entering the 

shelters, especially women who had higher levels of education. However, due to the high risk 

of severe violence from their partners or their family at the time of interview, these women 

could not look for a job or continue to work while staying in the shelters. At the time of the 

interview, there were three women in the shelters who had been working mainly in 

housekeeping. Six women whom I met at the family centres had a day job. The rest were 

unemployed. 

Eleven women were married at the time of the interview, 16 were divorced, seven were 

separated, one was engaged, and one woman was single. Thirty-one of the women had children. 

For those women who were married at the time of the interview, the duration of marriage ranged 

from 3 months to 35 years. For most women, this was their first time in a shelter except for six 

women who had been in different shelters before. 

This study included women who were abused by partners, family members (fathers, or brothers) 

or both. Seventeen women described partner abuse, seven attributed their residency at the 

shelter to their family of origin’s threats and violence, whilst 12 women talked about being 

abused by both partners and families. While I did not ask about child abuse, two women 
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disclosed that they had been raped in childhood; one by her uncle (on her father’s side) and the 

other woman did not say who the rapist was but mentioned that he was a family member. 

Two women had been in jail and one had been arrested. The women were involved in criminal 

acts due to marital violence, as one tried to commit suicide by burning herself in her partner’s 

house which resulted in her being arrested. The second woman was accused of assaulting her 

partner’s friend who tried to rape her, while the third woman stabbed her boyfriend after he had 

raped her. 

One final characterisation of the women is the evaluation of the risk of homicide. Social workers 

at the centres and shelters conducted risk assessments which generally ranged from low, 

moderate to high risk of homicide. Most of the women I met in the centres met the criteria of 

low to moderate life-threatening evaluation, except for one woman, Manal, who was scared of 

a brutal reaction from her partner but would not go to a shelter because she did not want to 

cause damage or “any further changes” to her children’s schedule and schools. Most of the 

women in the shelters were at moderate to high risk, with four women considered to be at a 

very high risk of being murdered by their partners or their families of origin. These four women, 

as I was informed by social workers and shelters’ managers, had no option but to leave the 

country in order to stay safe as this was the only way to protect them. An example of such high 

risk was when social workers at one shelter informed me that one woman out of the four, had 

her photo spread all around by her family. 

Table 1. Demographical features 

Pseudonym Age Years of 
education Employment Years of 

Marriage Children 
Abuse by: 

Partner, Family, 
Both 

Nihal 50 0 Unemployed 35 8 Partner 
Fidda 30 Primary Unemployed 6 3 Partner 
Lamis 37 Secondary Unemployed 3 1 Partner 
Farah 32 Secondary Unemployed 3 months 1 Both 
Rimas 28 Primary Unemployed 3 3 Partner 
Rula 34 Primary Unemployed 10 5 Both 
Nibal 31 Primary Unemployed 10 6 Both 
Salam 32 Primary Unemployed 7 7 Partner 
Dima 30 College Unemployed 7 months 0 Family 
Susan 34 Secondary Unemployed 6 2 Partner 
Nour 22 Primary Unemployed 18 months 1 Both 
Ekbal 24 College Unemployed 2 0 Family 
Shams 27 College Unemployed 7 0 Both 
Lama 30 Primary Unemployed 9 5 Both 
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Pseudonym Age Years of 
education Employment Years of 

Marriage Children 
Abuse by: 

Partner, Family, 
Both 

Raneen 35 Primary Housekeeping 12 6 Both 
Narmin 29 Secondary Unemployed 9 3 Partner 
Lubna 24 Primary Unemployed 9 0 Both 
Salwa 29 Primary Housekeeping 2 2 Both 
Lily 24 Secondary Unemployed 2 0 Both 
Suheir 39 Primary Unemployed 10 7 Both 
Jumanah 33 Primary Unemployed Single 0 Family 
Warda 43 Primary Unemployed 26 4 Family 
Rinad 29 Secondary Unemployed 3 3 Both 
Sibba 34 College Unemployed 6 2 Family 
Bana 21 Primary Unemployed 1 1 Family 
Samya 38 Secondary Unemployed 6 4 Partner 
Amal 42 Primary Unemployed 12 4 Partner 
Samah 29 College Employed 7 2 Partner 
Manal 36 Secondary Employed 11 3 Partner 
Bassma 31 Secondary Employed 12 3 Family 
Sawsan 30 Secondary Unemployed 5 1 Partner 
Raya 34 College Employed 16 2 Partner 
Najla 41 Secondary Employed 7 2 Family 
Sirene 48 Secondary Employed 22 3 Partner 
Fatin 36 Secondary Employed 20 4 Partner 
Elham 42 Secondary Unemployed 20 3 Partner 

 

5.9 Summary 

The methodology chapter described the qualitative method used in the project. It outlined the 

narrative analysis approach which governed the method chosen and the usage of in-depth 

interviews as the data collection method. The feminist perspective was the theoretical guideline 

which corresponded to the narrative inquiry. The methodological framework of the feminist 

narrative approach follows and is inherent in the constructionist epistemology.  

The research paradigm had the goal of understanding and discovering how Arab women 

understood violence in their lives. This chapter detailed the procedures that were undertaken in 

order to gain access to the shelters and the family centres, the interviewing process, data 

collection and analysis, the ethical considerations and finally the participants’ demographic 

features. This chapter also outlined the locations of the interviews, as well as the researcher’s 

efforts to ensure the women’s safety and comfort. 
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The adoption of a narrative approach enabled participants to use their own words and 

expressions to define their experiences in abusive relationships, to reflect on past life events 

and to see their connections to their current situation. Simultaneously, a narrative approach 

enabled the women to build new understandings of their experiences which were reflected in 

their perceptions of their coping strategies and agency. 

Semi-structured interviews with a narrative approach were the most suitable platform for this 

marginalised population to speak openly. This approach was for many women the opposite of 

their coercive and self-diminishing reality in abusive relationships. It allowed them the 

opportunity to narrate their story according to their own way of thinking and understanding, the 

freedom to speak and to voice their ‘language’ and placed them in control throughout the 

interview, as they chose what and what not to tell. For many participants this experience turned 

out to be empowering, as many of them described personal insights, self-reflection and positive 

feelings. 

The open nature of the interviews helped participants speak about sensitive and complicated 

issues concerning their personal and family lives. It also allowed them to explore key areas of 

concern, such as Arab society’s judgmental perspective towards them as women, and the 

government’s racial discriminatory attitudes towards Arab battered women. The following 

analysis chapters present the women’s narratives regarding these two major topics. 
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 Chapter Six - 
Describing the pre-entrapment phase:  

the composite narrative 

In this chapter I develop a composite narrative to present the women’s stories using their own 

words and meaning-making of their experiences. This narrative captures the common themes, 

ideas and perspectives that frequently appeared throughout the narratives of the participants. It 

describes the women’s journeys of living in abusive spousal or familial relationships. The 

narrative begins from an early age to best illustrate the preliminary phases of women’s 

entrapment.   

According to the literature, in order to develop a composite narrative, the researcher should 

provide the reader with the texture that illustrates the experience in its fullness and richness, to 

the extent of ‘felt-sense’ (Gendlin, 1997, 2004). The researcher unites the individual narratives 

of each participant to create the composite narrative which, in turn, enables the reader to 

examine the ‘felt-sense’ of the interviewee’s experiences (Wertz et al., 2011). Heidegger (1962: 

304) described the ‘felt-sense’ as “when we are explicitly hearing the discourse of another, we 

proximally understand what is said, we are already with him in advance, alongside the entity 

which the discourse is about”. 

To understand the experiences of Arab battered women in Israel, it is crucial to understand 

some of the complexities of being an Arab woman and how this status intersects with other 

systems and values, such as the importance of the nuclear and extended families, women’s 

status in the family and society, access to services and women’s limitations in certain areas, 

especially financial limitations. These limitations are the outcomes of many factors, which 

include being married at a young age, isolation and limited years of education.  

I describe Arab women’s narratives using an arc representing the major milestones women 

discussed throughout the interviews. See Figure 2.  
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Figure 2.  Milestones in Arab women’s narratives of domestic violence. 

 

Even though all participants begin their narratives in a similar way, the common themes do not 

reflect all stories, but they do represent the most common ones and contextualise the following 

analysis chapters. The composite narrative described in this chapter encompasses the arc’s 

milestones, starting from participants’ childhood to the turning point, where participants 

decided to make a change regarding their lives in violence. Women achieved their turning point 

in three ways: either by leaving the abusive partners or family members to enter a shelter, 

separation, or seeking formal help while staying in the relationship. Through the composite 

narrative, I aim to present a framework of Arab women’s experiences and their understandings 

of domestic violence. Given the fact that the current study is interested in the wider layers and 

in the macro level of violence, this framework provides the foreground for the analysis chapters, 

which will discuss the Arab society’s and state’s impacts on Arab battered women. 

6.1 The journey: being an Arab woman in Israel 

6.1.1 Childhood  

Most women talked about their childhood experiences in terms of self-reflection. Their negative 

childhood experiences helped contextualise their incentives to get married and their later lives 

in abusive relationships. Most women discussed being born into poverty, which in many cases 

was also accompanied by growing up in families in which the father or other male head of the 

household, was dominant and violent.  

Narmin: “Today, I understand why all that happened... You know, I am Christian; 
I grew up in an urban modernised city but got married at the age of 19 to a Muslim 
guy from Hebron, because I wanted to escape from my brother’s control. You see, 
my brother tried to control my life, like he decided everything for me, and it was 
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really difficult at home. That was why I told myself that it would be better if I got 
married, no matter where or with whom as it would be better than the situation I 
was suffering from with my brother. You know, I grew up without a mother; I was 
just searching for some warmth I had missed all my life. I just wanted to get a better 
life, but it was worse”.  

Lina: “My childhood was so difficult, it was not only my husband you know…I had 
been through so many things since I was a little kid, it was also my father. Can you 
imagine a situation that whatever you say as a little kid you would be hit? No matter 
what you said; you had to expect the hit… that smack. My father had a very bad 
temper, the smallest and most stupid things made him angry and he would hit me… 
as a kid I was so weak, didn’t know what to do or how to act. Later, it started to be 
the same with my husband… You know everything is connected, I understand now, 
like my childhood affected my decisions concerning my husband …you know after 
getting married and being abused by my partner too, I realised that I had lost me, 
lost my personality from a very young age”.  

Difficult childhood experiences thus influenced many women’s desire to get married, as they 

sought to escape the family home. Many participants not only faced structural limitations, such 

as growing up poor with limited access to education, but also described the psychological 

impacts of growing up in abusive homes and how these experiences shaped their entry into 

adult relationships. 

6.2 When “either…or” are one option - marriage  

Most participants got married at an early age and the transition from being a teenager to a 

married woman happened relatively quickly, leaving the young women with heavy 

responsibilities to bear in terms of the traditional gender role of being responsible for the 

household, alongside the abuse. This section presents the contexts in which women entered 

marriage; including the ‘red flags’ that sometimes appeared in these arrangements.  

6.3 Types of marriage  

Thirty-four women in the sample defined themselves as ‘was married’, ‘still married’, 

‘separated’ or ‘divorced’. One of the remaining two women defined herself as engaged, the 

other as single. The ‘single’ woman had in fact been “religiously” married at the age of 14 but 

was divorced two years later, before being practically married, that is, without ever having 

moved to her husband’s house or having had a marital relationship. This type of marriage is 

still common in Arab society, especially among religious groups. Being “religiously” married 

means that the couple keep living separately, each in their own parents’ home until their 

wedding day, but they can meet and go out together. This kind of marriage is undertaken mainly 

due to religious beliefs and conservatism. It provides the couple, particularly women, with a 
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legally and religiously protective frame within which she is able to go out with her partner – a 

situation which otherwise may not approved of by the family without the religious marriage 

contract. 

Women described four types of marriages: underage, traditional, forced, and marriage by 

choice. Eleven women were married underage, 13 were married according to the traditional 

style, six were forced to marry their partners (who were usually cousins), and five said that they 

‘chose’ their partners. Three women from the last category stated that they “chose marriage but 

not the partner, to achieve something”.  

6.3.1 Underage marriage  

Underage marriages are those that occurred when the participant was between the ages of 13 

and 15 years. Almost all these marriage ceremonies were undertaken in secret without formal 

institutional registration, as the legal age for marriage in Israel is 18. Participants described how 

they had little choice in these marriages: 

Faten: “I could not say ‘no’, I was voiceless, there were people around me who 
were deciding for me and for my life. I knew nothing, he was older than me and I 
felt weak and little. On my wedding night, nobody told me what was going to 
happen, what a man was like and what he was going to do. I had never seen a man 
naked before and I was so frightened. It was just too ugly”.  

Rula: “I did not have a normal childhood. In fact, it was too difficult, mum and dad 
never talked to me, there were always problems and I never knew or felt what 
affection was. So, at the age of 15 they [the parents] had me married to someone. 
The day he came asking to marry me, they immediately agreed. I was only 15; I 
knew nothing about life or what was going to happen when I got married. But it 
was o.k. with me to get married at this age because I just wanted to escape my 
parents’ problems”.  

Women described these experiences as painful and emphasised that they were a “child or a 

teenager who had no idea what to expect”. While some women saw this marriage as an escape 

from their families, most women in this group talked about several difficulties, such as having 

people deciding for them, being voiceless, and starting marital life without sex education or 

preparation. 

6.3.2 Traditional marriage 

A traditional marriage usually occurs when a man sees a young woman or is told about one who 

may be suitable for him to marry. The woman will only get to know her future partner after he 

asks to marry her. All the women who experienced traditional marriage described a very short 
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engagement period. Two women from this group described recognising “red flags” that made 

them feel uncomfortable about their future partners, but were silenced either by family or by 

themselves, believing that “these flags were normal and happened to all engaged couples”. 

Rinad: “Well, it started as you know, in a traditional marriage. I was 20 years old 
and he saw me some place and came to our house asking to marry me. We did not 
know each other and there was not any love or something like that before. You 
know, like they say; ‘your luck or your destiny has come’. So, we got engaged and 
after six months we were married. It was a matter of days when I realised he had a 
drinking problem and the first time I asked him about his drinking and getting back 
late at night, he began abusing me physically”. 

Manal: “My partner was not really my choice. He saw me at a social event and told 
a relative of mine that he was interested in me. During the engagement period, I felt 
that something was wrong, and I told my family – my uncles – because my dad was 
dead. They told me that he was a great guy and things like misunderstandings during 
the engagement period were usual. I saw and experienced many uncomfortable 
things but kept silent; you know how families are… Today when I look back, I see 
myself as stupid, I mean how could I overlook basic issues?” 

Samah: “I used to be an excellent student; I was successful, got accepted to study 
at the university with full scholarship, I was so ambitious and had many dreams. At 
the age of 19 I met my daughter’s father; he saw me in a wedding party and asked 
to meet me. I said yes, and he was invited to our home, you know, the traditional 
way. You know, I used to dance ballet and I was supposed to go on stage like 
sometime in late August, but he asked me not to and to quit dancing, and I did. I 
remember myself as a stubborn person; I don’t really know what happened to me… 
You know, there were many other signs... even on our wedding party, when he first 
saw me, he whispered into my ears ‘why do you look like that? What kind of make-
up are you wearing?’ You know I used to be the good girl, the one that did not know 
how to say no to anything or anyone, only yes... So, I just told myself that these 
were only minor signs and meant nothing.” 

Traditional marriage is still probably the most common form of marriage in Arab society, as 

occurs in the sample. One insight regarding Arab marriage appears in Rinad’s narrative, where 

she states that a marriage is perceived as “women’s luck or destiny”, indicating the significance 

of having a man in the woman’s life. 

An additional insight regarding this type of marriage concerns the impacts of families of origin 

which could either directly or indirectly coerce women into such marriages as in the case with 

Manal, whose family denied and delegitimised her feelings of distress and discomfort regarding 

her partner. This is an important insight, because families of origin teach and expect women 

before marriage to normalise and to silence their feelings of discomfort. Such normalisation 

appears also in Samah’s narrative, where she could recognise the “red flags” but silenced 

herself. 
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6.3.3 Forced marriage 

Forced marriage usually occurred within the extended family boundaries, with young women 

forced to marry relatives in order to preserve the family’s unity and tribal ties. Some women, 

Bedouins in particular, were threatened with death if they refused marrying the relative.  

Lily: “I was not yet 19 when we got married, my parents forced me to marry my 
cousin. I wanted to go to university, but my parents wanted me to get married. You 
know, he was my cousin from both of my parents’ sides, so they were under so 
much pressure in front of the extended family. I insisted that I wanted to finish my 
studies first then think about marriage, but they refused. I know they loved me, but 
on this issue, they just forced me, it was like ‘either- or’ situation, because if I 
refused to get married to my cousin, they would not let me go to university or allow 
me to leave the house. I didn’t know what to do or where to go so, I had to marry 
him”. 

As appears in Lily’s narrative, the choices she had were similar in terms of coercion. In both 

her options, her family coerced her to act against her will. She had either to marry her cousin 

by force, or her refusal to marry him would result in physically restricting her at home by her 

family and preventing her from achieving her goals.  

In forced marriages, the act of coercion which comes from the family of origin illustrates how 

families situate women in an inferior status compared to men, from the start. Furthermore, 

experiencing coercion from families of origin may indirectly facilitate coercive acts against the 

women after marriage. On the one hand, women normalise coercion through their families’ 

attitudes, as I also illustrated earlier with the traditional marriage. Thus, when partners exert 

coercive actions against women, both partners and women may perceive it as ‘normal’. From 

the partner’s side, families’ coercion of their daughters may legitimise his behaviour towards 

the wife, whereas women may interpret their partners’ coercive behaviour as normal, due to 

their normalising violence which had already begun before their marriage.   

6.3.4 Marriage by choice 

Five women stated that they chose to get married. However, only two chose to get married to 

their partners in the full knowledge that they were the “right ones”. The remaining three asserted 

that the marriage was chosen in order to “seek something else”. One chose marriage to escape 

from her brother’s control, another wanted to “get close to” her family, and a third to “get even” 

with her family: 

Samya: “I was raped when I was little, I can’t say by who, but it was in the family. 
So, the social services removed me from my parents’ house and since then I just 
moved from one shelter to another. Mum [….] chose to stay away from me […]. I 
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could not bear her distance and her thinking of me as I was bad, so to get in touch 
with her again and to be able to visit and see her, I got married to assure her that I 
was a good girl. I wanted to feel family again”. 

Dima: “I was sexually abused by my uncle at the age of 14. Since then, my life has 
totally changed. I told my father what happened but instead of supporting me, he 
beat me and asked me to keep silent […]. So, I was sexually and physically abused 
by both. As a little kid, I tried to occupy myself in order not to think about what 
happened, but I could not, and I suffered from depression and tantrums. When I got 
older, I started working all the time but still could not overcome what happened and 
that dad hit me just to keep the family together, so I escaped to marriages. The first 
time I got married was with a disabled guy whom I did not love. I did that just to 
humiliate my family, my father... I was seeking revenge as if I was telling my father 
that ‘you hit me in the past when I was raped, now it is my turn. I am going to 
escape from the house and dishonour you in front of everybody, the whole 
community’ … I chose to get married just to get even.” 

Even with this type of marriage where women ‘chose’ to be married, three of the five women 

viewed marriage as their only possible means to cope with violence they had experienced at a 

younger age.   

In sum, the types of marriages described in this section, which illustrate coercion, affect 

women’s perceptions and decisions when they enter into marital relationships. The descriptions 

women provided demonstrated their entrapment, which appeared in their limited choices, their 

experiences of coercion, helplessness and traumatisation due to being exposed to sexual 

relations either through incest, marital rape, being married at a very young age or being married 

against their will.   

6.4 Describing the violence 

When the women narrated their stories, they described their experiences and lives in abusive 

relationships. In their descriptions of violence, they talked about four major categories of abuse: 

physical, verbal, sexual, and emotional or psychological.  

Physical abuse: appeared in hitting including usage of objects, slapping, kicking, and 

punching. Most women in the sample described severe physical abuse which required medical 

treatment and obligated some to be hospitalised.  

Warda: “I was just getting home after a very long and tiring day at work; I had to 
clean two houses, so I got home around 5.30 or 6 pm. I was at the entrance of the 
house, he said nothing, but he was cleaning the car with the vacuum cleaner. 
Suddenly out of nowhere, he took the vacuum cleaner and with all his strength he 
hit me on my back shouting ‘Why were you late?’ I was soaking, all wet, my 
clothes, my sport boots were dripping, I was starving, exhausted and aching from 
the bleach which was damaging my hands. Then, he grabbed me from my hair in 
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front of my kids and kicked me out of the house…This was when I decided for the 
first time to go to the police…” 

Even though many women like Warda described severe physical abuse, the severity of the abuse 

did not motivate them to report violence to the police, except for one woman, Warda.    

Verbal abuse: For almost all women physical violence was accompanied by verbal abuse. 

Women described this type of abuse as humiliating, cruel and as equivalent to the physical 

abuse in terms of experiencing the verbal abuse as if it was an actual physical force. The 

following extracts are taken from Farah’s and Nihal’s narratives. As discussed earlier, most of 

the participants were married at a very young age and some were underaged married. Farah was 

the only woman to get married at the age of 27. Being “too old” according to her family’s and 

community’s perceptions, she was married to a foreigner and moved with him overseas. Farah 

suffered from physical and verbal abuse from him as well as his family. When she got back 

home, she was physically, verbally and psychologically abused by her father and brother. In 

Nihal’s story, she described the severity of abuse she had endured for many years, but 

emphasised the verbal abuse of her husband which gave her the motive to leave.   

Farah: “When I got divorced, I went back to my parents’ house; I lived with them 
for four years after my divorce. My brother who is five years younger than me used 
to hit me almost every day, even when I was pregnant with my daughter. He used 
to threaten that he would kill my baby if I did not have an abortion; he kept 
threatening me even after she was born, and my dad supported him. Despite all this, 
sometimes I wished for them to beat me instead of the cruel words they used to tell 
me. I used to do everything back home because mum was sick most of the time. 
They relied on me for everything but when I wanted to express my opinion about 
something, my dad and my brother used to silence me, saying really cruel words to 
me such as being ‘worthless, slut, that I was no more than a chair leg’... They 
succeeded in destroying me, myself, my personality, you know…They sowed fear 
and cowardice inside me, even when I got here to the shelter, I could not speak until 
the manager helped me feel assured and safe... it’s this fear, no matter what I do, I 
always feel scared.” 

Nihal: “I have been beaten since the first day I got married; it has been like this for 
35 years. He just keeps accusing me that I steal his money to start cursing and 
shouting at me…he used to chain my hands and legs and lock the house door so 
that I couldn’t get out... You know, I have been here for a couple of months now 
[in the shelter] and yesterday he called me a ‘whore’ accusing me that I left the 
house to go sleep with other men… he has been telling people that he saw me with 
men. His words are so mean, and he calls me nothing but a ‘whore’… it was too 
much, and I just couldn’t take it anymore.” 

In both narratives, Farah and Nihal emphasise the impacts of the verbal abuse on them. 

Although both had experienced severe physical abuse, they addressed the consequences of the 

verbal abuse. With Farah, her father’s and her brother’s verbal abuse damaged her confidence, 
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personality and her capacity to speak, whereas in Nihal’s story, her husband’s verbal abuse 

which hurt her sexual morality as a woman, created a major incentive for her escape to the 

shelter.   

Sexual abuse: Twenty-two participants disclosed experiencing sexual abuse by partners or 

family members. In their descriptions of sexual abuse all 22 participants discussed males’ usage 

of power to force sexual intercourse on them. Women saw this power in three ways: either 

physically using man’s physical strength, especially during or after he had physically abused 

her; emotionally as in blackmailing, threatening or accusing her of infidelity, or as in the 

situation of incest. 

In the following extracts, Lama’s narrative was used to demonstrate the physical threat by the 

partner, whereas I employed Raneen’s narrative to describe the incest of a 14 year-old-girl. To 

describe the emotional threats used by men to sexually coerce women, I chose Jumanah’s 

narrative. These narratives shed light not only on the personal level of being raped, which is 

already an immense burden a woman has to deal with, but they also introduce women’s families 

and society which constitute an additional stressful, and in many cases, threatening factor for 

women. 

Lama: “My husband used to see many porn films and you know, he wanted to 
implement what he saw on me. I could not do those things, but he would insist, 
otherwise I would suffer ‘from many problems’… so whenever he came close to 
me, though I couldn’t stand him, I had to do it, I just had to so he would be happy 
and pleased”. 

Raneen: “I really can’t remember what happened that night, my wedding night I 
mean, but I do remember that there were two men in the room, my husband and his 
father. It all happened against my will… I fainted that night and when I woke up, I 
saw myself bleeding and my dress was torn… I called my dad and told him what 
happened … but he said they [the husband and his father] had already paid my 
dowry and that he [her father] had another 11 daughters – my sisters – to take care 
of, and there was no way for me to consider or think about divorce, ‘This is the way 
things are and I should accept it’, he told me that only when he dies, only then, I 
can do whatever I want but now I have to keep silent… and I did… my father-in-
law slept with me and I kept silent.”  

Jumanah was 32 years old at the time of the interview. She was a single woman who had been 

brutally physically abused by her brother and was considered one of the women who were at 

very high risk of getting murdered. On her third meeting with her boyfriend, who used to force 

her into unwanted sex with him, she stabbed him and was arrested. When her brother found out 

about the relationship with the boyfriend, he planned with their mother to arrange killing 

Jumanah. 
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Jumanah: “You see, I met this guy, he is from a different religion than mine, but we 
liked each other…I sent him once my photos in the nude and shortly after that he 
started asking me to sleep with him. He told me that I had to sleep with him 
otherwise he would have my photos all over, on Facebook, WhatsApp, 
everywhere… I was frightened. You know, I am a single woman and I belong to an 
unrelenting society. I wanted to speak with him, so we arranged a time and place to 
meet but he raped me that day… and would not stop. He kept threatening me again 
and again with the photos if I refused to sleep with him…the third time we met, I 
stabbed him”.  

Jumanah’s story demonstrates how fear of violence from family and community increased her 

vulnerability to abuse by her former boyfriend and reinforced the layers of control women like 

Jumanah may be subjected to.  

Jealousy and possessiveness also appeared throughout the narratives as a pretext, men used in 

order to force women into unwanted sexual practices.  

Samya: “He used to beat me so hard that I had several abortions, and he just used 
so many bad words like ‘whore, slut that I belonged to the street’. Afterwards he 
wanted to have sex. I refused to sleep with him, so he started bringing drugs, so that 
I would not feel what he was doing to me. I needed to feel nothing. But when I 
started to say no to drugs and no to sex, he would accuse me that I was having an 
affair or still in love with my ex…and then again use physical abuse and cruel 
words.” 

Sexual abuse as appears in Samya’s narrative, was combined with other different types of 

violence such as verbal abuse. Furthermore, an important insight which appears from the extract 

is that violence, particularly sexual violence provoked Samya’s experiences of dissociation 

from the ‘self’- as she wanted “to feel nothing”. Samya’s disconnection from the ‘self’ is 

consistent with the literature, as according to Herman (2015), disconnection from the self, 

alongside other post-traumatic symptoms such as self-hatred and disgust are common 

consequences of sexual violence.    

In this section describing sexual abuse, women’s extracts illustrated not only men’s usage of 

power to coerce and subordinate women into sexual acts, but also women’s lack of options to 

cope with the sexual abuse due to their fear of their families’ and society’s reactions towards 

them. The women’s feelings of intimidation, shame, guilt, dissociation, helplessness alongside 

families’ pressure and in many cases families’ legitimisation of sexual abuse, as in Raneen’s 

story, demonstrated their diminishing ability to act against and cope with violence and thus 

reinforced their entrapment.  
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Emotional or psychological abuse: This type of abuse appeared in four major forms. First, 

systematic isolation, which appeared in social, financial, and physical restriction, that is, 

imprisonment. 

Samah: “He could do whatever he wanted with me. I had ambitions, wanted to go 
to university it was forbidden, wanted to go to a lecture, forbidden, to go to my 
parents’ house, forbidden, I had a different opinion about something: also 
forbidden. I felt like he was raping my soul, actually he had already done that, it 
was like he wanted to control all of me.” 

Susan: “He used to spend all his money on his girlfriend while I had to provide for 
my two daughters, pay the rent and everything… so I wanted to go to work but he 
would refuse saying that ‘women are not allowed to work’ and that I should ask my 
father to help me”. 

In both extracts Samah and Susan talk about being restricted by their partners, not only 

physically, but also emotionally. In Samah’s case, the partner restricted and prevented her from 

expressing her opinions while Suzan had to accept her husband’s girlfriend, but she was not 

allowed to work in order to provide for her children.  

The second form of emotional abuse appeared as possessiveness. Although possessiveness was 

previously discussed in sexual abuse, in this type of violence, it appeared in controlling the 

woman’s behaviour, particularly determining what to wear and restricting her social contacts 

with other people, especially men.  

Nour: “I accepted everything he asked me to, it was o.k. with me to live in one room 
in his parents’ house because I loved him; you know I was then 19… I was happy 
only for one day: my wedding day. A week after, he started to interfere with 
everything I was doing, I was forbidden to go out, I was not allowed to see anybody 
especially men, except for mum and dad. He forced me to stay away from my 
cousins and relatives, and I had to be dressed in a certain conservative way because 
I was living with his family and his brothers were all around. When I felt that it was 
too much, he would hit me”.  

Verbal threats of harm and damaging women’s personal property were the third form of 

emotional abuse. Many women reported how men tried to control them predominantly through 

threatening other family members, primarily their children. Other women discussed their 

partners’ systematic emotional abuse through damaging the women’s personal belongings in 

order to intimidate and control them.   

Amal: “You know, I came here to the shelter because he described to me how he 
was going to burn me and my children alive.” 
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Nihal: “He took the jewelry dad gave me before he died, he took everything... My 
son told me that a couple of days ago he burnt all my clothes…I got so angry and 
nervous here at the shelter, I really don’t know what to do.” 

Stalking was the fourth form of emotional abuse. Twelve women reported being stalked by their 

family members or partners. This form of emotional abuse not only created an environment of 

terror and intimidation among the women who were under constant surveillance by family 

members, partners or ex-partners, but also enhanced their fear of retaliation. 

Raya: “He once faked a suicide attempt, just to make me stay. I was terrified that 
time, I felt guilty and responsible. I was worried for my children, thought about 
their accusations and them growing up with this trauma.”  

[…] When we were married, he used to watch me all the time, one time he searched 
my phone records hoping he would find something to accuse me of...He had me 
erase Facebook and all other social media; I even gave up my studying… even when 
we got divorced, wherever I went, I used to see him. He used to send me his friends 
pretending they wanted to help me while in fact they were spying on me. Even 
recently, when I finally found a job couple of weeks ago that suited my studying 
timetable, he kept pressuring the employer to have me fired... and that’s what 
happened as the employer told me he did not want any troubles and fired me… I 
am really scared he [the partner] won’t let me be…” 

In addition to these four major forms of abuse, some women also discussed emotional abuse in 

their partners having affairs, the feeling of being used, (especially when the women held an 

Israeli identity while partners were from the West Bank), and different forms of deprivation 

such as restricting their social networks, banning them from leaving the house, going to school 

or having their own car or phone. Moreover, in some narratives, women talked about basic 

necessities such as food being withheld. This was particularly an issue for those who lived with 

their partners’ families.  

6.5 How did women understand violence? 

The participants enumerated several explanations for men’s violence. Among these reasons 

were men’s personal deficiencies, such as their lack of self-confidence and discipline, envy of 

the women’s success, irresponsibility, and their belief that women are inferior. Women believed 

that violence could be a man’s way to gain control, prove his masculinity, and to defend his 

ego.  

Shams: “Gaps between men and women are becoming bigger as more and more 
women are going to study. This is a threat to men. So, he would beat her to tell her 
nothing has changed and that he was still the man”.   
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Another explanation women relied on to make sense of the violence they experienced was 

identifying their own personal traits or changes in their attitudes as provoking the violence in 

some way. Women suggested that multiple actions and behaviours provoked or escalated 

violence against them: speaking and complaining about their lives, self-blame, giving up of 

their rights and her independence, fear, defending their children, rejecting their partner, 

particularly sexually, and becoming stronger. For some women, pregnancy was another factor 

that increased male violence. Furthermore, actions such as going to the police, to social services 

or to a shelter were considered shameful and were understood to negatively affect men’s good 

reputation and therefore could result in the escalation of violence.  

Rimas: “I think the problem of violence lies also in women; you know for keeping 
silent”. 

Nibal: “It was always about sex. You know, he only cared about himself, his needs, 
he wanted to have sex in the evening, in morning, in front of the kids, it just did not 
matter to him when or where. For me it was disgusting, absolute disgust. When I 
refused, he would hit me”. 

Bana: “You know, maybe everyone gets used to it, they [men] hit and we keep 
silent, women can’t really talk or shout…and they will keep abusing women until 
one day she [the woman] won’t stay silent anymore”. 

In these narratives, the women, especially Rimas and Bana explain that women’s silence allows 

violence to continue. However, and as appears in Nibal’s narrative, being assertive in voicing 

her rejection of their husband’s sexual demands, also provokes violence. This situation, where 

women experience violence whether they reacted passively or assertively illustrates one aspect 

of their entrapment.  

Almost all participants indicated that families’ attitudes and behaviours towards women, both 

families of origin and partners’ families, contributed to male violence. Families’ impacts on 

violence against women are detailed in the following chapter when I discuss the structure and 

the values of the Arab family. However, in this section I focus on parts of the women’s 

narratives in which they understood violence.    

Women saw that lack of support from their family of origin enabled men to preserve and, in 

some cases, escalate their violent behaviours against them. 

Lubna: “After beating me, he used to mock me telling me ‘who is going to defend 
you? Where is your family? No one is there for you.” 

Samya: “When I used to go to my mum after an incident of physical abuse, she and 
some other women from the family would tell me indirectly that I was to be blamed, 
as they would say ‘you probably don’t get dressed up sexy enough for him’.” 
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Women also talked about the family’s honour and reputation, which is connected to female 

sexuality and purity, and puts them under immense pressure to maintain their household and 

the family united despite the violence. Such pressures, according to most women start within 

their families of origin, when parents reinforce gender inequality between daughters and sons. 

This value of family honour will be further discussed in the following chapter.  

Aside from a lack of support, many women grew up in violent families. While for many women, 

family violence started at an early age, most of them discussed its escalation during two phases 

of their life narratives. First, violence tended to escalate when the family of origin used violence 

to force them to get married. Second, violence often escalated, sometimes to the point of threats 

of murder, when women left their marital homes and decided to seek a divorce.  

For most women, divorce or separation meant going back to the family home and being placed 

under surveillance and control of her brothers. Hence, for many women their partner’s violence 

was replaced with the family’s abuse, isolation and deprivation. Many women described 

becoming a ‘slave’ for the family, indicating their deteriorating status after the divorce and the 

threats their family of origin used to discourage them from getting divorced.  

Farah: “I was suffering from physical abuse from my partner and his family. You 
know, my mother-in-law would hide the food from me and I was living overseas, 
did not really know where to go. So, I asked for my father’s help, telling him that I 
wanted to go back. But my father shouted at me on the phone and told me that if I 
were to get back, I would become everybody’s slave because you know, divorce is 
not allowed. He and my brother were concerned about what would people think of 
me and them if I got divorced”. 

Elham: “You know, my brother told me when I got divorced that I should be careful 
and to watch myself. He told me that he and the rest of my brothers were watching 
me very closely and that they knew every step I was taking and where I was going… 
you know all that just because I was divorced”.  

Only six women described their families as supportive, yet for two of them, the support was 

provided only by the nuclear family, without the approval of the extended family and for all six 

women, support was granted after the partners attempted to murder them.  

Manal: “I moved out with my kids about two months ago and I am filing for divorce. 
My family is supporting me, well by family I mean mum and my sisters, as for the 
other family members like uncles, I no longer exist because I left my home.”  

Divorced or separated battered women experienced additional forms of abuse. Men in the 

community sexually harassed them while family members pressured them to remarry. The latter 

situation helps explain women’s agreement to become second wives to married men – 

polygamy – and women’s remarriage to much older partners. 
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Most women discussed three main reasons for the family’s violence after separation or divorce. 

The first was financial – the family of origin can see a divorced woman and her children as an 

economic burden: 

Susan: “When my husband divorced me and sent me back to my family, my 
brothers wanted me to get remarried as soon as possible because I and my kids were 
seen as a burden on them, not limited to but mainly a financial burden”.  

Secondly, the family was sometimes afraid of societal judgment and stigmatisation. A divorce 

or separation may suggest that the family failed to educate its members, especially females, 

according to the traditional values of maintaining the family unity. In divorce, some families 

fear not only being accused of such failure, but are also influenced by the way society perceives 

divorced women. Some parts of Arab society still predominantly perceive divorced women as 

guilty, responsible for the divorce and unfaithful to husbands.  

Rinad: “You know, when an Arab woman gets divorced, that’s it for her. She goes 
around with a big X on her all her life. People immediately think that for sure she 
has done something wrong, or like she cheated on her husband”.  

Finally, divorce aggravates the family’s fear, brothers’ fear in particular, who tie divorce with 

women’s (their sisters’) sexuality.    

Suheir: “When I got divorced and got back to my family’s home, I was not allowed 
to leave the house, they [the brothers] were too scared that I would do something, 
always checked what I was doing or if I left the house… you know they were so 
controlling because they were afraid that… you know how Arab mentality is. They 
would think that the divorced woman would go and have a relationship or sexual 
intercourse with men, they were too scared that the woman would dirty their 
honour”. 

It is also important to note that for some women, the decision to accept marriage or continue 

living in an abusive relationship were made to please their families: 

Faten: “You know, he used to tell me that I was a little kid, knew nothing about life 
and sometimes during the engagement period he would threaten to leave me… that 
caused me to be anxious and depressed most of the time and I was willing to do 
almost everything to prevent the disengagement because I was too worried for my 
dad and didn’t want to fail him”.   

Family blame was a major issue in women’s narratives. They described being seen by family 

members as guilty for relationship deterioration, and even for instances of rape. 

Salwa: “I did not want to get married again; I just wanted to live for my daughter. 
But my family, you know my brothers were so cruel to me, insulting and blaming 
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me after I got divorced. So, I saw marriage as an escape, to run away from my 
family’s oppression”.  

Jumanah: “My family blamed me for the rape telling me that it was my fault from 
the beginning, ‘Why did you go with him in his car in the first place? Why did you 
take his number? You were the one who sent him your pictures; you were the one 
who got in that car’…” 

In some cases, family violence also escalated after women’s suicide attempts. The act of suicide 

was seen as a disgrace and shame for the family because suicide may paint the family’s image 

negatively within the community, implying it was dysfunctional or failed to support its 

members.  

Nibal: “When I swallowed the pain killers trying to kill myself, they [the family] 
brought a doctor home to rescue me. When I woke up, I was just too weak and 
fragile, but my dad and brothers started beating me and blaming me for what I did 
as my suicide attempt could damage their reputation”.  

Addressing wider cycles that could explain violence against women, all participants viewed 

Arab society as a main contributor to men’s violence and one of the factors why violence against 

women was so prevalent. Women touched on this issue from different angles, talking about 

patriarchal structure and male domination as the major features of Arab society, describing it 

and its traditions as cruel, primitive and judgmental, particularly towards divorced women and 

those who decide to break their silence and disclose the violence. Women’s perspectives about 

society’s impacts on them as women suffering from violence will be discussed in the following 

chapter.  

Another macro contributor to women’s violence and entrapment many women discussed was 

the state’s role. The participants talked about the direct and indirect ways government 

institutions discriminate against them and how this impacts on their situation, their decisions, 

and their ability to leave abusive relationships.  

Alongside all the explanations discussed in this chapter, I was also attentive to stories that 

explored different perceptions and understanding of violence. Nine women explained violence 

against them through discussing additional factors that included men’s substance abuse, 

financial distress and men’s types of work.   

Manal: “I did not know if I was the one to blame… I used to think that I was not 
worthy or human enough for my husband to like me or to put up with living with 
me. I really believed that it was me, but you know my husband was the drinking 
type, I mean he really drank. He used to drink everywhere with no limits. Wherever 
we went, social visits or weddings, I always felt so nervous because I knew that 
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eventually he would be so drunk that a problem would just occur. You know, in 
2013 he almost killed me when he was drunk”.   

Financial distress was for many women an additional factor for violence, especially for those 

who were married to partners from the West Bank.  

Rimas: “My husband was from the West Bank. He did not have the Israeli identity7 
and that was the reason as he told me then, that he could not find a job. I lived in 
the same house with his parents and siblings, he had eight siblings. So, I had to go 
to work because I was the one with the blue identity. I used to clean houses. For 
more than three years, I was the one who worked and provided for the whole family 
while he just sat home and did nothing.” 

For women like Rimas, holding Israeli identity forced them to work because it is usually easier 

for them to find work compared to Palestinians from the West Bank who do not hold this 

identity. Most women worked mainly in low-status jobs such as housekeeping. Consequently, 

they became the only providers for their partners and their families. Moreover, in most cases, 

due to violence, partners forced women to give up the money they earned from their work. 

Thus, women like Rimas would also suffer from economic abuse, being left without financial 

resources. 

6.6 Coping with the violence 

The participants described different ways of coping with violence ranging from submissiveness, 

particularly in relation to sexual acts; using phrases such as “becoming more and more silent, 

stopped feeling, dwindling”; denial (“nothing happened”); normalising the violence or adapting 

to it; resistance; seeking help from informal parties including talking to family and friends; and 

for some, going to the police and social services. Additional ways of coping included physical 

actions such as fighting the abuser back and attempting suicide.  

While reading the women’s narratives presented below, I was able to categorise three major 

coping strategies which appeared in their extracts: standardisation of violence, seeking help and 

suicidal attempts – ‘SSS’.   

Raneen: “You know, it’s that point… when a woman gets to that point that she just 
dwindles, she has so many rights but can’t do much anymore”. 

                                                             
7Israeli identity grants citizenship and residency inside Israel. The identity card increases the chances of finding 
work. Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza are not granted the Israeli identity card and for them to work inside 
Israel, they have to apply for specific permissions to enter into Israel. 
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Narmin: “After hitting and shouting at me he used to call me to have sex ‘hey come 
on I want to have sex’. I could not do it like, how could I? after being beaten? But 
eventually it would happen just to keep him calm and silent.” 

Rimas: “Sometimes, after hitting me I used to go to my parents. But they would tell 
me not to make a big fuss out of it and that it is normal for a man to hit his wife. 
You know, this sentence is very common ‘that it is normal to hit the woman’. Older 
women from my family whose kids are now adults told me that they were still being 
abused and that it’s normal”. 

The narratives illustrate women’s first strategy of coping with violence. As appears in the three 

extracts, in order to prevent violence escalating and to make sense of their lives, women 

perceive or are told by other older females within the family, that the abuse is a standard part 

of their lives – “normal”.   

The second strategy with which some women tried to cope with violence was going to the 

police. However, they never dared to do so during their marital life or while living with their 

families as single women.  

Narmin: “I did press charges against him [her husband] and his family. I did that 
after he had threatened me with a knife which he held to my throat. I had to leave 
the house and protect my children. So, I had to call the police and come here [to the 
shelter]. I pressed charges because I am scared, he will take my children to Hebron”.  

As discussed earlier, the five women who described going to the police to report the violence 

asserted that this action was taken only after critical and dangerous incidents, such as after an 

attempted murder. In these cases, most women had to leave their partner’s or their family’s 

home because disclosing violence to formal agencies could result in unpredictable reactions, 

including further violence from other family members.  

The third coping strategies was women’s self-persuasion, at some crucial point in their lives, 

that the only way to be free from the violence was to commit suicide. This finding is consistent 

with previous research, where it was found that battering was one of the leading factors for 

women’s suicide attempts (Almeida, Woods, Messineo, & Font, 1998; Dillon, Hussain, Loxton, 

& Rahman, 2013; Stark & Flicraft, 1995). Thirteen women in the sample tried to kill themselves 

at least once.  

Bana: “One time, dad hit me so hard; he used to bang my head to the wall that I 
started bleeding. My aunt begged him to take me to the hospital, but he refused. 
That moment I just felt that I could not take it anymore, so I tried to kill myself only 
this time instead of cutting my veins I drank detergent and disinfectant”. 
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Nibal, a Bedouin, was 31 at the time of the interview, divorced and a mother of six children. 

She suffered from a difficult childhood, being abandoned by her parents, “I was put in a plastic 

bag” to be raised by her grandmother and uncle who used to abuse her physically and 

emotionally. At the age of 16 her father forced her to marry her cousin who abused her sexually 

and physically: 

Nibal: “I could not be with him, he raped almost daily and though I begged my dad 
to help get a divorce, he refused. One day my father put a gun on the table where 
we were sitting by and asked me to choose between my husband and a bullet…So, 
I chose my husband and kept on being married until that day that I couldn’t take it 
anymore and I swallowed a whole bottle of painkillers. That was the first time I 
tried to kill myself… I tried to kill myself three times”.  

In this section too, as similar to the previous ones, women’s entrapment appears through ‘SSS’ 

– the three strategies for coping with violence. These three strategies demonstrate Arab 

women’s entrapment, because even in seeking help – the second ‘S’, neither formal nor 

informal help was forthcoming. Going to the police, social services or family and friends 

appeared in most women’s narratives as unhelpful and in some cases even led to their being 

judged negatively and being blamed, particularly due to families’ expectations of women to 

maintain family unity, regardless of violence. Even with the formal help such as going to the 

police, and as will be further discussed in the following chapters, the majority of the women in 

the sample refrained from reporting violence to the police. As stated earlier, only five women 

out of the 36 reported violence to the police. Through the first and third coping strategies, 

women could either lose their lives through suicide, or lose part of their selves in normalising 

violence. In standardising violence, women could reach a point in their lives where they may 

freeze other alternatives, or become persuaded that other ways to cope were out of reach.  

6.7 The entrapment web: reasons to stay in the abusive 
relationship  

In the process of normalising the situation they found themselves in, the women’s narratives 

provide explanations for their staying in the relationship. One of these reasons was ‘for the sake 

of the children’.  

Sirine: “Twenty-one years I lived with my husband, suffering from all different 
kinds of violence, but never, not even once I stayed away from my home. I used to 
get into my room and cry, I just cried all alone until I would calm myself down and 
then I would get back to my home chores. It was for the sake of my children, to 
keep the house and the family together”.  
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While children were the incentive for some women to leave an abusive relationship, they were 

the reason for others to stay. The risk of losing custody, accompanied by the fear of not being 

able to provide for the children if they were to leave kept some women in abusive relationships.  

Women’s affection towards their partners and their self-persuasion that the partner’s true self 

was sound, rendered an additional reason for women to stay in abusive relationships. 

Faten: “He was good on the inside, that’s how I used to convince myself. Sometimes 
I felt like I was in a whirlpool that I could not understand him well, yet I kept 
reminding myself of the good things he had. I just convinced myself that there were 
good and lovely things about him, that they did exist.” 

Alongside women’s affection towards the abuser, women also discussed their difficulties in 

managing life on their own. Many participants talked about their personal weakness, difficulty 

in managing life on their own, having no place to go and fear of the external world, especially 

that of being sexually abused as a divorced or separated woman. These concerns were amplified 

since most women asserted that divorce or separation obliges women to return to their parents’ 

home where they were under their brothers’ control, as previously outlined.  

Whether they had children or not, their family of origin’s lack of support and attitudes was one 

of the most significant factors that forced all women to stay in abusive relationships.  

Shams: “I went back to my parents’ house because I could not live with him 
anymore. At first my parents told me that I needed to get back to him. I insisted that 
I wouldn’t go back no matter what people thought, then they started beating me 
physically and emotionally until my father, my mother and my brothers took me 
one night to some deserted forest, put a gun to my head and told me that if I wanted 
to stay alive I had to get back to him, to my cousin and do whatever he asked me 
to. You know, after this incident I lost my hair, my weight, I was not myself 
anymore and I agreed to get back to him”. 

Women’s legal status was an important factor that often contributed to keeping them with their 

partners, especially for those born in the Palestinian regions of Israel (the West Bank and Gaza) 

because they did not hold the blue Israeli identity card and for Salam, the woman who emigrated 

from Jordan. 

Two additional factors that kept women silent about the violence they experienced were 

political tension and the quality of social services available, including the conditions in the 

women’s shelters. 

Lubna: “He wanted to sleep with me, I refused. So, he kicked me out. But on that 
day, there was a huge chaos between Arab youth and Jewish military forces, 
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soldiers and police were everywhere. His brother was scared I could get shot by 
mistake and convinced me to stay and I did”.  

Amal: “I went to the social services to help me stop my husband’s violence. They 
suggested going to a shelter for three months. I asked what would happen after three 
months. The social worker told me that I would be on my own. I have two kids with 
me, where would we go after three months?”  

Raneen: “The first time I came to the shelter my kids were still little. One of my 
children was even after a heart operation. One day after lunch he wanted a sandwich 
but people at the shelter told me that I was not allowed to fix him a sandwich and 
that ‘I needed to understand that the shelter had its rules and I was not to see it as 
my own private home’. I was too offended, and that incident made me return my 
kids to their dad. A couple of days later, I felt lonely and got depressed, so I called 
my husband, we reconciled, and I went back to him”.   

The extracts illustrate Arab women’s limited options due to political conditions, as appears in 

Lubna’s narrative, and also due to lack of adequate support from the social services, as in the 

last two extracts. Hence, even when some women decide to seek formal help and by doing so, 

they challenge traditional norms by involving external authorities in their families’ lives, even 

then, Arab women are trapped: many women like Raneen, would return to the abusers, while 

others would decide not to leave the abusive relationship in the first place, as in Amal’s 

situation.     

6.8 The Turning Point: breaking free from the entrapment 

Researchers such as Enander and Holmberg (2008: 201) deduce that leaving an abuser is not a 

“single event”. Rather it is a repetitive ongoing process that takes time and includes multiple 

break-ups and multiple stages or strategies of preparation (Enander & Holmberg, 2008; 

Kirkwood, 1993; Landenburger, 1989; Ulrich, 1991).  

All participants described the turning point as an outcome of the collapse of meaning and hope 

and the urgent feeling that ‘they had to make a change’. Out of the 36 women, only two, Faten 

and Bassma, asserted that they had achieved their turning point while still living with their 

partners. For both, the change occurred when their access to resources improved and they went 

to therapy. For the remaining women, they achieved their turning point when they left the 

abusive relationship either in separation or entering women’s shelters. 

The main key factors that led women to their turning point were: (1) a dangerous escalation of 

the violence to the point that it became a matter of life and death; (2) increasing fear for the 

safety of the children or other family members; (3) the death of the dominant abuser; (4) 

exposure to Jewish society; (5) external interventions such as being in gaol, going to study or 
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work; and (6) losing hope of change – feeling there was “no way out”. The following extracts 

demonstrate these factors, respectively when I asked the women what reasons or circumstances 

made them act differently this time:  

Jumanah: “It was that moment that I just knew it… that it could be the end. You 
know, in the past when my brother used to hit me, I would lock myself in the room 
and cry and that was it, I even used to tell myself ‘so he hit me, that is o.k. life goes 
on’ …it was mainly because I had no-where to go so I would just stay and keep 
quiet. But this time, it was different, and I knew it. It escalated to an attempted 
murder as he tried to push me from the balcony”.  

Bassma: “The reasons were my kids, especially my middle child who was most 
affected by all the violence he had witnessed. When he started school, he used to 
shout all the time, would not cooperate with the teachers and refused to go to school. 
That was it for me; I went to seek help from professionals”. 

Raneen: “I started making a change when my father-in-law died. Only then, I got 
out to work, started to know and speak with people. After a short period of time dad 
died too and that was when I first got to know about social services”.     

Warda: “I started working with Jews. They saw the bruises and started telling me 
that I should not be silent; that I had rights and that I should defend myself. They 
taught me what to do. So, the next time he hit me, I called the police”.  

Salam: “When I got released from prison, I became someone else. I changed. No 
more the naïve Salam, the little girl… that was it. To be honest with you; I became 
aggressive myself. Nobody was there for me when I was abused, so I decided to 
fight for my own rights. I filed for alimony and I won the case, I just stood up to 
him, took his money and enrolled in university. I was all different, there was a new 
me.” 

Lily: “I tried to tell my parents that I couldn’t take it anymore. I just could not live 
with my cousin anymore; I truly tried but just could not. Every time I looked at him, 
I felt disgust; you know I was also disgusted with myself, but my family had me 
locked in the house, preventing me from doing anything. They were all shouting 
and humiliating me, you know my father and my brothers. I got to that point that I 
just felt like I was cold from the inside…nothing mattered anymore. That was when 
I decided to escape”.  

The extracts demonstrate women’s turning point where they explain, each in her own 

circumstances, the incentives that pushed her to leave. Although it appears from the extracts 

that women decided to leave the abusive relationship at a specific moment without prior 

planning, the extracts nonetheless also illustrate the different processes most women have been 

undergoing. Such a process involves several interrelated factors, which are explained by the 

ecological model. The explanations women provide are related to micro as well as to macro 

levels. On the micro level, women discussed changes in their own perceptions and 

circumstances, as in Bassma’s, Salam’s, and Lily’s narratives. On a macro level, being exposed 

to a different culture, as in Warda’s narrative, was also a major factor to lead her to her turning 
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point. Thus, interrelated factors on both the micro and macro levels throughout different periods 

of time established the ground for most women to reach their turning point.   

6.9 Conclusion 

The composite narrative chapter presented the major milestones and trajectories in Arab 

women’s lives. The findings in the chapter not only presented women’s descriptions of their 

lives in abusive relationship, but also pinpointed the different factors which created and 

enhanced their entrapment.  

Through their narratives, women discussed the different phases of their lives which were 

primarily characterised by lack of options. Most of the women faced situations of limited, 

violent and coercive choices. As young women, some were married underaged and were 

expected by their families to adapt to marital and sexual violence as teenagers. Other girls had 

to endure incest. As young women, in their families of origin, they had to adhere and obey to 

the families’ demands despite women’s passions and ambitions, otherwise most of them would 

be physically restricted and some faced death threats. In their marital relationships, women 

experienced similar situations; where they had either to acquiesce to the partner’s demands and 

violence, particularly sexual violence, or they would be physically, verbally or emotionally 

abused. 

These situations of ‘either–or’, which demonstrated women’s lack of options, was significantly 

apparent in women’s discussion of their coping strategies. The triple ‘S’ of women’s coping 

strategies: standardisation of violence, seeking help (formally and informally) and suicide 

attempts mirrored Arab women’s situation in abusive relationships. Women were either to 

commit suicide or to lose parts of their selves in normalising violence. As for seeking help, the 

formal help through the police either escalated violence or was not an option in the first place, 

whereas the informal help through families created an additional pressure on women. The 

multiplied oppression that women experienced included the necessity to adhere to families, 

being married against their will or underaged, families’ expectations of women to normalise 

violence and deny rape, stigmatising by the community those who sought separation or divorce. 

All these dimensions of oppression not only explained the coping strategies of ‘SSS’- where 

women reached that point in their life where they felt “there was no way out”, but they also 

explained women’s post-traumatic symptoms of self-disconnection and dissonance. 

Dissonance is a situation where women are being told to deny what they have experienced 

(Campbell, 2002; Herman, 1992, 2015). Such a process, which characterised many participants 

in the study, led them to self-hatred, blame and disconnection from the self. 
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Furthermore, even when some women confronted their self-accusations and guilt, succeeding 

in breaking the dissonance by deciding to make a change and to break free from their 

entrapment, they were confronted with another layer of violence manifested in their families’ 

and community’s reactions. These reactions ranged from abandonment, abuse, sexual 

harassment, and in some cases, the threat of murder. The options of breaking free from the 

entrapment caused by violence for some Arab women, are not only limited, but also dangerous. 

After setting out the composite narrative within which most of the stories fit, I argue that despite 

the similarities one can find between Arab battered women and women who are victims of 

domestic violence in general, Arab women in Israel suffer from additional, wider layers of 

violence. These layers not only entrap Arab women in abusive relationships but also expose 

them to more violent experiences and put many of them in fatal situations. These layers which 

are manifested in judgmental attitudes within some aspects of Arab society and state’s 

discriminatory policies against Arab women, and which appeared in most of the women’s 

narratives, are discussed in the following analysis chapters. 
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 Chapter Seven - 
Arab society and violence against women 

This analysis chapter outlines how women’s narratives connect some aspects of Arab culture 

to their experiences in domestic violence. From the narratives it became clear that central to 

their experiences of domestic violence was an understanding of their place as women in Arab 

society in Israel. This was manifested in several ways, including women’s discussions about 

their families’ emphasis on protecting the values of family unity and honour, women’s status 

in families and in their society compared to men, Arabs’ suspicious attitudes towards 

institutions which affected women’s willingness to seek help, the centrality of religion and 

Arabs’ exposure to the Jewish society.  

Through these themes, this results chapter addresses the second research question, on the 

impacts of Arab society on women’s experiences in abusive relationships. This chapter and the 

following one discuss two macro factors manifested in Arab society and the political aspects of 

the state. Aside from answering the research questions, the reason for choosing these factors is 

that macro level factors, not just micro level stressors, are also critical in understanding the 

experiences of Arab battered women. 

7.1 Arab society and culture  

There are three major goals for this chapter. First, I answer the study’s questions concerning 

the impacts of broader social and cultural forces on violence against Arab women. Second, I 

aim to honour the women’s narratives and their meaning - making of their experiences of 

violence and entrapment. The data revealed that all the women, without exception, described 

Arab society and its patriarchal aspects and structure as a main component in their victimisation, 

and one of the major factors that contributed to and legitimised male violence. Third, this 

chapter presents women’s understandings of the impacts of exposure to Jewish society on Arab 

people as an ethnic minority. Participants described how this exposure has affected both Arab 

society in general and attitudes towards Arab women in particular.  

7.2 The challenges of traditional values: The first nexus of 
entrapment  

All the participants emphasised the patriarchal structure of Arab society in Israel which 

impacted not only on their experiences of violence but also limited their options in seeking help. 

The participants spoke about four ways in which Arab society shaped their experiences of 
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domestic violence: (1) the structure of Arab families and their values; (2) women’s status within 

the family compared to men; (3) Arabs’ suspicious attitudes and feelings towards Jewish 

institutions; and (4) the centrality of religion in Arab culture, and how its misinterpretation and 

misuse constituted a means for men to perpetrate violence against them. These four themes 

demonstrate how the patriarchal nature of Arab society shapes women’s experiences of 

domestic violence. Presenting and examining these themes not only explain the way they impact 

on women’s help options and decisions regarding their lives in abusive relationships. Rather 

such examination also unpacks how colonialism perpetuates aspects of the patriarchal nature of 

Arab society and affects women’s experiences through what they describe as Arab men’s 

tendency to “compensate” over their losses.  

As stated in the literature chapter, presenting a comprehensive and integrated study- “fabric” 

that voices women’s narratives on the individual, societal and political levels is the main 

purpose of this study. The thorough investigation the current study aspires to present, opposes 

looking at the phenomenon of violence against women through dichotomous lenses of “white 

and black”. Such a perspective may lead this study to fall in the same trap that it is trying to 

shed light on and warn against: stigimatisation of a group which may occur on the gender level 

through vilification of Arab society and more specifically, Arab men. Exploring the themes 

stated above aims to illuminate the complexity of violence against Arab women and how 

borader contexts such as post-colonilaism have shaped Arab society, reinforced its patriarchal 

structure which in turn affected the attitudes towards women.  

7.2.1 Arab family structure and values  

In their narratives, women discussed their obligations and responsibilities, as women, to 

maintain and preserve their families’ reputation and unity. Almost all participants emphasised 

being raised with this expectation, which has become internalised as their main role as women. 

Farah: “When I got married and moved overseas with my husband, I used to call 
my father telling him about my husband’s and his family’s violence towards me. 
But dad and my brother used to shout at me telling me that I needed to obey my 
husband and his family as I must not under any circumstances consider getting a 
divorce or getting back home because you know, getting a divorce is a shame”.  

Suheir: “After I got divorced, I went back to live at my mother’s house. Well, I had 
to get back and live with her and my brothers kind of watched me all the time. You 
know, because I was divorced and all that”.  

The above extracts illustrate families’ expectations from women to preserve and protect the 

family unit. Farah’s family not only encouraged her to withstand violence but also had her 
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father and brother speaking harshly to her, to prevent divorce which shames them as a family. 

Suheir on the other hand, like all divorced women in the sample, discussed the implications of 

divorce on women and how the emphasis on protecting their family’s reputation meant 

protecting women’s sexuality. Thus, some may leave abusive husbands only to experience 

abuse within their family of origin. Replacing one violent relationship with another could hinder 

women from leaving abusive partners in the first place, as illustrated in Suheir’s narrative above 

and in the previous chapter, where she detailed her suffering from her brothers’ control after 

her divorce. 

Consistent with the literature, such expectations of keeping the family together and avoiding 

divorce are strongly assimilated within women’s socialisation process, as they are expected to 

maintain the household even in situations of family violence (Baker, 2009; Ben-Porat et al., 

2017; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b; Wollensky, 2004). For most married women in the sample, these 

expectations were expressed by the women’s families of origin. Arab society promotes social 

harmony and insists on preserving the family’s solidarity and cohesiveness (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, 

b). Thereof, divorce is not acceptable, not only because it runs counter to cultural expectations 

but also because it threatens the family’s reputation. The threat on a family’s reputation emerges 

from perceiving women as responsible for divorce, and they are blamed and accused of 

rebelliousness or misbehaviour (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015).  

The expectation that women’s role was to keep families together meant that it was very difficult 

for them to leave abusive partners.  

Rimas: “They [family of origin] used to tell me, he [the partner] is your cousin, he 
is your husband, you have to put up with his attitude and all women must follow 
and obey their husbands”.   

Like Rimas’ family, most women in the sample depicted divorce (at least in the eyes of their 

families) as much more serious and less socially acceptable than a violent relationship. This 

finding is consistent with previous research, as despite the changes occurring within Arab 

society in Israel, expectations of distinctive gender-specific behaviours, including women’s 

obedience and the emphasis on maintaining the family’s reputation and unity are still central 

(Abu-Ras, 2007; Avitzur, 1987; Barakat, 1993; Haj-Yahia, 1998a, b; Kattoura, 2013; Kulwicki 

et al., 2010). 

The familial and cultural expectation of keeping the family united not only includes accepting 

marital violence and rejecting divorce. Rather, the following extracts demonstrate how this 

expectation starts also to impact some participants at a very young age in that women and girls 
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are expected to endure incest. The two extracts below are from Dima’s and Samya’s narrative 

whom I stated in the previous chapter as the only two women who discussed sexual abuse in 

the form of incest in childhood. Dima was sexually abused by her uncle at the age of 14, whereas 

Samya did not say who the offender was, only mentioned that he was a family member.   

Dima: “When I told my father […] he beat me and asked me to keep silent. You 
know we are one family […]. Both my marriages were a way to get even with my 
family. I did that just to humiliate my family […]”.  

Samya: “Mum did not believe that this man would do such a thing, so she chose to 
stay away from me and that was the hardest part”.  

Dima and Samya were the two women who disclosed being sexually abused as children. In 

their narratives, they demonstrate how in their experiences, the value of family unity was seen 

as more important than addressing child sexual abuse: their families chose to sacrifice the 

female victim in order to preserve family unity. As little girls, both Dima and Samya were 

forced to learn that even when their bodies were abused and violated, they were required to stay 

silent or would be silenced by family members, to preserve and protect patriarchal norms and 

family ties. The responses to sexual abuse experienced by Dima and Samya thus illustrate a 

culture of misogyny (Brownmiller, 1975; Hattery, 2009b; MacKinnon, 1991).  

A third aspect of Arab family structure that impacted on participants was the effects of living 

with the extended family and being subordinated to its rules. According to the women’s 

narratives, such interference from the extended family had negatively affected the nuclear 

family’s ability to make its own decisions in general, and affected women’s lives in particular.  

Lily: “You know when I used to go school; my uncle would shout at me that I was 
not dressed properly, you know wearing long sleeved shirts and putting a headscarf. 
Mum used to tell him that it wasn’t his business. But then he would go to my dad 
and keep pressuring and reproaching him such that my dad would eventually give 
up and force me to dress according to my uncle’s views”.  

Nour: “I was married at the age of 18. I loved my husband; I did not mind living in 
his family’s house. You know, with his parents and siblings, because I just loved 
him […]. I was eight months pregnant; I was lying in bed tired and sick. My mother 
-in- law whom I lived with asked me to help her, but I just could not get up, so she 
started shouting at me calling me bad names, and like I was good only for sex... I 
could not take it; it really hurt me, so I replied saying it was not acceptable what 
she was saying to me. Because I dared to reply, both my husband and his brother 
beat me”. 

Bassma: “I live with my partner’s family; I mean we are all in the same building. 
Everyone has his own house, but you know we share the same building. My 
brothers-in-law used to incite my husband against me, telling him that I have sexual 
relationships with men, that I was like someone from the street. That affected my 
husband and yes we used to fight a lot”.   
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Though traditional extended families are becoming harder to find in Arab society today, 

especially in urban regions, many women in the sample described living within their partners’ 

family household or in close proximity to their partner’s family. They did so not only out of 

tradition but also due to the lack of land and the high financial expenses required to buy a house. 

This is a situation which, in part, reflects the Arab population’s status in Israel. As discussed in 

the literature review, Arabs suffer from poverty, unemployment and unequal distribution of 

resources (Sabagh-Khoury, 2006). These living conditions meant that it was not only the 

husbands that exerted control over the women, but also their mothers-in-law or other family 

members.  

Living with the extended family may be a double-edge sword. Extended family, according to 

Haj-Yahia (2002b, 2004) may provide support in the form of emotional comfort, financial 

resources, childcare and so forth. However, this situation not only leaves little room for an 

individual’s privacy or independence, but also means that extended families from both sides 

can also use violence against women.  

Another finding that it is important to shed light on is the genuine meaning of the alleged 

‘support’ that families of origin sometimes provide for women in times of marital disputes. 

Although some women (six in number) mentioned their families’ support in providing them 

with shelter and support in their process of divorce, which as previously stated, was granted 

after attempted murders, most women suffered from lack of support from their own families.  

Suheir: “Even if my husband beats me, I want to be with him, not with my family 
of origin. My family wants me to get back home alone. When I stayed with my 
family like a month ago, before coming here [to the shelter], no one was there for 
me; one brother closed the door when I asked for help, and the others wouldn’t even 
hear me. Each one of them was at his home with his wife and kids- all but me. I was 
to be victimised, me and my kids. So, you tell me, what and where is better for me 
to stay? With my brothers, so they would keep controlling me or with my husband 
and kids even though he sometimes gets angry?”  

Najlaa: “I accepted to get married with my husband who is much older than me, 
he’s like 16 years older than me, and he was married before. His kids are already 
grownups and in fact they are close to my age. I accepted to move to Golan which 
is totally different from my village in Israel. Well, marriage was my escape. I am 
young, I wanted to live normally, wanted to go out, to have friends, go to work, to 
do something with my life but my brothers prevented me from all that. I was not 
allowed to leave the house. Even today after being married, they still ask questions 
and prevent me from going places alone saying it’s not acceptable.”   

Fidda: “You know, every time I went to my parents’ home escaping from my 
husband’s violence, my father always accepted me but never with my kids. He used 
to give me money to go shopping thinking this would help me not to think about 
my kids. So, the last time my husband abused me, I had nowhere to go; I could not 



 134 

get back to my father because he would not accept my three little kids. He used to 
tell me that I was his responsibility but not my kids, they were their father’s 
responsibility”. 

According to the literature, the family of origin would predominantly provide women with 

shelter and temporary support in cases of spousal abuse or disputes (Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). 

However, as seen in the extracts above, many participants described suffering from their 

families’ attitudes towards them and lack of support, the women suffering particularly from 

their brothers’ control. In addition to experiencing familial abuse after separation, most women 

had to give up their children because families viewed children as an economic burden and as 

“the husband’s responsibility, not theirs”. Such lack of support and exacerbated control either 

made the women return to their abusers, or prevented them from leaving in the first place.  

The extracts above raise questions not only about the price women must pay in exchange for 

their family’s support in providing them with a place to stay, but also regarding the nature of 

this ‘support’ exemplified in women like Fidda who had to choose between her own safety and 

that of her children. By ‘support’, I refer to its meaning and purposes. The support that some 

families of origin provide for the women is conditional: in order to escape the partner’s 

violence, they have to be under the family’s control and to leave their children behind.  

The temporary shelter that some families provide for women is offered primarily to preserve 

the family’s reputation as I will demonstrate later in this chapter, where women either did not 

know about social services or were intimated and banned by their families from using them. By 

providing women with a place to stay, families thus prevent them from accessing external 

services such as social services or the police.  

All of the women asserted their obligation to protect their family’s honour. ‘Honour’ is perhaps 

the most important value in a traditional Arab family.  

Suheir: “You know how Arabs are and how their mentality is [...]. They care so 
much for their honour. That’s why when I got divorced, I had my brothers watching 
me all the time. Arab men are too scared that women may dirty their honour, like 
you know getting sexually engaged with men”.   

Salwa: “When I was at my parents’ house, they humiliated me calling me a ‘whore’ 
and blaming me for the divorce. I got tired. I was not allowed to leave the house, 
they prevented me from going to work and if I wanted to go the supermarket, I had 
to go with my sister, never by myself. If I wanted to visit my child at the 
kindergarten, I had my brothers watching me… it was so stressful, I was not allowed 
to have my own phone otherwise my brother would hit me. You know, I am 29 
years old and my brother who threatens me is 18”.  
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Shams: “[...] They [parents and brothers] put a gun to my head and told me that if I 
wanted to stay alive, I had to get back to him, to my cousin and do whatever he 
asked me to.” 

The family’s pressure over a woman not only includes its blame of women for the relationship 

deterioration and for the divorce. Rather, Arab women may face fatal consequences such as 

threats of murder –as appears in Shams’ narrative - if they fail to meet the family’s expectations 

and perceptions of ‘honour’. Honour is directly related to women and to their sexuality (Haj-

Yahia, 2002a; Mayeda & Vijaykumar, 2016). However, from the narratives above which are 

those of two Bedouin women and a Druze woman, honour in these communities, could be tied 

to women’s behaviour in general, not only to their sexuality. For example, women’s rejection 

and refusal to obey their families’ demands, as the case with Shams who rejected her partner 

(her cousin), is also considered an act which harms the family’s honour and reputation in the 

community as the family will be perceived as dysfunctional and unable to maintain and educate 

its female members. 

Honour (sharaf) and shame (ayb) are essential values within an Arab family. Whilst men’s 

honour is reflected in courage and honesty, women’s honour is related to their personal and 

sexual purity (Abu-Ras, 2003; Glazer & Abu-Ras, 1994; Kattoura, 2013; Kulwicki et al., 2010). 

Divorce is perceived as a threat to women’s sexual purity. Therefore, families try in every 

possible way, including violence, to prevent divorce. When a female member breaches this 

consensus by failing to remain subordinate to the wishes of the family, other family members- 

brothers in particular - may feel that they must defend their family’s honour by exerting power 

and control over the woman, which could range from social isolation, physical violence, 

deprivation and, in severe cases, murder. Thus, and as stated earlier, the temporary shelter 

which families of origin provide for women in times of marital dispute, could become in some 

cases an additional form of abuse inflicted on women by their families instead of their partners. 

The value of honour, as the following extracts illustrate, can serve as an excuse or a justification 

for families not only to use and legitimate violence, but in severe cases, also to justify murder.  

Suzan: “I was kicked out with my two daughters and sent away to my family against 
my will. After beating and divorcing me, he forced us to get dressed as he had 
agreed with a taxi driver to take us to my family’s home. Despite my begging to the 
taxi driver to drop us any place thinking I would get back to my husband begging 
him to take me back, the driver ignored my pleading and locked the taxi’s doors 
until we reached my family’s house. My father was dead, so my brothers were the 
ones in control… After a short period of time, they [the brother] started to see us as 
unwanted guests; they did not want us to be around. So, they said that it was not 
acceptable for me to live without a man, but I did not want to get married again. 
They wanted to send my daughters back to my ex and arrange for me to get married. 
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They locked me with my two daughters in a room for weeks and we could not get 
out. You know, we used a bucket as our toilet. My daughters could not sleep at 
night because they were afraid, they would be taken…We lived like this for a couple 
of weeks. Then, they decided that it was enough; that they had waited enough time 
for me and that I had to get married to anyone, even to an old man, otherwise they 
would kill me and say that it was out of honour… they would say that I have been 
dishonouring my family; like having affairs or something… you see, if you oppose 
their will, it is easy to turn things into an honour issue and you will be killed”.  

Suzan’s description illustrates the patriarchal oppression through which women’s murder can 

be relatively easily legitimised socially, being seen as “family honour”. Most participants 

shared the same stance as Suzan, attributing Arab women’s murder to this conceptualisation of 

“honour”. This finding is consistent with previous research wherein Arab women’s murder is 

sometimes justified even by other women. For example, Abu-Ras (2007) found that 24% of 

respondents from her sample, which included 67 Arab battered women immigrants in the 

U.S.A, agreed that an unfaithful wife deserved to be killed. The data in the current study shows 

that honour not only included being unfaithful to husbands. Rather, if women were perceived 

to shame their families in any way, such as leaving an abusive relationship, they may suffer and 

be accused of dishonouring their families and thus may be exposed to danger, as Suzan 

explained.     

In sum, women’s narratives emphasise family unity, the structure and the power of the extended 

family, and the value placed upon honour which are key concepts in Arab families. Women are 

taught that the family unity and cohesiveness must remain intact, even in cases of family 

violence, and that they must never risk their family’s reputation and honour through divorce. 

Ending an abusive relationship through separation or divorce not only stigmatises Arab women 

who are often viewed as responsible for the divorce, but also exposes them to abuse from their 

families of origin. Aside from damaging the family’s reputation, divorce causes women and 

their sexuality to be more vulnerable in their families’ and community’s eyes. Therefore, in 

order to cope as a family with such vulnerability, male family members, predominantly 

brothers, would perpetrate different types of violence against women, such as surveillance and 

physical isolation to ‘protect’ women’s sexuality.  

This situation exemplifies Arab women’s entrapment, because whether they choose to stay 

married to abusive partners or return to their families of origin, they would still probably suffer 

from various forms of control and violence. Thus, Arab women’s normalisation of violence or 

their reluctance to leave abusive relationships in the first place become clearer.  
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7.2.2 Men’s status compared to women’s 

In a patriarchal society that is male-dominated, typical gender roles and gaps between women’s 

and men’s status are consistently maintained (Al-Krenawi & Jackson, 2015). Almost all 

participants discussed the gender hierarchy in Arab culture mainly characterised by male 

supremacy compared to women’s subordination. In their narratives, women discussed their 

inferior status compared to men, and noted that this socialisation of women’s inferiority and 

subordination started even before birth.  

Fidda: “He is a greedy man, that’s what I can tell you. He’s greedy for anything and 
everything. It was a couple of days after I had a caesarean operation to deliver my 
baby. I was tired and sick when he asked me to have sex. I looked at him confused 
because I just could not believe what he was asking me. Then he told me ‘well let’s 
have sex to have another boy. If you ever get pregnant with a girl, you just throw 
her to your mum…” 

Fatin: “The first time I got pregnant, he wanted to have a boy. He told me that he 
was positive I was having a boy. When we went to the doctor and knew it was a 
girl, he got so angry and accused me that it was my fault because I wanted a baby 
girl and that I was an atheist.”  

As appears in these extracts, gender-based discrimination starts at an early age in women’s 

lives, even before they are born, in men’s preference for having boy children to girls. This 

discourse of girls and women as inferior compared to boys and men is deeply assimilated in 

women’s inner world and narratives.   

Farah: “Well, that’s what mum used to teach us, that a woman needs a man; this is 
“Sutrah”8, the woman’s life is dependent on the man, on the husband, she needs a 
man, needs to be married, otherwise she is worthless”.  

Farah’s extract clarifies a woman’s self-perception as being less competent to face life on her 

own and being ‘naked’ when not attached to a man. This finding is consistent with Wood’s 

(2001) research, where she demonstrates how women in her sample used romance and 

narratives of fairy tales or dark versions of their stories, to either blame themselves or accept 

the partners’ blame for the violence, all to make sense of their lives and justify violent 

relationships.  

The finding that some participants described needing a man in order to be ‘covered’ in Arab 

culture is an important insight when examining the narratives of divorced or separated women, 

which I will elaborate on later in this section where I discuss women’s status in the community. 

                                                             
8An Arabic word meaning something to be covered with physically like a vest. It is used also as the rescue vest in 
case of drowning. 



 138 

This deeply internalised belief which has become embodied in women’s lives appeared in their 

narratives as a ‘covering’ metaphor, representing attachment and dependence. Hence, women’s 

entrapment becomes more complex because in order to stay ‘covered’ and avoid divorce, most 

participants discussed their obligation to please their husbands, particularly sexually.  

Elham: “I used to do whatever he asked me to do because I was afraid of my 
brothers. He would simply tell them that I have been doing this and that, you know 
as bad things and they would usually believe him and take his side. They never 
supported me; they usually took his side”.  

Ekbal: “Women in the family used to tell me: it sounds like you don’t get dressed 
up appropriately. You should dress up in a sexy way for him”. 

Like Ekbal, most women discussed being encouraged by family members to please men 

sexually, as this was often seen as a solution to the violence. This perspective demonstrates 

women’s status, as family’s expectations focus on their being attentive to the man’s needs, 

particularly sexually, without considering or acknowledging her own needs and wishes. In 

Ekbla’s extract, there is a direct implication and even encouragement to self-denial as a woman, 

in order to fulfil her major role in sexually pleasing the partner. Furthermore, Ekbla’s narrative 

also indicates victim blaming, with families perceiving the prevention of violence as the 

women’s responsibility. 

In Arab society men are predominantly considered superior to women (Haj-Yahis 2002a, b). 

Hence, and consistent with this social structure, all participants discussed their families’ 

expectations of them to fulfil males’ needs.  

Ekbal: “Mum was not really there for me; she left me to be raised by my 
grandmother while she moved with my dad and siblings to a new home. I loved 
grandma, so I didn’t mind. I just used to visit my family occasionally. Until one 
time, my brother stole 4000 shekels to buy a bicycle and mum accused me instead. 
You know, she banged my head into the wall, and I was hospitalised for 3 months. 
When she found out that it was my brother who stole the money, she did nothing... 
It is such a male dominated society we live in”. 

Rimas: “I did not approve of him; I did not want to get married. But my family 
insisted, you know as a bride I had to sign the wedding contract, but I didn’t want 
to. So, my brother came into my room and started beating me, he beat me very hard 
that I just ran out of my room and signed the wedding contract. Since I did not want 
my partner, I just could not be with him in bed as he wanted me to, so he started 
abusing me physically and accusing me of having relations with other men. When 
I spoke with my family about the abuse, they told me that I had to put up with it 
because he was my cousin and he was my husband whom I should obey and 
follow”. 
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The above extracts not only illustrate women’s lack of options, but also highlight the high price 

women pay, whichever option they choose. They must either obey their family’s interests - 

which are often in opposition to their own desires - or, if they resist or challenge their family’s 

interests, they suffer from further, more severe violence. In both of the above extracts, women’s 

status is inferior: In Ekbal’s extract, she described how she was automatically accused of and 

punished for stealing, whereas in Rimas’ extract, she was physically abused for opposing her 

family’s desire, only to be further abused by her partner for not satisfying him sexually.  

In most of the women’s stories, the one major thread of their entrapment web appeared in their 

socialisation and them being raised in a position of inferior status. Such socialisation which 

emphasised for most women gender oppression became internalised, normalised and amplified 

in adulthood. The evidence of such internalisation is seen through women’s adoption and 

exertion of violence, as appeared in Ekbal’s narrative, where her mother was the one who used 

physical violence against her daughter. 

An additional manifestation of women’s inferior status and probably one of the cruellest 

appears in families’ legitimatisation of women’s sexual abuse. 

Lily: “My parents forced me to marry my cousin…On our first night, I felt too 
exhausted to have sex, maybe too scared and I heard from my sisters in law and 
friends that it is o.k. to wait. But he did not agree, so I locked myself in the room. 
He called my father and my family started threatening me over the phone accusing 
me that I was not a virgin. My father talked with me in a very bad way, so did mum 
telling me that I was causing them humiliation and shame. I felt so pressured that I 
eventually lay down on the bed, opened my legs and told him ‘do whatever you 
want’... it was like, like [shaking and stuttering] … rape. The social worker here 
told me to use this word. When he and my family saw that I was virgin, I thought I 
would be with myself now, but two hours after this incident, he wanted to have sex 
again… and again my parents supported him and told me that I had to do whatever 
he wanted… I felt like I was an animal, I was nobody, nothing…” 

She continues: 

“My family was accusing me with so many things for not wanting my cousin. I told 
my family that I did not want him; I just couldn’t see him or smell him because he 
raped me. They told me that I was talking nonsense and there was no rape because 
he was my husband and there was no such thing as rape between a married couple. 
When I insisted that I would not go back, my father beat me. It was not the physical 
abuse that hurt me the most, but it was that crack that I felt inside”.    

Many women, like Lily, described similar incidents where they were not only raped, but also 

had their families delegitimising this experience. People surrounding the women legitimised 

the perpetrator’s acts and naturalised sexual obligations as was illustrated in several 
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participants’ stories: Lily’s story above, Raneen, who was sexually abused by her father-in-law, 

and Dima by her uncle. What makes these situations more complex is that victims, especially 

victims of sexual violence, often have feelings of shame and humiliation. This shame may 

explain Lily’s difficulty in using the term ‘rape’ to describe her experiences, a term which 

already runs counter to ‘wife’ in conservative cultures such as the Arab one (Abu-Ras, 2007; 

Al -Krenawi & Graham, 1998).  

Women discussed the perception of their status not only within situations of marital or familial 

violence, but also in terms of a broader social perspective. 

Samya: “Well, what can I say? A woman in this society cannot really get her rights, 
she can’t choose what is best for her”.  

Sibba: “We live in a society wherein women are voiceless; we are simply 
voiceless”.  

Manal: “My friend warned when I decided to leave the house, that I was about to 
face awful things. I thought she was exaggerating as I thought that nothing could 
be worse than my life with my partner, but now I get it and she’s right. You know, 
I really like my job […] I have been doing this job for almost eight years now. 
However, I considered leaving because my male colleagues suddenly changed 
when they heard about my separation – now they see me as a sexual opportunity”. 

As stated earlier, women described the necessity to have a man – ‘Sutrah’ in order to stay 

‘covered’. Not having a man may be interpreted by others that a woman is ‘not covered’, that 

is, considered ‘naked’. Due to this interpretation, those women like Manal, are thus viewed by 

men in the community, as easier to sexually engage with. Manal’s narrative which coheres with 

the metaphor of ‘Sutrah’, not only explains the sexual harassment women experience after 

separation or divorce but also demonstrates women’s limited options: women are often forced 

to choose between either staying and suffering in abusive relationships or, if they pursue a 

separation, they risk becoming ‘socially naked’ and thus may suffer from a wider cycle of abuse 

and sexual violations.  

Even though I will elaborate on the issue of empowerment in the following chapter, it is 

important to flag it here too, as it appears in Manal’s narrative. Most participants internalised 

violence and tried to cope with it through standardisation which appeared in their finding 

rationales for the violence and trying to minimise its affects. This finding is consistent with 

previous research which has demonstrated how a process of normalisation leads women to see 

violence as a normal part of their lives and as their responsibility (Enander & Holmberg, 2008; 

Lundgren, 2004).  
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In Manal’s story, however, she demonstrates women’s inferior status in a more complex way. 

What could be considered as an empowering act for Manal in deciding to leave her abusive 

partner exposed her to experiences of sexual harassment. Thus, Manal’s story demonstrates that 

for some women who may consider positive changes, they could end up facing a more complex 

situation by exposing themselves to wider forms of abuse manifested in sexual harassment.    

Arab women’s status appeared perhaps most dramatically when some of them opposed their 

families’ demands and insisted on making their own decisions. These women were accused of 

sorcery and seen as evil.  

Shams: “Because I insisted, that I didn’t want to marry my cousin, my family 
believed that I was possessed by evil and that I needed special treatment”.  

In some stories, the families and society not only internalise victim blaming and women’s 

inferior status, as appears in Shams’ narrative where she was accused by her family of being 

possessed by evil, but also families and society normalise violence as a way to embed such 

inferiority and prevent women from seeking alternatives.   

Farah: “If a woman was beaten and abused, well this is the normal because people 
told me that you can never find a couple who love each other. So, if a woman was 
hit, they would tell you ‘o.k. normal because all women are beaten’. But if the 
couple had a good relationship the reason would be women’s evil deeds or like 
sorcery”.  

Women were told that positive marital relationships do not exist and if they do, it is an abnormal 

situation as it would be based on women’s evil deeds or deception as Farah explained. These 

perceptions further entrap women because they cohere with the patriarchal standards which 

according to Haj-Yahia (2002a, b) and Moghadam (1992) still prevail in Arab society. Such 

standards according to Haj-Yahia and Moghadam, consider women a source of evil, anarchy 

and deception. On the other hand, women according to Haj-Yahia, are bound by stereotyped 

gender-based roles which define their femininity and sexuality. Thus, once more, Arab women 

find themselves caught in an entrapment where they face a situation of ‘either, or’. The 

narratives illustrated above reveal that there are allegedly two options which really mean the 

same thing: women are either seen as evil if they were to decide for themselves, as in Shams’ 

story, therefore needing special treatment; or they are judged and abused, yet the abuse is 

“normal”, as Farah explained in her narrative. 

Even though most women expressed feelings of self-guilt for the violence they experienced, 

some explained their guilt in that they felt their own silence about the violence had rendered 

them complicit.  
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Warda: “If I did not keep silent the first time he hit me, things would have been 
different”.  

Lina: “Part of the problem is women’s silence. When things escalate, she must 
never stay silent and must make it stop”. 

Although Warda’s and Lina’s extracts may indicate feelings of self-guilt, these feelings were 

aroused due to their “silence”. Most women argued that their silence was a contributing factor 

to male violence asserting that they should have taken more action to resist the abuse. This 

finding is inconsistent with previous research studies which have been conducted with Arab 

women. Scholars such as Haj-Yahia (2002a, b, 2004) and Abu-Ras (2007) found that women’s 

feelings of culpability in terms of inciting violence, bringing shame to the family or 

misbehaving towards the male were the common reasons participants stated as factors which 

led to violence.  

In the current study, however, most participants emphasised a different reason for violence 

which was their silence. This finding is important, not only because it presents an additional 

factor of women’s understanding of violence, but also because of women’s emphasis on their 

agency in reclaiming self-control. Women were able to reflect on their lives in abuse and 

asserted the necessity of taking action against the violence instead of their silence. This finding 

coresponds with previous feminist research, wherein scholars such as McKenzie-Mohr and 

Lafrance (2011) and Brown (2007) have stressed the necessity to challenge the master 

narratives which tend to blame the women and neglect their distress. These scholars argue that 

such a challenge requires and calls for the recognition of women’s oppression and victimisation 

in their narratives, yet at the same time, they also emphasise acknowledging women’s agency 

and power.    

The capability of most women to self-reflect and examine their situation in an abusive 

relationship, claiming responsibility for their own lives and decisions, yet from a different 

stance – a powerful one, and not out of guilt or self-blame which often happens due to common 

cultural discourses (McKenzie-Mohr & Lafrance, 2011), is a significant finding, because it 

presents an opposing standpoint to women’s submissiveness to violence. I also argue that this 

is one of the strengths of the narrative approach, as this perspective appeared towards the end 

of many interviews, a matter which highlights the power of the narrative method in shifting 

women’s perception from describing their circumstances, the types of violence, to perceptions 

which are more self-oriented, self -reflected and empowered.  

Women’s inferior status was also illustrated in males’ capability of controlling and oppressing 

women using cultural values and justifications.  
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Shams: “Shams’ story started when she was born. She was born to a family that 
was not respected in the community because most of her grandfather’s offspring 
were females. Respect in the place where Shams comes from has nothing to do with 
education or work, rather how many males there are in the family. When Shams 
was born, her older brother who was 2 years older fell and was in a coma. So, the 
mother used to leave her to go check on her brother. They did not have the time or 
cared to give her a name, I mean to give Shams a name, until the aunt told them so. 
Many years after and despite the fact that Shams’ mother gave birth to nine males 
– Shams’ brothers, whom she took care of, the father got married to another woman 
because a man should do so, and he simply can do it. All mum’s frustration for the 
dad’s second wife was reflected onto Shams”. 

Two key ideas emerged from Shams’ narrative. First, Shams’ usage of the third person to talk 

about herself. This issue will be further discussed in the following chapter where I discuss ‘I- 

society’ discourse and women’s traumatic consequences of abuse. Second, consistent with the 

literature review, Shams described how Arab women’s status, particularly for Bedouins, is 

related to reproduction, especially women’s capacity to give birth to males (Al-Krenawi & 

Wiesel, 2002; Kattoura, 2013).  

Shams continues:  

“…Polygamy9 is a serious problem because it aggravates women’s oppression and 
men’s violence. It’s like he can get married to two, three and four women and the 
women can’t really do much…” 

Combining the first and the second extracts of Shams’ narrative, she illustrates that even when 

a woman fulfils the familial and tribal expectations of having sons, as in the case with Shams’ 

mother, the husband may still choose to get married to a second wife “just because he should 

do so, and he simply can do it”. While Shams asserts that polygamy is a serious problem, 

creating a form of oppression against women, having a second wife in the large Bedouin 

community is not seen as abusive behaviour and is usually justified by culture or religion (Al-

Krenawi et al., 1997). Polygamy, according to several scholars, is considered an emotional 

abuse (Al-Krenawi et al., 1997; Al-Krenawi & Slonim-Nevo, 2008; Hassouneh-Philips, 2001). 

For example, Al-Krenawi et al. (1997) found that first wives in polygamous marriages among 

the Bedouin-Arab community suffered from different somatic symptoms such as body aches, 

headaches and fatigue. Other researchers found that the first wives in polygamous marriages 

were at risk of suffering from mental illnesses, particularly depression and somatisation 

disorders (Aghanwa et al., 1999; Al-Isaa, 1990; Chaleby, 1985; El-Islam, 1975; Hassouneh-

                                                             
9According to some interpretations of the Qur’an, a Muslim man is able to marry up to four wives.  
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Philips, 2001). In her study with 17 Muslim American women, Hassouneh-Philips (2001) found 

that all participants in her sample perceived and defined polygamy as an emotional abuse.   

Hence, the discussion about polygamy implies two major insights. First, it demonstrates gender 

inequality, women’s status and how different cultures such as the Bedouin community define 

violence. Second, in polygamy, as in ‘honour’, cultural values and religion that are misused in 

a patriarchal structure serve as a tool to justify violence. Polygamy in women’s perceptions is 

considered an emotional abuse, however, being legitimised through cultural values and 

religious misuse, polygamy among the Bedouin community is considered acceptable and even 

promoted. Thus, violence and even murder is legitimised to protect the family’s honour, 

whereas religious interpretations legitimise polygamy.  

In sum, a patriarchal society stipulates men’s superiority and perceives men’s control of women 

as normal. In this section, I discussed Arab women’s status, which is lower than that of the men 

in their lives, be they partners, fathers or brothers. Throughout the narratives, women discussed 

being born into an inferior status in their families compared to men. For some women, such 

inferiority started even before women were born. Many women emphasised that such a position 

not only continued to prevail in their adult lives, but also enabled violence against them, 

including sexual violence, to be normalised and legitimised. One of the most salient 

manifestations of women’s status appeared in the shared internalised belief most women 

discussed, regarding “Sutrah”- the necessity to have a man in their lives to be complete and to 

be ‘covered’. This socialisation and assimilated perception not only reflect women’s status, but 

they also have a direct implication in that single, divorced or separated women are 

conceptualised as ‘naked’. Such interpretations may cause women to normalise violence, and 

to view it as their responsibility in order to have and maintain “Sutrah”. Normalising violence 

thus appears through actions such as pleasing partners sexually or in situations of polygamy.   

7.2.3 Attitudes toward government services, designated for battered 
women 

As discussed in the literature review, the Arab people constitute an ethnic minority who 

experienced a collective trauma (Sabagh-Khoury, 2006). The trauma in 1948 and the 

discrimination Arabs are still facing in Israel have created and enhanced feelings of distrust and 

suspicion among the Arab people towards the government services (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). In the 

current study, such feelings were translated not only into Arabs’ avoidance of government 

services, but also in creating intimidating misconceptions about these services that prevented 

women from using them. 
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Lama: “I lived with my partner for nine years and all what I was able to do back 
then was cleaning the house, going to his family and having babies, I was not 
allowed to go out or even see my neighbours”.  

Lina: “I did not know about services. It is when his violence became very cruel that 
I went to my G.P. Back then I did not know about this place, the centre I mean. A 
social worker at the G.P. told me about this place and that’s how I got here”.  

Fatin: “I have always known that social services are for people who needed a 
refrigerator or a washing machine. I didn’t know they could help me or that they 
provided help for battered women”.  

Twenty women out of the 36 stated that they did not know about the available services that 

offered help for battered women. Like Lama, women explained their lack of knowledge due to 

social isolation and fear of social and familial stigmatisation. However, even when women had 

heard about social services, some like Fatin, believed that social services were designated only 

to provide material assistance for poor families. Furthermore, the incorrect information women 

had about the services made them scared and reluctant to get in contact.   

Jumanah: “I did not really know what a shelter is… you know as a female I had to 
stay all day at home. But my mother and neighbours used to tell me that it was for… 
well, you know… for the bad girls who… for sluts.” 

Ekbal: “Well, shelters are equal to prostitution; that is the society’s equation. This 
is how my family and people see us”.  

Lamis: “They taught me that women who go to social services or shelters are 
women who will be recruited by the Israeli army to become spies against their own 
people, or will become like, like prostitutes”.  

Sixteen women in shelters shared similar ideas about shelters, having been told by family 

members that shelters were designated for “women who worked in prostitution, or as spies.”  

Prostitution in Arab culture is perhaps the worst position women could face, as it fundamentally 

contradicts patriarchal values of women’s purity and sexuality (Zoabi, 2011). The linkage that 

Lamis illustrates in her narrative, which knots women residents in shelters with their being 

either prostitutes or spies, damages their sexuality through the act of prostitution, as well as 

their ethnic group loyalty in being labelled spies. As detailed in the literature review, honour in 

Arab culture is defined through women’s sexuality (Abu-Ras, 2007; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, b). 

However, honour in Palestinian society is also tied to the land (Halabi, 2015; Peteet, 1993). In 

depicting shelters as a threat to the core value of Arabs’ identity, some families succeeded in 

intimidating women and preventing them from viewing shelters and other services as help 

resources because shelters, according to such linkage, could harm women’s purity and honour. 
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I will further discuss this interdependent relationship of honour comprising women’s sexuality 

and land in the discussion chapter.  

The findings also suggest that social services’ goals may not be well articulated in Arab society. 

Not having a clear understanding or having misconceptions about social services could limit 

women’s considerations of disclosing violence or seeking formal interventions. A situation 

which perpetuates women’s entrapment because they are unfamiliar with social services’ goals, 

whereas men are suspicious and threatened by such services and their impacts on women, and 

so they prevent women from accessing them. Men may project such feelings of threat and 

suspicion onto women who, in turn, would stay intimidated from men’s and families’ reactions 

if they were to use the services.  

Legal institutions such as police and the courts were another important factor that limited 

women’s options in seeking help. Although the police’s relationship with Arab women will be 

detailed in the following chapter, in this section I discuss the police’s lack of awareness around 

sexual violence, especially with Arab women.   

Sirine: “This part I did not report it to the police because I was too embarrassed. 
The police officer was a Druze man, like me. That day when I decided to leave the 
house, it all started at 6.00 a.m. I was about to start baking bread when he came 
around me, I mean behind me, lowered my pants, spat on me, calling me a whore 
and that I was in bed with another man. He did all that because I refused to acquiesce 
to his weird sexual demands the night before. He used to see many porn movies and 
wanted me to do and act like these women in the movies, but I would not do it”.  

Most participants avoided going to the police. Alongside the cultural inappropriateness 

regarding involving the police as an external authority, the above extract reveals the police’s 

lack of gender and cultural awareness when dealing with domestic violence, which in most 

cases involves sexual violence. Sirine felt embarrassed to describe the sexual violation to a male 

Druze police officer, but not to me as a female researcher. However, Arab female officers who 

serve in the police are rare. Thus, such lack of gender awareness by the police and due to the 

complex political situation of Arabs in Israel, women like Sirine, would avoid discussing sexual 

abuse with male authority figures out of gender sensitivity, shame and fear of stigmatisation. 

Furthermore, and as Sirine explained, such feelings of embarrassment and shame may become 

aggravated if male police officers were from the same ethnic or religious group as the women. 

This situation may shed light on another dimension of Arab women’s entrapment: being unable 

to talk about sexual violence. Furthermore, this situation provides one reason for the lack of 

comprehensive data about the prevalence of domestic violence, particularly sexual violence. 
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In sum, Arab society’s feelings of distrust in institutions delimit women’s ability to seek help. 

Many participants did not know about services that offered help, and those who had heard about 

them often had false and intimidating information provided by families that kept them away 

from these resources. The harm to women’s sexuality and national loyalty if they were to seek 

assistance from public agencies like shelters – such as being accused of being prostitutes or 

traitors (spies) – were examples that women provided to demonstrate such intimidation.  

It is also important to consider women’s lack of knowledge regarding social services and the 

types of support they could provide for battered women. More than half of the sample (20 

women) did not know about the services or had misinformation about them.    

7.3 Religion  

Religion is a significant component of Arab culture (Haj-Yahia, 2002a). During this study, I 

met participants from all three main religious groups: Muslim, Christian and Druze. Most 

participants discussed misinterpretation of religion and the role of religious leaders in keeping 

violence against women prevalent.  

Sibba: “I am a Muslim woman; I grew up in a very liberal home. However, my 
uncle is not like that. He just kept pressuring my brother. You know, they [religious 
people] make these interpretations saying that women are not allowed to work, that 
is not true. My uncle thinks that if I want a divorce this means that I am going to be 
you know, going out with men and things like that… Islam does not say that, on the 
contrary if both spouses agree on divorce seeing it as the best act, then it is totally 
fine. Being a Muslim does not mean that I must acquiesce to a spouse if I was not 
happy… People just invent what is Halal and what is Haram [Forbidden] according 
to their own way of thinking and interests”. 

Rula: “God said ‘treat females gently’–’Wa rifkan bil kawareer’, where is that 
today, in real life I mean? This is what God told us to do but it does not exist. 
Throughout all our lives we are told by husbands, family, society what is Halal and 
what is Haram according to God and all that…I think they should really get back to 
the real religion and act accordingly- ‘Wa rifkan bil kawareer’…well, this is what 
is written, it is God’s commandment but in reality, it does not exist. On the contrary, 
they oppress and humiliate Arab women”. 

Sibba and Rula criticise people’s personal interpretation of religious principles to achieve 

personal goals. Both women articulate religious arguments in providing and explaining 

religious quotes from the Qur’an that are connected to the true spirit of Islam. 

Christian women, on the other hand, discussed religious leaders’ role in limiting women’s 

options to break free from abusive relationships through the difficult requirements priests insist 

upon to get a divorce.  
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Manal: “It’s really ridiculous because in order to get the abolition of my marriage 
agreement, I have, according to priests, to meet one of three conditions: being a 
virgin, my husband to be diagnosed as mentally ill or to prove infidelity. I don’t fit 
any of these conditions….” 

She continues: 

“[…] The difference between me and a Muslim woman is only the headscarf, as a 
Christian I don’t wear a headscarf, that’s it. She and I suffer from the same 
oppression, same attitude from society, it’s the same disgust. We as an Arab society, 
we really have a huge problem. However, the Muslim woman and I have to put up 
with this disgusting patriarchal society which judges divorced women”.  

Most women from the different religious groups expressed feelings of disappointment with 

their religious leaders. Druze women, however, were divided on the issue of religion.   

Jumanah: “The sheiks have responsibility for what’s happening to us as women. 
But unfortunately, they too are rigid as they too insist that a Druze woman must 
marry a Druze man and she under no circumstances can fall in love or be in a 
relationship with a Jewish, Muslim or Christian guy. If she was to do that, her 
murder is considered Halal”. 

Sirine: “Druze of Israel are different from us in the Golan. They are still a more 
conservative religious society. Here [in the Golan] the sheiks tried to interfere, but 
they couldn’t, here women are more open in terms of being divorced”.  

Whilst Druze women from Golan asserted that religion was not a main factor in their lives, as 

appears in Sirine’s extract, Druze women, like Jumanah, from other regions talked about the 

religion’s inflexibility and the negative role Druze religious leaders have legitimising violence 

when women stray from religious and cultural norms. Jumanah was in a shelter after an 

attempted murder by her brother alongside her mother because she had a relationship with a 

man who was not a Druze. In Jumanah’s case, as the social workers at the shelter informed me, 

religious leaders would not intervene to help her, a situation which increases the risk of her 

being murdered. 

Despite the difference regarding the centrality of religion among Druze women from the 

different regions, all Druze women agreed on not seeing shelters as an alternative.  

Raya: “Shelters are not for Druze women. I agree with the sheiks on this one 
because you can never know who you’ll meet there.” 

Sirine: “Shelters are not a solution for us. A Druze woman who has difficulties with 
her husband must only seek help from her family, not shelters”. 

Most Druze villages have homogenous populations. Most Druze people avoid living in mixed 

cities, and if they do, they tend to be in a specific suburb surrounded mainly by other Druze 
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families. The Druze participants asserted that shelters expose and force Druze women to mingle 

with women from other religious groups, a matter which could negatively affect them. This 

perspective explains the lack of Druze women in shelters. The two Druze women whom I met 

in the shelters had been socially and religiously abandoned by their families of origin and the 

sheiks. This situation meant that they were at a high risk of being murdered and temporary 

accommodation in a shelter was the only solution to keep them alive. 

Some women, particularly Bedouins and Druze linked religion with lifestyle. Through this 

linkage, women used religion to divide Arab society. 

Warda: “There are classes within society. Jews are the upper class. But I mean also 
within Arab society itself. Christians are the upper class, followed by Muslims who 
live in urban regions, then Druze who can belong to the same class as urban 
Muslims, while Bedouins are the lowest class”.  

Jumanah: “A Druze woman is different from any other Arab woman because they 
[Druze men] are willing to kill if a woman would dirty the community’s honour. 
There is a group called “Hamza’s group” that are assigned to kill any Druze woman 
who would dare to have any sexual relationship with men outside the Druze 
community. I wish I was someone else, anything, but not a Druze woman”. 

Even though their number was minimal, most Druze and Bedouin participants evaluated Arabs’ 

religious groups in order, according to lifestyle, with Christians at the top followed by Muslim, 

Druze and Bedouins. Living in a more segregated homogenous communities such as is the case 

with Bedouins and most of Druze society creates a society where similarity among its people 

becomes an important value. Thus, diversity is threatening. This situation may enhance 

women’s feelings of alienation, because it creates more pressure on them to endure more rigid 

cultural and religious rules and norms in order to conform to the majority.  

In sum, through women’s narratives with the four themes detailed, I illustrated one dimension 

of Arab women’s entrapment. Arab women are predominantly raised with an inferior status 

compared to men, expected to normalise violence, socialised to have men in their lives even if 

they are abusive, and to avoid divorce, which implies that they are ‘socially naked’. The 

misinterpretation of religion, creates an additional barrier which limits women’s options in 

breaking free from violence.  

In the following section I elucidate another aspect of Arab women’s entrapment, outside their 

families: the implications for Arab women of their society’s exposure to Jewish society. 
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7.4 Exposure to Jewish society: the second nexus of the entrapment  

Arabs in Israel are constantly exposed to Jewish culture and lifestyle, which is different from 

that of Arabs. As discussed in the literature review, Jewish society is considered Western and 

individual orientated (Cohen, 2007; Mikulincer et al., 1993; Wolmer et al., 2013). Some 

participants felt that this exposure was an additional factor that impacted on Arab women’s 

entrapment by exerting further physical isolation and limitations.  

Jumanah: “Maybe the exposure to Jewish society did affect our society and this 
could explain men’s worries and fear for Arab women because Arabs’ mentality is 
different from Jewish, and Arabs’ attitudes are also different. Maybe because 
women in Jewish society can go out with men and you know, have relationships. 
This is normal for them; the woman’s family will not kill her for that, on the 
contrary they encourage her to have these kinds of relationships. But in our society, 
it is forbidden for women and girls to have relationships with men. So, men in our 
society started to worry that this could happen to us too as women and maybe that 
affected everybody in becoming like my brother: more rigid and more oppressive”.  

Warda: “I’ve learnt a lot from my Jewish friends, I got to know more about my 
rights”. 

Women’s attitudes to being exposed to Jewish culture were divided; some, as Warda, stated the 

advantages of greater awareness of their rights. Others, like Jumanah, saw this exposure as 

negative, resulting in exacerbated control from families. To understand the impacts of Jewish 

culture on Arab society and consequently on Arab women’s entrapment, several important 

cultural dimensions of this nexus should be considered. One cultural dimension is the 

differences in the diffusion of power in the two cultures. Jewish culture is considered Western, 

individual orientated and more liberal than the Arab’s (Rapoport et al., 1989; Younse, 2007), 

whereas in the Arab society within which the extended family rules, the social and familial roles 

are diffused. Being exposed to Jewish culture could result in confusion and feelings of threat, 

which could be expressed in rigidness, conservativism and violence against some women, as 

Jumanah explained. Thus, a brother who has and is granted power by family members in Arab 

society, as in Jumanh’s case, could and would act as a patriarch. 

Collectivism was the second dimension that made the exposure to Jewish society more 

complex.  

Suheir: “We are different from Jews. Arabs are more afraid for their honour and 
reputation. But among Jews there is no such thing as ayb [shame]. When a Jewish 
woman gets divorced that’s it, she is free. But the same is not for us as Arabs. The 
family treats divorced women differently, they keep pressuring her, asking her 
where she has been, what she has been doing and so forth, reminding her of the 
family’s reputation and threatening her if they were to know or hear anything about 
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her dishonouring the family, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. Jews are not like 
that”.  

Participants’ observations about the values of collectivism versus individualism were most 

apparent in terms of how an Arab divorced woman is perceived compared to a Jewish woman. 

Most women, particularly Muslim and Druze women in the sample, emphasised that a divorced 

woman would suffer from male surveillance and be consistently reminded of the family’s 

reputation and honour, whereas in an individualist society, women are perceived to be free.  

A third dimension which Bedouin women in particular focused on was the population 

homogeneity, which emphasised similarity in almost all aspects of life, especially traditional 

gender roles, diminishing the tolerance towards difference and diversity.   

Shams: “I believe that one of the reasons for violence is being all the same. In the 
South, all are the same, all come from the same strain, all are Muslims. It’s a 
homogenous society, there are no other different people with different backgrounds, 
so we still suffer from the old primitive way of thinking, all are the same”.  

Lily: “My dad has changed; he used to tell me that he wanted me to go to university 
and to have higher education and that’s what would make him proud of me. But my 
uncles’ influence changed him completely as marriage at a very young age and 
being like everybody else became his demands to be proud of me”.  

Arabs as a collective culture may share similar values, norms, traditions and beliefs with other 

Arab communities or countries. However, these values are very strict within Arab communities 

that are homogenous, such as Bedouins and Druze. Triandis (1990) claimed that homogeneity 

has emerged from what used to be described as tightness versus looseness in terms of adherence 

to strict norms and acceptable societal norms. Diversity or looseness was considered a threat 

on the community’s unity and cohesiveness, was not tolerated, and judged as deviance. A 

deviant behaviour, such as divorce or education, in Suheir’s and Lily’s narratives, are perceived 

as threatening, and among closed communities, such as Bedouins, tolerance to such behaviour 

could be limited. Such rigidness and lack of tolerance thus affected women’s lives and their 

decisions about both marriage and divorce. Choosing education over marriage, as in Lily’s 

story, was rejected and she was forced into marriage at a young age just to be “like everybody 

else”.  

The different familial and societal layers created an entrapment for women. The clashes 

between the different familial and cultural structures not only enhanced women’s entrapment, 

but also created large, and in most cases, dangerous gaps between women and their families. 

One way to cope with such gaps was to silence women’s voices through violence, suppression 

and isolation. 
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7.5 Summary  

In this chapter, I outlined some of the complexities of Arab battered women’s entrapment 

manifested in some aspects of Arab society. All participants in the sample emphasised the 

influence of Arab society’s patriarchal structure and traditions on violence against them, 

viewing it as an oppressive and male dominated society, which encouraged and legitimised 

violence.  

Examining the impacts of societal and cultural norms on violence against women clarified the 

different aspects of women’s entrapment. The patriarchal nature of Arab Israeli society 

appeared, according to the narratives in four themes: family structure and values, women’s 

status, the perspectives towards institutions, and religion. Through women’s narratives, I 

discussed how these themes played an important role in women’s lives and limited their options 

in seeking help or to break free from abusive relationships.  

The findings indicated that these four themes, particularly familial structures and values, served 

to legitimise violence for the sake of preserving the family’s reputation and unity. Women 

assimilated and internalised violence against them, as they believed that it was their 

responsibility to cope with and to find solutions for men’s violence. Most women depicted their 

status as inevitably inferior compared to men as they were taught, and some believed, that 

women needed men to be complete and ‘covered’. As a result, a standardisation of violence and 

viewing it as a normal part of women’s lives appeared as the best coping strategy for some 

participants.  

Regarding women’s attitudes towards institutions and services, the picture was also 

problematic. Most women did not report violence to the police. Additionally, many women had 

misconceptions about social services, particularly shelters. Twenty women out of 36 had 

misconceptions about the purposes of social services, and many believed that shelters were 

designed for women who worked in prostitution or as spies.  

Moving outside the women’s families towards exposure to the Jewish society, many women 

elucidated that the exposure to the more liberal Jewish culture resulted in exacerbating more 

rigid attitudes towards them. 

This discussion about the impacts of some parts of Arab society on gendered violence sets the 

groundwork to further elaborate on the role of an additional macro factor on violence against 

Arab women. The Arab population in Israel is an unwanted and unprotected ethnic minority. 

Racial discrimination could be a major factor to violence through which men restore their sense 
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of self-worth. The following chapter thus examines political considerations and the way they 

influence Arab battered women’s experiences of domestic violence. 
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 Chapter Eight - 
The state’s role in reinforcing entrapment 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Arab women’s experiences of domestic violence are 

made complex by their role within Arab society in Israel. The women talked at length about 

how their experiences of domestic violence were closely connected with the values they grew 

up with as “Arab values”.  The main goal of this chapter is to explore and discuss an additional 

layer of Arab women’s entrapment manifested in racial oppression within Israel. To do so, I 

have divided this chapter into two parts. First, I articulate how the state’s institutions manifested 

in police and shelters, as well as the geographical division of Arab villages and towns, are 

structured in a way that further entrap Arab women. I demonstrate a political structure imposed 

on women by the state and illustrate how racial discrimination is intertwined with and reinforces 

oppressions experienced within the Arab-Israeli society. Second, I build on the work from the 

two previous chapters and highlight how women used the same language of victimisation to 

describe themselves and Arab society in Israel. I was continually struck by how the women 

used the same language to talk about both their own position within their families and the 

position of Arabs within Israel. I conclude this part with an analysis of this language use, which 

I call the “I – society discourse”. Then I combine the chapter’s two parts through demonstrating 

the similar discursive concepts of honour and security used by society and state to justify 

violence against Arab women. Drawing from these justifications, I then outline the outcomes 

of the double bind Arab battered women face through both sexist and racist oppressions.    

Before discussing these topics, it is important to note that women viewed the impacts of the 

political considerations on their experiences as battered women in different ways. A few women 

did not connect their experiences of domestic violence to racism within Israel.  

Raya: “You know, we have relatives beyond that border, in Syria I mean. I feel so 
sorry for them because of what they have been through. But I must make a clear 
distinction between things that I am able to do in order to help them and things that 
I cannot do. I must not let this feeling of helplessness regarding what’s happening 
there to affect me and my family here. I have to separate between things and protect 
my private and family life here. We live in an occupied land, that’s reality and we 
have to accept it”.  

Narmin: “I don’t feel discriminated against as an Arab. But maybe during conflicts, 
I feel like people would look at me differently when I speak in Arabic but still don’t 
feel discrimination”.  

As illustrated in these extracts, some women felt that the situation in Israel is not as severe as 

other places, or did not experience racial discrimination. Although these women acknowledge 
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that even though Arabs are an ethnic minority in Israel, and they do not enjoy the same equal 

rights as Jews, they need to accept reality and one must differentiate between things one can do 

and things one cannot do. These women advocated accepting reality as it is, even if it means 

living under occupation, as in the Golan. Women who expressed this view were in the minority. 

Most women detailed complex and difficult experiences which predominantly depicted 

discriminatory attitudes. We can see this in the way they spoke about their relationship with the 

police and the shelters. 

8.1 Women’s relationship with the police 

Only seven out of the 36 women contacted the police at some point in their lives. Five of these 

seven women did so after an attempted murder by their partners or family members, whereas 

the other two women went to the police because it was the only formal institution, they knew 

of that could help them find a place to stay. Most women, including those who contacted the 

police, perceived legal institutions in general, and police in particular, as racist, dysfunctional, 

and as a contributing factor to retaliation by their abusers, as well as seeing the police 

themselves as a potential source of sexual harassment. To capture the participants’ narratives 

about their relationship with the police, three main themes resulted from the data: fear of going 

to the police, experiences of racism and experiences of sexual harassment.  

8.1.1 Fear of going to the police: “Women could end up murdered” 

Central to women’s narratives about going to the police were cultural norms and values that 

prohibited external interventions in family life. Most women discussed how police intervention 

in their relationships was unthinkable and unacceptable. 

Suheir: “You will never find a woman who will press charges against her brothers”.  

Sirine: “It is not acceptable in our culture and traditions for a wife to report the 
violence to the police. Even my son-in-law told me recently that things would have 
been better if I had not involved the police. But I just could not take it anymore”. 

Samah: “A husband is a huge thing for me. I was taught that a husband is something 
big and going to the police is something that is out of the question. We are together, 
as they say, for better and for worse”. 

Looking at the above extracts, the women believed in cultural messages which focus on the 

importance of partners and on women’s duty and obligation to withstand marital life and accept 

it under all circumstances. Reporting violence to the police is not only unacceptable, but also 

may not exist as an option when perpetrators are from the women’s family of origin, as indicated 

in Suheir’s narrative. Women are taught and socialised that violence within the family must be 
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silenced. Violence therefore often goes unreported because a woman cannot and must not get 

her siblings or family members involved with the police. When violence is inflicted by a 

partner, women have internalised through a process of normalisation detailed in the previous 

chapter, that “a husband is something big” and that a husband and wife simply “should stick 

together”, implying that it is mainly the woman’s responsibility to maintain this unity. However, 

when some women get to a point that they cannot withstand the violence any longer and decide 

to report it, they end up being blamed by those around them, as in Sirine’s narrative, where 

family members blamed her for going to the police, perceiving such action as aggravating both 

the family’s and her situation.  

In addition to the fact that for many women, contacting the police was felt to be culturally 

inappropriate, women also discussed their fear of retaliation if they were to contact the police. 

Samya: “I have been in and out of shelters too many times because of my partner. 
Even when I did report the violence to the police once, well it happened because I 
was in the hospital after being beaten so badly so I had to report the violence, but 
nothing really changed. In fact, it got worse. Everywhere I go, he would simply be 
there or would send me a message telling me that he knew where I was staying and 
what I was doing. You know, he always told me that ‘the bullet will eventually 
come’… you know what I mean, like killing me. He mentioned this sentence too 
many times and I know he is going to do it one day if I keep running away from 
him. The police didn’t really do much, they just wait till something happens, I mean 
murder”.  

Narmin: “One time the violence just gone too bad; he beat me so bad that I called 
the police. The police officer was an Arab. He told me that it would be better to 
solve our problems instead of reporting violence to the police. Since that incident, 
my husband’s threats became worse. He started to tell me that if I were to rely on 
the police, they would not help me and that if I dared to call the police again, he 
would kill me, even if he was arrested, he would still send someone to finish me”. 

Like Narmin and Samya, many women discussed being afraid of the escalation of violence if 

they were to contact the police. Similarly, other women talked about the death of women they 

had known, after reporting violence to the police. 

Samah: “Even when I could not take it anymore and things got worse, like when I 
started to realise that I could not control the situation, I didn’t really trust the police. 
I knew a battered woman who went to the police and got a restraining order but 
eventually was killed. You know, I used to think that the same situation would 
happen to me too, like I could be murdered, and no one would care or do something. 
I used to write a letter every day for my daughters, kind of a will”.   

Manal: “I have never thought about going to the police. Even the one time that the 
police did interfere in 2013 when my husband almost killed me, it was not me who 
called the police, it was my brother-in-law. You know, we all hear about women 
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who went to the police and were even taken to shelters, yet eventually got murdered 
and the police just did nothing to prevent that or to protect them”. 

Manal’s and Samah’s narratives exemplify women’s fear of retaliation if they were to contact 

the police. Both discussed anecdotes of women’s murders by their partners after having reported 

the violence to the police. Women’s murder is primarily related to the male’s violence; 

however, women connect going to the police with retaliation. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, family unity is often an important part of Arab culture. By going to the police, Arab 

women would be breaching cultural norms, and for some women this may increase their risk of 

facing life-threatening situations.  

Women articulated other types of fear that prevented them from disclosing violence to the 

police. These fears included their fear for their partners being harmed by the police, for their 

family members and from the experience itself when meeting the police.  

Suheir: “I never thought about involving the police because I care for my husband 
and I don’t want to cause him any harm”. 

Rimas: “When I went to my dad’s home after being beaten, my father and all other 
family members asserted that I must not under any circumstances involve anyone 
outside the family members and they mentioned then social welfare because they 
told me then that the social services will get the police involved and that would 
cause chaos to everyone, because you know I was married to my cousin and the 
family was too worried from the police”. 

In reporting the violence to police, Arab women fear for their partners who may face difficult 

or undesirable attitudes from the police themselves. Furthermore, in reporting violence to the 

police, some Arab women encounter the complexity of being married to a relative. This reality 

made Arab women’s situation harder because if they were to disclose the abuse and draw police 

attention to the violence, they would put their families and their partners in danger, thus risking 

family and community relations. In doing so, women would be accused by the community as 

the ones responsible for transforming interpersonal conflict into an intrafamilial one.  

However, even when women went to the police, they faced an additional more complex type 

of fear, reflected in the difficulties they experienced when actually meeting with the police. 

These meetings often aggravated women’s feelings of discomfort and marginalisation. 

Lina: “You know, when that moment came that I had to go to the police station, 
when I first entered there, I wished to die because it was very hard for me to be 
there. It was a very bad and stressful experience. They ask many sensitive questions 
and you must answer every question. It was very uncomfortable to enter the police 
station. I really wished to die and not to go through that awful experience for which 
you are also blamed for by society and people”. 
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Manal: “It was a very hard experience for me, it was not easy. It was so inconvenient 
for me that I walked all the way in the police station with my head down. I could 
not look into the eyes of the police officers… it wasn’t easy at all”. 

Women discussed a range of negative feelings when they went to the police. Lina and Manal 

talked about stress and feeling uncomfortable as both stated this experience to be highly 

“difficult and awful”. Other women described feelings of embarrassment, feeling irrelevant in 

terms of not being important, finding the process of going to the police immensely difficult and 

feeling disrespected by the police. 

Feelings of embarrassment emerged for a range of reasons. First, going to the police to report 

domestic violence obliges women to disclose their private life to strangers outside the family’s 

boundaries and unity. Second, most police officers are men. Gender sensitivity is an important 

issue, especially with Arab women who may find it particularly difficult to disclose sexual 

abuse to male police officers. I demonstrated such difficulty in the previous chapter in Sirine’s 

story. Third, for a woman who is a member of a patriarchal society and has been socialised that 

women’s interests are not centre-stage, the process of going to the police can run counter to all 

the beliefs women have internalised over many years, as detailed in the previous chapter. This 

clash in women’s internal beliefs could result in their feeling distressed. Fourth, some of the 

police officers could be Arabs. Meeting a police officer from the same community could make 

women feel embarrassed and scared of judgmental attitudes from within the community, as was 

the case with Sirine in the previous chapter. Fifth, police officers are not always sufficiently 

trained to deal with battered women. This factor has been widely discussed in previous research, 

where scholars such as Saunders and Size (1986) and Shalhoub-Kevorkian (1999a) showed that 

police officers tend to see violence as a result of traditional views of women’s roles, and held 

women accountable for sexual abuse. These factors could all increase women’s feelings of fear, 

reluctance and embarrassment.  

Other women connected their experience of being irrelevant and disrespected at the police 

station with the fact that they were Arab women and were therefore seen as less important, 

weak or unsupported compared to Jews.  

Raneen: “Just by being an Arab, they [the police] know you are alone and 
unsupported, there is no one to back you up or defend your rights. Simply, you are 
unheard, and they use this fact. So, no protection from the police and the man you 
were relying on for protection broke you into pieces”. 

Suzan: “The police officer treated me very badly. I was too scared sitting there alone 
in the police station for almost four hours, just to end up being accused that I had 
offended my partner’s lover who was a Jewish woman”. 
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Dima: “I did not press charges against the guy who tried to kill me because I simply 
know that just by being an Arab, the police will not do much for me”.  

For some women in the sample, their relationship with the police was already complex because 

of previous experiences.  

Manal: “I have not gone recently to police after leaving my home because I simply 
know they would not protect me”.  

Raya: “I am being harassed by my ex-husband. We got divorced but he is still 
harassing me and as for the police, well I am so disappointed with them because 
they simply can’t protect me”.   

Manal’s and Raya’s narratives reflect experiences of disappointment with the police, both 

women believing that the police were unable to protect them. Like Manal and Raya, many 

women in the sample expressed a similar stance, seeing the police as a government institution 

that would not provide them with the protection needed for different reasons, which will be 

further discussed in the following section.   

In sum, fear is the most salient characterisation of Arab women’s relationship with the police. 

Participants described fear of acting against cultural norms, fear for their partners’ and families’ 

safety, fear of interacting with the police, fear of retaliation by their abusers and the lack of 

police protection. These fears were major obstacles women had to face when they disclosed 

violence.   

8.1.2 Police racism 

As discussed in the literature review, Arab society’s historical and present relationship with the 

police is traumatic. Arab people in Israel view the police as racist, punitive and as a government 

institution which aims to destroy what is left of the Arab family (Shalhoub-Kervorkian, 2004). 

Police racism appeared in women’s narratives in various ways. Some women identified it in 

police neglect on the individual level, while others were able to connect it to a macro level 

relating to police neglect of, and racism towards, the whole Arab society.  

Raneen: “I feel like the police think that ‘oh well, let them [Arabs] be, they are 
Arabs let them kill each other, without us interfering”.   

Dima: “When a Jewish guy gets slapped, the police will appear within minutes, but 
when there is a gun shooting in Kfar Canna [Arab village], it will take the police 
three hours to get there. Why? Why are guns all around in Arab cities and villages? 
The police are interested in this situation in which Arabs kill each other”. 
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Raneen and Dima, as well as many other participants, outlined police failure to take serious 

action against perpetrators. In both extracts, women highlight the feeling of being left alone not 

only with domestic violence but also with the sense of helplessness, as even when violence 

escalates to the usage of weapons as Dima explains, the police’s reaction is not forthcoming. 

Furthermore, in their narratives, women discussed the police’s failure in ensuring safety on the 

individual and societal levels. On the individual level, the police failed to explain women’s 

rights to them and did not inform them about the available options such as moving to a shelter, 

as in the case of Narmin described earlier. On the macro level reflected in society, women 

asserted that it was necessary for the police to become more active in specific Arab areas, 

dealing accordingly with illegal weapons and arresting perpetrators and arms dealers. However, 

according to most women, the police’s failure to become more active in the Arab society is 

derived from political motivations.   

Raneen: “It’s mainly because you are an Arab and there is no one there to back you 
up. And they [the police] know that. If it were a Jewish woman who reported seeing 
guns, the police would almost do everything you could think of in order to get the 
criminals arrested. But I am an Arab, things are different. You know, I went to the 
police and told them about the weapons and where to find them at my husband’s 
place and his family, but they would not even start investigating and I ended up 
here [in the shelter] because back home everyone knew that I reported them to the 
police, and therefore I am in danger”.  

Dima: “The state is known for its strong army, security defense system, the police 
and militarisation. So how come they [the police] are not capable of ensuring safety 
among Arabs? Well I guess they are interested in that”. 

Farah: “We really suffer a lot, especially people and women who live in the old 
city. You can see the drugs sold and bought just like that under the police’s and the 
government’s eyes, they know it because they see it. You know, the drugs, the “nice 
guy” [the label of drugs which is common among Palestinian youth] and all that 
stuff. But they don’t do anything. Only when the drug dealer sells drugs to Jews, 
only then, that dealer would disappear and be arrested. Drugs are being sold to 
teenagers. It’s bad. We got so pressured inside the old city. Wherever you go, no 
matter if you were a female or male, you have to be searched. I was once on my 
way to school and the police asked to search my bag in the middle of the street. 
These kinds of actions, especially towards Arab women are very outrageous and 
shameful that provoke and make Arab males angry and frustrated. So, when they 
get back home, they take their rage out on us. It’s not an excuse, it mustn’t be like 
that but that’s what happens and that is why youth turn to drugs; no employment, 
pressure, humiliation, helplessness”. 

Most participants believed that if the police wanted to, they could eradicate serious problems 

of violence in Arab society. Raneen, Dima, and Farah discuss police unwillingness to fight 

crime in Arab society, particularly the high prevalence of weapons and drugs among Arab men, 

as appears in Farah’s and Raneen’s narrative. Although Raneen gave them the information they 
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needed, she ended up entering a shelter, instead of the perpetrators being arrested. Farah, on the 

other hand, links political conflict directly to domestic violence when she discusses how men 

release their anger upon women. Farah’s extract demonstrates a direct connection between three 

important factors: her situation as an Arab woman, men’s violent reactions against women and 

the experiences of discrimination and political violence. This connection in Farah’s extract will 

be further detailed in the discussion chapter.  

Most women believed that the police’s lack of action was mainly due to political and racial 

interests. However, despite women’s agreement on the police’s deliberate lack of action, some 

believed it was mainly due to personal, rather than political interests.  

Raya: “I have pressed charges too many times against my partner, but nothing 
happened. We live in an era that if anyone has got some connections with the police, 
that’s about it, one’s complaints against that specific person no longer exist. I am 
terribly affected by this because I ended up alone, a lonely woman in front of my 
ex-husband and his family who can easily bribe police officers and my complaints 
would just evaporate, as simple as that… Ugly deals are being executed under the 
table and they are done as if it was legal”. 

Some women like Raya perceived this facet of the police’s deliberate neglect and use of 

violence against Arab women as police corruption, where police officers aim to establish 

personal connections, especially with wealthy families within the minority community. 

Regardless of the police’s motivations for their lack of action, whether racial or personal, the 

extracts above illustrate women’s suffering from violence while being unprotected by the 

police.   

The last dimension and perhaps the most overt facet of racism women discussed was the police 

tendency to culturalise violence.  

Elham: “I don’t know why police are disrespectful towards Arab women. You 
know, if you go to the police station as an Arab woman, they would look at you 
from head to toe, like as if they were telling you ‘what are you doing here or 
something like that?’ “ 

Shams: “When it is a matter of state security, everything works and functions as it 
should, everything will be perfectly done to protect Jewish society, but when like 
10 Arab women are killed, nothing is done [...]  

Polygamy is a serious problem […]. If the state wanted to resolve and eradicate this 
phenomenon [polygamy], it could. Instead, they came up with this expression of 
‘family honour’ because they need Bedouins. Who do you think protect the borders 
with Sinai?” 

Raneen: “The state is interested in seeing us [Arabs] killing each other”. 
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Culturalising domestic violence is another facet of racial discrimination. The culturalisation of 

violence is where a majority group of people see and attribute violence against women as a 

normal part of their ethnic group’s way of life (Adelman et al., 2003). This finding is consistent 

with Shalhoub-Kevorkian et al.’s (2004) research, which found that culturalising violence 

provided justification for the dominant group not to take action against domestic violence 

within the minority group. Moreover, culturalising violence helps to divert attention away from 

the power conflict between the two nations – Arabs and Jews. Elham was able to distinguish 

the police’s attitudes and neglect toward Arab women from how they would treat Jewish 

women. Shams argues that the state invokes “family honour” in order to explain the murder of 

Arab women in such a way as to justify the police’s lack of action and to protect the state’s 

national borders with Egypt by keeping Bedouin men at the border.  

This finding of culturalising violence is also consistent with Adelman et al.’s (2003) research, 

where the authors argued that women in their study spoke about the tendency of the majority 

population – the Jewish community – to see violence against women as entwined with culture 

rather than an expression of gender inequality. In multicultural societies, gender and male 

domination become invisible because of racial considerations, a situation which leads minority 

women to agree with the majority in attacking the minority’s culture – the women’s own 

culture, seeing it as the underlaying reason for their abuse (Razack, 1998). Such culturalisation, 

according to Razack, is related to racism rather to multiculturalism.  

Blaming culture allows the majority culture to keep itself more distant from violence within 

minority communities and results in under policing it (Adelman et al., 2003; Erez et al., 2003). 

When a victim and an abuser are from the majority society – Jewish society in Israel – or are 

of the same ethnic group, it is very often argued by the dominant culture that gender is the 

aspect which determines how the assault is portrayed, not ethnicity (Razack, 1998). However, 

cross-cultural research showed that the gender explanation did not exist when violence occurred 

within ethnic minorities. Minorities are frequently portrayed as primitive and highly liable to 

violence (Erez et al., 2003). Such assumptions affect the way the dominant culture, including 

the justice system and the police, treat minorities (Espin, 1998). For example, Frerraro (1989), 

in her research on mandatory arrest laws, revealed that the cultural attribution of violence to 

minority populations by the police served as reasons, excuses and justifications for the police 

to avoid policies of mandatory arrest in the southwestern United States, a region which is 

inhabited by a large community of Mexican immigrants. Frerraro showed how police divided 

the community into two groups: the majority who were viewed as normal, in comparison to the 

minority who were regarded as deviant citizens. The minority citizens were viewed by the 
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police as usually homeless, suffering from harsh circumstances. Violence among them was 

perceived as a routine event, and so procedures of arrest were meaningless, as police officers 

were convinced that violence was linked to those people’s lives and was a part of their culture. 

Furthermore, police officers were found to accept cultural justifications and motives as reasons 

not to interfere. 

A research study conducted in Israel among police officers showed similar outcomes. Most 

Israeli police viewed violence against Arab women as normal and tied domestic violence to 

Arab culture or mentality, which describes women as commodities (Shalhoub-Kevorkian & 

Erez, 2002). Furthermore, Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Erez also found that the police expected 

Arab women to be more passive and submissive in dealing with violence compared to their 

Jewish counterparts. The research findings also revealed that police either showed a greater 

tendency to accept Arab men’s justifications for their violent behaviour, or overlooked domestic 

violence incidents within the community. The rationales police offered for these behaviours 

focused on their beliefs: (a) that ignoring violence would better serve Arab women, (b) 

disclosing violence to the police may result in Arab women’s murder and (c) that it would be 

hard on women to survive outside their community. Shalhoub-Kevorkian and Erez (2002) 

found that Israeli officers tended to allude to Arab or Bedouin mentality as reasons for avoiding 

intervention, for turning a blind eye to domestic violence cases, for making concessions and 

abstaining from arrests, as the police believed that violence against women was inherent in 

these communities. 

It is important to acknowledge that in the case of Arab battered women, and as was illustrated 

earlier in Narmin’s narrative, police officers can themselves also be Arabs. Coming from the 

same culture, Arab police officers, who are most likely to be men, could be influenced by the 

patriarchal beliefs of their own society. Thus, aside from the racial discrimination Arab women 

may face from the police force, there could be an additional layer of discrimination reflected in 

patriarchy, as the police officer in Narmin’s case advised her not to press charges. The police 

officer’s advice to Narmin could be driven by one of the above reasons or from a conservative 

patriarchal perspective, which adheres to the principle of keeping marital violence indoors and 

abhors disclosing it, especially to the police.   

Some women, like Shams, comprehended and discussed honour killing as a way in which the 

state justified its failure to pursue serious efforts to protect Arab women. The notion of ‘honour 

killing’ thus fulfills two major goals for the state. First, it enables the state to culturalise violence 

by seeing it as a part of an ethnic minority’s values and way of life. Second, labelling women’s 

murder as ‘honour killing’ serves the goal of appearing to be ‘culturally sensitive’ towards an 
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ethnic minority such as Arabs within a Jewish state. Although Shams’ narrative exemplifies 

how the state chooses Bedouin men’s narratives over women’s to protect its national security 

interests because men are the ones who serve in the army and protect the state’s borders, by 

culturalising violence, the state stigmatises Arabs yet simultaneously portrays itself as being 

culturally sensitive.   

Aside from the state’s national security, choosing one narrative – in this case men’s narratives 

– over another, this finding is consistent with previous research on the importance of narrative. 

According to several scholars, positive and beneficial institutional narratives mirror and reflect 

culture, because political readiness to make “policy and commitments are generally conditioned 

by social perceptions of the people who are going to benefit” (Rochefort & Cobb, 1994: 23). 

Practically, people who belong to a positively evaluated target population will benefit more 

from the policy advantages, whereas a population which is negatively evaluated tends to suffer 

from policy burdens (Alexander & Smith, 1993; Loseke, 2007; Schneider & Ingram, 1993).  In 

this context, Arab women are less helpful to the state because they do not serve in the army, 

whereas Arab men do. Thus, Arab women suffer not only from their partner’s and family’s 

abuse and patriarchal burdens, but also from the policy burden which, as argued earlier, chooses 

men to protect the state’s borders. The price women pay is reflected in revictimisation, which 

appears on a continuum ranging from negligence of women’s suffering and complaints, their 

fear, to murder by their partners and families, in severe cases.   

However, this is not where discrimination and violence culturalisation end. The process of 

demonising the other’s culture is further aggravated when it becomes integrated and articulated 

within one’s own culture.  

Manal: “It’s a disgusting society, Arabs discriminate against each other. It’s the 
Arabs who make one feels discomforted”. 

Nour: “I would love to convert to Judaism, I don’t want to be an Arab”.  

The process of culturalising violence by the different agencies of the state and seeing it as part 

of an ethnic minority’s way of life and values is already dangerous because, as discussed earlier, 

it enables the dominant group and its institutions to justify its lack of efforts to provide 

protection for Arab women. However, this process of seeing violence as cultural becomes more 

dangerous when it is internalised and articulated by Arab women themselves, as illustrated in 

the last extracts. Such internalisation may either reinforce Arab women’s avoidance of seeking 

formal help, seeing violence as culturally inherited, or may lead some to fight against their own 

society. Both possibilities may result in increasing the likelihood of women’s death; either in 
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murder for their “rebellious” behaviours or in their suicidal attempts due to feelings of “no way 

out”. This insight will be further discussed later in this chapter when I discuss the consequences 

of the ‘double bind’ of Arab women.  

8.1.3 Sexual Harassment 

The third dimension of women’s relationship with the police is women’s experiences of sexual 

harassment and sexual assault at the hands of police officers. Experiences of sexual harassment 

reinforced women’s feelings of mistrust and in seeing the police as unreliable. 

Jumanah: “When I was arrested, I was sexually harassed by two police officers. 
They were Druze, like me. One of them woke me up in the middle of the night and 
tried to rape me. Instead of protecting me, they tried to take advantage of me”.  

Elham: “Sometimes it is really very hard. Like when I got divorced it was not 
enough that my brothers were watching me, men around me started to harass me 
sexually... till that day I went to the police to complain about some guy who really 
exaggerated with his sexual harassment. But I ended up being also sexually 
harassed by the police officers. So sometimes there is no way to go...”   

As stated earlier, five women in the sample contacted the police to report violence, three of 

whom described being sexually harassed by police officers. Two of them described being 

verbally harassed, whereas one woman (Jumanah) discussed sexual violence: an attempted rape 

by two police officers. 

Police attitudes towards Arab women, which as discussed earlier are shaped by racism, 

corruption, failure to provide women with the information and the protection they needed, and 

police sexual harassment, reinforced the already negative beliefs Arab society has towards 

government institutions, and particularly the police (Haj-Yahia, 2002a; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 

2003, 2004). Such responses by the police influenced women’s lack of willingness to report 

violence.   

Courts are an important feature of legal remedies. However, most women did not report 

violence to the police and even the five women who did so, did not proceed with their charges, 

except for one woman – Narmin.  

Narmin: “Even when you go to court, they do nothing. I expected that he would go 
to gaol for what he had done to me but no. He got a two-months restraining order 
and that was it. They told me in court that I did not have enough evidence although 
I did provide them with a photo of myself with the bruises all over my face, my 
neighbour as a witness and the marks on my children’s bodies with the report from 
the social worker who had seen them, but all that was not enough…” 
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The fact that only one woman (Narmin) out of the 36 proceeded with her charges to court, may 

reflect women’s distrust of the police. Narmin stated that her appeal to the criminal court was 

made after an attempted murder by her partner and because she was afraid that her partner and 

his family might kidnap her children and take them to Hebron. The extract above illustrates not 

only the helplessness and the entrapment she faced after disclosing the abuse, but also the actual 

threats she experienced and the loneliness in terms of lacking adequate legal procedures to 

protect her from her abusers. Narmin’s story exemplifies the revictimisation of battered women 

by legal remedies, as despite the evidence she provided, the court system failed her. This finding 

coheres with Adelman’s (2000, 2003) work discussed in the literature review. Adelman 

demonstrates that after women disclose violence, instead of being supported by agencies, 

women are failed by a complete social structure including religious, medical and legal 

professionals who fail to provide women with the protection needed. Such abandonment, 

according to Adelman, leaves women threatened, lonely and revictimised.  

The women discussed the factors that prohibited them from going to the police, with fear being 

the main one. The participants discussed five major types of fear which included: fear of 

breaching cultural norms; fear for the partner, family members and the whole community; fear 

of encountering police officers; fear of the escalation of violence, even to the extreme extent of 

murder as retaliation. Yet, despite these fears, which hindered most women from reporting the 

violence, even when some had decided at some point to go to the police, they often experienced 

racism and sexual harassment.   

Arab women are abandoned and most likely hurt, regardless of which pathway they choose. In 

the previous chapter, I illustrated the burdens of the patriarchal nature of Arab society on 

women which limited their options to seek help. In this chapter, contacting government 

institutions such as the police, which could be the last help-seeking option available to women, 

may only lead to women’s revictimisation.  

Revictimisation can appear in different forms. One could result in women’s physical murder as 

illustrated in the extracts. Another could appear in women’s fear, further isolation and the 

escalation of violence. The Israeli state’s response to domestic violence in the Arabic 

population, which is often to leave it to families or community leaders, while attributing this 

action to being “culturally sensitive”, not only enhances women’s isolation and the patriarchal 

structure of Arab society, but also reinforces the process of culturalisation from within the 

society. This process is aggravated when women themselves start to perceive their own culture 

and traditions as violent and punitive. 
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For women from ethnic minorities, the benefits achieved from a “politics of recognition, can be 

easily lost through the politics of exclusion” (Adelman et al., 2003:123) because what is 

considered to be ‘cultural sensitivity’ towards violence against women, may be portrayed and 

turned into either “police neglect at best”, or a form of “oppression at worst” (Adelman et al., 

2003: 123). This situation, which was outlined throughout most of the women’s narratives, 

came to emphasise an important message, that what is described as “culturally sensitive” by 

police is actually a failure to take serious action to help Arab battered women, consequently 

reinforcing their entrapment.  

8.2 Shelters: a help resource to get out or a reason to stay in?  

In the previous chapter, I elucidated the negative stigmatisation and women’s lack of knowledge 

or misconceptions about using and viewing shelters as a help resource, which created an 

obstacle for them. In this section, I focus on the physical conditions in the Arab shelters which 

was one reason why many women return to abusive partners.  

Salwa: “It is very hard here; in the shelter I mean. So, one of the ways to be away 
from here is to work many hours. But when I get back here after work, sometimes 
it is awful. Like too many women in a small space, kids, dirt… it is hard. You know, 
a couple of years ago I was in that shelter for Arab women in… [Name of the Arab 
city] I could not take it. It was horrible, I stayed there for like one night and then 
got out, I returned to my family then back to my partner. Here too is awful but I am 
staying here still because I am closer to my child’s village and I can see my partner, 
because I think it would be better for me to get back to him”.  

Amal: “The quality of services is so different between Arabs and Jews and I ask 
why? I am a battered woman the same as Jewish. Why am I treated differently with 
less resources and low quality of services?”.  

Some women, especially those who had been in different shelters within Jewish cities talked 

about the significant differences between shelters designated for Arab women compared to 

those provided for their counterparts in Jewish society. These differences as well as the poor 

physical condition of Arab shelters led some women to return to abusive relationships. Others 

went further and argued that the services provided for Arab women were more cramped and 

dirty compared to those provided for Jewish women. Some women also discussed the high risks 

and consequences Arab women encounter after disclosing violence and going to shelters. 

Samya: “I saw the attitudes towards Jewish women when they leave shelters. The 
manager and social workers guarantee that the Jewish woman will be supported 
when she leaves, ensuring her with the basic needs such as food and connecting her 
with the right organisations and people. The same does not happen for an Arab 
woman… What would an Arab woman do after getting out from the shelter? She 
has kids to feed with no money, no job, no support from social services or any other 
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places. The government allowance can hardly cover the rent. So, she must think of 
a way to get money. Well, the easiest way is prostitution. To meet some guy who 
will use and abuse her. I have seen that too many times.” 

Rimas: “People and society blame women who get lost, you know what I mean, 
women who sell their bodies. I was one of these people who judged these women, 
but not anymore. Today I totally understand a woman who decides to sell her body... 
I really do. She has nowhere to go and she needs to survive. We need to look at the 
reasons that led her to do what she is doing and not to judge her”. 

Farah: “It is very hard to find a job. You have no work experience, you must be 
after army service, and I have none of these. So, you are basically left with nothing”. 

Amal, Samya and Rimas acknowledge racial discrimination, where Arab women suffer from 

less access to help resources and biased discriminatory attitudes and policies to the extent that 

they may find prostitution the only way to overcome financial difficulties. According to 

Samya’s and Rimas’ understanding and experiences, Arab women are at a high risk of resorting 

to prostitution after leaving the shelters, especially those who were not able to or refused to 

return to their families of origin. This understanding was common among women, especially 

those that I interviewed in shelters.  

Women’s narratives about discrimination and its negative impacts appeared not only regarding 

women and conditions in the shelters. Rather, some women also discussed the outcomes of 

racial discrimination on their own children and on how some children would end up taking 

drugs and getting into trouble with the law.   

Raneen: “Arab kids have nothing to do after school. I mean no facilities for them 
like Jewish kids. So, it is obvious why and how kids get involved in drugs, crime 
and weapons, especially in the south”.   

Samya: “I am about to turn 39 soon, I am here with my two little children. The older 
ones have been taken away by social services and put in an institution… you know 
for kids. I used to see them before entering the shelter. You know, I was here before 
in this shelter I mean, the same shelter when I was a little kid. I was here with mum.  
And now I am here with my kids […]  

I want to tell you from my own experience, as this is not my first time as an adult 
to be in a shelter. Couple of years ago I was in shelter in… [mixed in a Jewish city], 
it was totally different, they had volunteers for the kids, play yards and everything. 
Kids were never bored. Despite the hard time I had been through, you know being 
in a shelter and all that, the kids were almost all the time occupied or entertained. 
Here on the other hand, no place for all the kids, no place to play and they fight all 
the time. I am asking you, shouldn’t the Arab kid in a shelter get the same budget 
and conditions as the Jewish?” 

In Samya’s and Raneen’s narratives it is important to outline several issues. First, Samya’s 

violent childhood is similar to the majority of women in witnessing and being a victim of 
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domestic violence and them becoming the second generation to suffer from violence. However, 

despite the importance of flagging this similarity, what is also important in both women’s 

narratives above is their capacity to outline the racial discrimination between Arab and Jewish 

services, both regarding the shelters and ordinary daily life. They both discuss the 

discriminatory policies, when they compare facilities, budgeting and the differences between 

the shelters Samya has been resident in, and in Raneen’s understanding of the outcomes of 

racial discrimination. Samya and Raneen’s analyses are consistent with Shalhoub-Kevorkian’s 

(2004) and Abu-Ras’ (2007) work, where they assert that the state’s institutions and their 

discriminatory attitudes towards Arabs, alongside the police’s dysfunctional protection of Arab 

women have caused drastic outcomes in violence against Arab women, particularly in terms of 

women’s reluctance to report violence to the police, and the increase in Arab women’s murder.  

Second, Samya’s attending exactly the same shelter she first encountered as a child and later as 

an adult is an interesting coincidence. This coincidence implies the rigidness of entrapment and 

how difficult it is to break free from the multiple layers surrounding battered women in general 

and Arab women in particular. However, I see this coincidence as illuminating, as it illustrates 

the transference of violence and entrapment across generations. Although the topic of violence 

transference has been abundantly discussed in the literature, the focus I wish to highlight is the 

question of how changes in Arab society are defined. Samya’s narrative is consistent with many 

other women’s narratives in the sample illustrating that despite the transitional phase of the 

Arab society, as detailed in the literature review, changes in the situation of battered women 

have not sufficiently occurred. Victim blaming and institutional discriminatory policies which 

still prevail are evidence of this. Most women in the sample grew up in broken families and 

were victims or witnesses of domestic violence. Samya had to be removed from her parents’ 

house in order to gain protection as a child, and was placed in different institutions and shelters, 

only to find herself again in the same women’s shelter she first stayed in as a little child with 

her mother. The question that I raise concerns the ways social changes are defined and 

implemented in Arab society, especially those related to women’s situation and status. I will 

further elaborate on this question when I discuss Samya’s narrative below.  

Social and activist institutions and organisations promote and encourage women to disclose 

abuse (Abu-Ras, 2007; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2000). Yet, in Samya’s narrative, disclosing the 

abuse she was suffering from led her to face difficult and traumatic experiences. As illustrated 

in the previous chapter, in her childhood, Samya endured incest by a family member. Samya’s 

disclosure of abuse resulted in her being revictimised, as she was moved from one institution 

to another until the age of 18, facing instability, a lack of familial affection and blame. Samya’s 
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linkage between disclosing violence and her revictimisation led her to normalise violence and 

prevented her from disclosing it for many years in adulthood. Despite the abuse she had suffered 

in her married life, she entered the shelter only after attempted murders by her partner. Thus, 

when I examine Samya’s story, the question I highlighted earlier regarding the changes in the 

Arab society and their implementation is critical in order to try to prevent or minimise violence 

transferring to a third generation – Samya’s children, who may enter exactly the same shelter 

cycle.  

In sum, women outlined the different conditions in the shelters and the quality of social services 

for Arab and Jewish women. Such differences reflect discriminatory budgeting policies which 

have a significant effect on Arab women (Abu-Ras, 2007; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2004). 

Information about budgeting discrepancies between Arab and Jewish sectors is difficult to 

access. Yet, according to Mizrahi-Simone’s (2015) report published by the Information and 

Research Centre of the Knesset in Israel, 72 women were killed between 2013 and 2015, more 

than a third (26) of whom were Arabs. Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2009) argues that the number of 

murdered Arab women is often higher than what the statistics show, yet because some women’s 

bodies are never found, it is difficult to ascertain the precise number. Furthermore, the data 

from this report reveals that the percentages of solely Arab women in women’s refuges between 

in 2014 and 2015 were 55% and 41%, respectively. These percentages are extremely high, 

considering that the Arab population in Israel accounts for 20% of the total population. 

Furthermore, Britta (2017) reveals that between 2011 and 2017, 132 women were killed in 

Israel, 39% of whom were Arab women killed by partners or family members. These high 

percentages of battered and murdered Arab women, who are given less resources and budgeting 

from the state compared to Jewish women, reveal the aggravating conditions in women’s lives 

in abusive relationships, and the limited options Arab women have in seeking help. 

Furthermore, discrepancies in budgets between Arabs and Jews, could increase women’s 

experiences of discrimination and their distrust of government institutions. Feelings of distrust 

could enhance women’s reluctance to report violence, and thus they remain entrapped. 

The state’s discriminatory budgeting policy towards the Arab society percolates into multiple 

layers within the society. For example, lack of adequate budgeting prohibits schools from 

establishing prevention programs. Furthermore, the state through its institutions is incapable of 

not only protecting Arab women, but also in helping them develop trust in its institutions. For 

example, the police have to take serious and appropriate action against perpetrators in the Arab 

regions, such as dealing with weapons, and restoring protection and safety within Arab villages 

and cities. In cases of domestic violence, the police have to inform women of their rights and 
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options when violence is reported. These are ways in which government institutions can help 

Arab women overcome some of the obstacles they face. However, the budget differences for 

family centres and shelters in those designated for Arabs and Jews are examples of the 

discrimination Arab women are forced to cope with, which as demonstrated in the current study, 

are a contributing factor in women’s decisions to return to or stay in abusive relationships.  

8.3 Geographical division: cultural sensitivity or political 
segregation? 

In the current study, I met Arab women from almost all the geographical regions of Israel and 

religious backgrounds. I met Arab women from Arab cities and villages; women from mixed 

cities; women from a refugee camp who mainly inhabit the eastern part of Jerusalem; Druze 

women from Golan Heights, and Bedouin women from unrecognised villages. Although 

women from all these regions spoke about discriminatory policies against Arabs, in this section 

I focus on the experiences of women from the last three areas of Israel (the refugee camp, the 

Golan and unrecognised villages), as they represent one facet of racial discrimination, 

especially regarding access to services and their utilisation.  

The following extracts are from Lily’s and Shams’ narratives. Both women used to live in 

different unrecognised villages. At the time of the interview, Lily was 24 years old and Shams 

was 27. The stories of both women were very similar: both were sexually and physically abused 

by their partners as well as physically and emotionally abused by their families of origin. In the 

extracts below, they discuss the impacts of the political conflict on the Arab population in the 

south.   

Lily: “We used computers mainly for school projects, when I was a kid, I did not 
have a smart phone and it wasn’t common at that time, so we had to think about 
power consumption very carefully. So, not much internet. So, how would I know 
about shelters or places to go… 

[…] Every day was a whole new journey back home. If the water that day was not 
enough, we the women, knew that things we wanted to do, would be banned. You 
see, if the water was not enough that morning, this would negatively affect my 
brothers and my father who would get very angry before going to work. Their anger 
because of these life conditions would be taken out on us, the women. Thus, 
anything we wanted to do that day had to be canceled because they would not 
approve of it…” 

She continues: 

“…Well, the last war, which was on the Gaza Strip, I used to panic and get 
frightened when the alarm went off. We had no shelters to hide and when the bombs 
fell on people in the Palestinian regions, our house was like shaking… mum is 
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originally from Gaza. I remember that time, it was very hard on all of us. Dad used 
to see the news and the killing, and you know we are very close geographically but 
could not do much... and there were lots of fights between dad and mum back then 
over silly things. Dad was so affected from what was happening back then”. 

Shams: “You know, I come from the south. I live in a village near the unrecognised 
villages. In fact, I used to live a long time ago with my family in one of these 
unrecognised villages, but we moved. Anyway, before coming here [to the shelter] 
I used to teach in primary and intermediate school in…. [the name of the 
unrecognised village]. We are, what, in 2017, and still education in these villages 
ends for girls at year 9 and no one is doing anything to change that”.   

Lily describes her life in one of the unrecognised villages which are mainly inhabited by 

Bedouins. In these villages, people lack essential life needs such as water, power, appropriate 

health services, roads, and infrastructure. Along with the direct impact of lacking protection 

and shelters from bombings, Bedouins in the southern part of the country are also indirectly 

influenced by the ongoing political conflict, since many of them have close relationships with 

people in the Palestinian regions. These relations are sometimes familial, as many of them are 

married to women who are originally from Gaza and the West Bank, or relations based on 

commerce. As it appears from Lily’s narrative, these external pressures can have a direct 

influence on what happens inside the family.  

Lily’s and Shams’ experiences of living or working in unrecognised villages exemplify 

women’s entrapment. In Shams’ narrative, the normalisation and internalisation of gender roles 

as well as racially discriminatory attitudes start from an early age. Furthermore, living in a 

segregated region makes life harder and women’s suffering more invisible than in mixed cities 

or more integrated villages.  

An additional important insight needs to be considered from the above extracts, especially from 

Lily’s. In her narrative, Lily explains about the shortage of safe spaces such as shelters for 

citizens to run to in times of military attack. While bearing this situation in mind an important 

question arises. If the actual lives of a whole community such as Bedouins in these geographical 

regions are not important to the state, what are the expectations, attitudes and outcomes Bedouin 

women may think about in terms of their own safety, if they were to seek help from institutions 

in order to cope with domestic violence? In other words, if in wartime a complete population is 

unprotected, what kind of protection or safety procedures are to be expected by women in terms 

of family violence? Perhaps, this question, which pinpoints the state’s lack of interest in 

providing and ensuring safety for its Arabs citizens, could provide an answer to the common 

question explored in the literature review: “Why do Arab women stay in abusive 

relationships?”. The experience of not being protected during wartime may increase feelings of 



 174 

distrust towards government institutions, feelings of being less important as Arab women and 

thus result in an unwillingness to seek formal help for domestic violence. This is a dangerous 

outcome because Arab women will either reject reporting violence to the authorities because 

they believe that they will not be protected, as most participants stated in the current study. Or, 

Arab women’s narratives and suffering from violence will be further marginalised because their 

narratives will never exceed or be more valued than the state’s security. This insight could best 

illustrate how race intersects with gender-based violence, creating multiple oppressions for 

Arab women, particularly for women in unrecognised villages who best demonstrate Arab 

women’s location at the race and violence intersection. This insight is also consistent with 

previous literature regarding narrative, where theorists found that some narratives are more 

valued and more listened to than others (Alcoff & Gray, 1993; Alexander & Smith, 1993; 

Collins, 1989; Etter-Lewis, 1991; Loseke, 2007).   

Political considerations could thus promote or hinder battered women from seeking help. The 

difficult situations that women, like Lily, encounter in their daily life help in understanding 

women’s silence and the process they undergo with normalising the violence, because the 

alternatives for the women in these regions, as well as for the other participants, are either 

limited because of a lack of available services, or are not an option in the first place, since using 

formal services could be fatal for some women. When the state withholds from taking the 

appropriate procedures to ensure the personal safety of Arab women, disclosing violence to 

government institutions could result in putting Arab women at a high risk of retaliation and of 

extreme violent behaviours by their abusers. 

Such possible outcome of retaliation leads me to raise additional important questions regarding 

empowerment, which I stated in the previous chapter in relation to Manal’s story. 

Empowerment is an important concept in domestic violence, and is defined according to 

Cattaneo and Goodman (2015: 84) as “a meaningful shift in the experience of power attained 

through interaction in the social world”. Cattaneo and Goodman describe empowerment as a 

“process” through which a person who is powerless defines a personal goal that is important 

and meaningful to them and that they wish to achieve in order to enhance power. Therefore, the 

person takes actions towards achieving that goal while continuing to rely and reflect on their 

personal and interpersonal resources such as “evolving self-efficacy, knowledge, skills, 

community resources and supports, and observes and reflects on the impact of his or her 

actions” (Cattaneo & Goodman, 2015: 84). 

Thus, by disclosing violence, women aim to achieve more power in their lives, and this is 

usually considered a “process of empowerment” (Cattaneo & Goodman, 2015). However, 
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looking at the possible fatal outcome I outlined above, disclosing violence may in fact put some 

Arab women in further danger. For some Arab women who lack community and family support 

and also protection from the state, the act of disclosing violence could result at best in them 

being left alone and unprotected or at worst murdered. This leads to the question: how can we 

identify or conceptualise empowerment among Arab battered women in specific regions within 

Israel such as the unrecognised villages? In other words, should disclosing violence be 

considered an empowering act among ethnic minorities such as the group studied here? 

According to the findings, this act of ‘empowerment’ may actually put some Arab women at 

higher risk. I argue that when Arab women report violence, the links between the different 

organisations which work with these women, such as the police, shelters, healthcare providers 

and other organisations, have to be supportive and attentive to women in their post-disclosure 

stage.   

For Druze women, living in Golan Heights means living under occupation10.  

Raya: “We live under occupation; this land is Syrian and that’s a reality that we 
have to cope with [….] For me, going to shelters is forbidden in our community and 
I agree with the religious leaders on this one […]” 

Sirine: “You know, I tried to change our way of life. For example, I wanted to go 
overseas with him, maybe you know seeing and being in a different place could 
change things. But because we live in the Golan, we don’t have passports, so we 
must get travel documents in order to go overseas. Every time I suggested this to 
him, he would get very angry telling me that travel documents are made only for 
animals and he wouldn’t cooperate with it… The same is with me coming to social 
services. You know, it was all because of my daughter that I ended up coming here 
to social services. She just could not take her father’s behaviour anymore, so she 
came by herself to complain about him to the manager of the social services. I am 
here because of her. If it was for me, I would just keep on crying like I have been 
doing for so many years and that’s it. I would have never thought of getting social 
services into our life because I was scared he would divorce me. In fact, that’s what 
happened. After coming here, we got divorced”.  

Women from Golan too suffered from both sides of oppression: the cultural and the political. 

Some women such as Sirine stated that going to social services could jeopardise her marriage, 

as involving external organisations in a family’s life is not seen as acceptable. On the other 

hand, people who use social services or any other institution such as internal affairs to get formal 

travel documents are either mocked – as appears in Sirine’s partner’s reaction – or are 

considered betrayers in the eyes of the community. These mocking and accusing reactions occur 

because the Golan is considered an occupied territory. Thus, any involvement with government 

institutions indicates cooperating with services that belong “to the enemy”- the state which is 

                                                             
10   The Golan Heights are a Syrian territory occupied by Israel in 1967. 
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seen in the eyes of Druze in Golan as the conqueror. Most of Golan’s Druze consider themselves 

as part of Syria and view Golan as an area occupied by Israel. 

Sirine: “We are the Druze of Golan, we are different from the Druze who live down 
there, I mean down in Israel”.  

The Druze of Golan share the same religion and most of the cultural norms as other Druze 

communities, particularly their tendency to live in a homogenous area and ban mixed marriages 

to preserve the Druze community. However, they also consider themselves to be different from 

other Druze people within Israel, leading a more liberal and secular lifestyle. Furthermore, 

being considered under occupation, Druze men of the Golan do not serve in the Israeli army 

like other Druze men. Although Golan’s Druze live in Israel, use, learn and work in Israeli 

institutions, such as hospitals and schools, most of Golan’s Druze still consider such services 

as belonging to the enemy – the state – which they are obliged to utilise to pursue a normal way 

of life. Thus, contacting the police to report domestic violence is seen as shameful and 

disgraceful because it is viewed as collaborating with the enemy against one’s own people, both 

family members and the whole community. 

Similar conditions are experienced by women who live in a refugee camp11 which is considered 

one of the most crowded places worldwide, a situation which has direct and negative impacts 

on women. 

Nour: “Dad used to shout at me and my sisters if we were to open the window 
because we could actually see what our neighbours were doing, and they could see 
us. Dad was scared that men surrounding us in the camp would harass or attack us 
sexually. So, eventually he just blocked the balcony we had and blocked our 
window. It is hard living in the camp, very crowded and the people are just too close 
to one another that problems and fights just became normal, we just got used to 
street violence. Dad’s solution was to make us stay home all the time and we simply 
didn’t get out.”   

Due to factors such as population density, accommodation conditions and the physical 

incarceration of the population, there are high rates of street violence and sexual harassment in 

the refugee camp. As a result, as appears in Nour’s experience, women sometimes suffer from 

excessive male control which is practised out of ‘protection’. 

                                                             
11 Living in a refugee camp in Israel-Shuaafat (the only one that exists within the state of Israel) means living in a 
very small space with a crowded Palestinian population. This camp was first built for Palestinians who fled or 
were evacuated from their houses in 1948. Today, the camp suffers from lack of infrastructure, extreme rates of 
poverty, and is isolated from the other parts of Jerusalem physically by a wall, as well as socially, as many services 
for the population are provided by the UNRWA rather than by the state. 
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In sum, this section demonstrates the intersection of race and gender-based violence against 

Arab women in three complicated and politically conflicted areas: the unrecognised villages, 

Golan Heights and the refugee camp. Women’s entrapment in these areas became narrower and 

more dangerous for several reasons. First, on the cultural level, being a homogenous population, 

people in these areas practise a more rigid patriarchal structure which bans diversity and 

difference. Second, due to political conflicts, government institutions such as the police 

sometimes overlook women’s suffering to protect the state’s interests, such as in the situation 

in the unrecognised villages. Other communities in these areas ban the usage of formal services 

and see them as belonging to the “enemy”, as the case of the Druze community in the Golan 

Heights. The population density in the refugee camp exacerbated men’s control over women. 

Thus, women in all these areas experience significant disapproval from family and community 

towards the use of services and help resources or are left behind, unprotected and alone by the 

government, as help services do not exist in the first place.  

8.4 Additional facets of discrimination   

In addition to the facets of discrimination discussed above which included women’s 

relationship with the police, the lower quality of facilities such as shelters and social services 

within Arab society and the impacts of geographical division, some women addressed the 

question of the political climate and its influence on their lives in violence through discussing 

their partners’ employment. The partners’ job constituted an additional factor that further 

narrowed these women’s experiences of entrapment.   

Salam was 33 at the time of the interview and a mother of seven children. Even though she had 

lived for more than twenty years in Israel (Salam is originally from Jordan), she was not granted 

permanent residency and during these years, she had to keep receiving permission to stay in the 

country. Being a mother of seven children with no residency status forced Salam to behave 

subordinately towards and conceal her partner’s brutal violence in order to be guaranteed legal 

residency. Salam was sexually, physically and verbally abused by her partner. 

Salam: “My husband used to work for the Israeli government, you know as a spy. 
So, sometimes when there would be conflicts or wartime with Palestinians in the 
West Bank, his work as a spy- Mista’arv12 would get him to be so stressed because 
sometimes Palestinians would recognise him as a spy or if he did not do a good job 
that day and could not catch some of the youth the army wanted to arrest, he would 

                                                             
12A Jewish term for Israeli soldiers or Arabs disguised who mingle with Palestinians in order to carry out a military 
operation or to gather intelligence. Among Arabs they are considered spies. 
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get back home and take it out on me. You know, these days were awful, he would 
take all his rage out on me, whipping, cursing and locking me in a dark room…” 

Three women revealed that they were married to spies, however, only Salam talked about her 

experience of living with one. The history of the Palestinian people and the continuous conflict 

between Palestinians and the state of Israel contribute to the state seeing Arabs in Israel as 

enemies and not trustworthy (Adelman, 2003). Thus, to keep one population under surveillance 

and to maintain the majority’s position and status, discriminating against ‘the other’ is a 

predictable outcome. Thus, to ensure state security and maintain the minority group under 

surveillance, recruiting Arabs to work as spies by the Israeli government is allegedly an 

‘acceptable and logical’ strategy, according to the state. However, the hidden casualties of such 

a strategy are overlooked, as having a spy as one’s husband, made these women’s 

revictimisation probably harder. 

Salam: “My husband used to work for the government; you know as a spy. So, my 
residency in Israel was legal. But when I disclosed the abuse I was suffering from 
my husband because I could not tolerate his tortures anymore, I suddenly found 
myself with no kids, and with no permission to stay in Israel. I could neither have 
a Jordanian citizenship, because they told me that I have lived in Israel for so many 
years, so I was not entitled to have the Jordanian citizenship. They accused me here 
[in Israel] with forgery because they saw that in my birth certificate that I was 3 
years younger. They would not accept the fact that my family and my partner’s 
family had changed my date of birth when I first entered Israel so that the marriage 
would be religiously approved as I was only 13 when I got married. At the ministry 
of internal affairs, they used to shout at me and talk to me in Hebrew which I could 
not understand… you know, I never knew about services and stuff because I was 
too scared, especially from the police, I’ve never got out from the house and I just 
could not speak the language. But when I talked about the horrible things my 
husband was doing to me like stabbing, isolation, burnings I just needed someone 
to hear me; I wished they would get someone to translate what I was saying. Instead 
of doing that, they called him, my husband to translate for me…So, I just said 
nothing and understood nothing of what they were talking about, my husband and 
the police officers ...I had no one. They [the state] did not only take away Salam’s 
blue Israeli identity, but they also ruined her and could not see her side of the story. 
They would not hear her. When I started talking about the abuse, they did not bother 
bringing an interpreter, this wasn’t a mistake it was done on purpose because he 
[the husband] is beneficial for them, he provides them with information, but I 
provide them nothing, in fact, in their eyes I am a burden.” 

The strategy of recruiting spies is embodied within Foucault’s (1979, 1982, 2000) “Bio-power” 

mechanism, which was discussed in the literature review. This mechanism controls three major 

channels; the population, territory and capital. Such control guarantees the position and the 

status of the dominant group by practicing close surveillance and supervision on almost all 

aspects of the life of a population. This surveillance includes having information and power 
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over many aspects of life of the minority population. Having a spy within the Palestinian 

community is one way to know and surveil specific aspects of their life. Thus, the entrapment 

of women like Salam could become worse, since her complaints could be easily and deliberately 

overlooked in order to keep the partner’s work intact.  

Many women, like Salam, who may not necessarily be married to spies, are the weak side of 

the power balance. They are abused, dependent, lack confidence and knowledge of the 

dominant language, and are oppressed by the patriarchal nexus of the entrapment manifested 

by partners, family and society, as well as by the political side of the entrapment which appears 

in institutions and policies. 

Alongside these detailed themes through which women described racial discrimination, there 

were also a few women who discussed discrimination more directly.  

Shams: “The state has a huge influence on what happens inside the houses, I can’t 
say that all is bad… Because some have adopted the Jewish lifestyle and it is not 
bad… However, the state does overlook the problems and the oppression Bedouin 
women encounter, especially with the issue of polygamy [...] 

If the state was really interested in stopping the oppression Arab women are 
confronting, the state can do a lot, but as long as nothing is close to its security, the 
state would not interfere, simply would not care, thinking that Arabs should figure 
their way out by themselves. They [the state] don’t really care about us, and this is 
obvious because if they did care, you would not see or hear of Arab women’s 
murder so frequently…The state knows about the killing and the burying of 
murdered women, the state knows everything, but it overlooks all these to keep its 
interests, the security interests. 

[…]You know, the police officer told me about the shelter here, I felt like it was his 
way of saying ‘there you go we do things for you although you’re an Arab because 
you know they [the state] have taken lots from us. When I got on the taxi to get 
here, the taxi driver told me in Hebrew ‘you know, here in Israel we have the best 
shelters for women; you can’t find shelters like these in the whole world’. I knew 
what he was saying and what he wasn’t saying. The unsaid was like ‘you are an 
Arab and you must thank god that you are here in Israel that protects you’. You 
know, I got the message immediately, but I didn’t react, I just kept silent”.  

Rinad: “The state is interested in its national security and nothing else.  As for us 
well, they [the state] would think let them kill each other”.  

Amal: “Well, Arabs are under huge pressures because of life conditions. But they 
[Arabs] cannot prevent this pressure from interfering with their life, I mean marital 
and familial relationships. But it’s more than that, you know, Jews take their rage 
out on us as Arabs - it’s like they punish and abuse a whole nation. Similarly, Arab 
males abuse their women. He [the man] releases his pressure by taking it on her 
[the wife]”.      
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First, at the beginning of Shams’ narrative, it is important to pinpoint the predicament many 

may encounter, particularly women, concerning their exposure to Jewish society. On the one 

hand, Shams states that the Jewish lifestyle is good, yet she also discusses the oppression 

Bedouin women suffer from without receiving any help from the state, especially regarding the 

issue of polygamy. Shams understands this situation of being oppressed by the patriarchal 

lifestyle in her community which prevails and is aggravated because of the state’s inaction and 

its indirect consent to such oppression by overlooking women’s suffering, all to preserve the 

state’s political interests. From Shams’ narrative, there is a clear illustration of the intentional 

sacrifice of Arab women in order to keep the state’s borders protected. The state’s overlooking 

of women’s suffering and abuse is carried out deliberately in order to maintain political and 

national goals. Both Shams and Rinad thus made the connection between political and 

patriarchal mutual interests which both result in the sacrifice of women’s wellbeing. However, 

an additional insight results from Amal’s extract where a third interdependent relationship 

appears. Amal talks about Jews and Arabs as two nations and perceives Jews’ discrimination 

against Arabs as their way to release “their rage”. This statement of Amal’s led me to consider 

a third interdependent relationship that includes Jews, Palestinians, and Germans. This 

relationship will be detailed in the discussion chapter.  

To summarise this section, most women discussed three major topics, through which they 

provided answers to the research question regarding the influence of the political environment 

on their experiences of violence. These topics included women’s relationship with the police, 

the conditions of the women’s shelters and the impacts of geographical divisions.  

Most women did not contact the police mainly because of the multiple fears which hindered 

them from reporting violence. Furthermore, even when women contravened traditional norms 

by entering shelters, even then, some women discussed the poor physical conditions and 

maintenance of Arab shelters – conditions which forced some of them to return to abusive 

relationships. All participants, and particularly those who had been residents in different 

shelters, depicted significant differences between the facilities, shelters and the quality of social 

services for Arabs and Jews. According to some women, these discriminatory policies and 

attitudes not only pushed Arab women back to abusive relations, but also put them at a high 

risk of adopting prostitution13.   

                                                             
13 In 2018 the Knesset (Israeli parliament) enacted the law against prostitution. However, the law’s implementation 
is due in July 2020. Despite the controversial debate about prostitution wherein feminist activists see it as a 
humiliating act and an extreme form of violence against women, whereas others see it as women’s free choice of 
their bodies, prostitution in Israel is predominately considered socially and culturally unacceptable and shameful. 
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For some women, the lack, or poor conditions of social services, as well as the discriminatory 

differences, were even worse as geography also played an important role in women’s ability to 

access services. Women from three different and conflicted regions were not able to access 

services due to multiple political forces. In the Golan Heights, accessing government services 

is considered a betrayal for being cooperative with the enemy. In the refugee camp and 

unrecognised villages, services for battered women do not exist and the issues of violence 

against women are very often left to family and community leaders. 

Examining the women’s extracts in this section, their entrapment becomes clearer, yet more 

complex. On the one hand, staying in an abusive relationship is damaging on almost every level 

because, at best, women may over time normalise the violence and, at worst, they may 

eventually be killed. On the other hand, encouraging an Arab woman to disclose violence 

without reinforcing the supportive links throughout her post-disclosure journey could be 

dangerous as well.  

There is no direct answer to this dilemma, however it sheds light on Arab women’s location at 

the intersection of race and gender-based violence, multiplying their oppression. The state 

overlooks and neglects Arab women’s situation in order to protect national security. Thus, the 

state’s neglect reinforces patriarchal oppression. Moreover, in justifying its lack of action 

through culture as in the case with “honour killing”, the state not only reinforces the patriarchal 

structure of the Arab society, but also stigmatises a complete community and culturalises 

violence to be viewed as all Arabs’ way of life. Thus, the state’s inaction further narrows Arab 

women’s entrapment which for some women could be fatal because the state’s institutions 

could be their last help resource. 

8.5 Trapped women in a trapped society:  

8.5.1 “I-Society” Discourse 

In this section I further discuss Arab women’s entrapment and the impacts of political aspects 

on their experiences of domestic violence. I do so through examining women’s usage of the 

same exact words and terminology to describe themselves and to describe their perceptions of 

Arab society. Women used the same language to describe themselves and society as drugged, 

scared, voiceless, financially dependent, left alone, desperate, lost and dissociated. This section 

which highlights the similar metaphors between the women and their society pinpoints three 

                                                             
For the Arab society in Israel, prostitution is vehemently forbidden and Arab women practicing it could face actual 
death threats from families.    
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major insights: the first relates to the interlaced relationship between the micro and macro levels 

when examining violence against women. Second, it illustrates the impacts of violence on 

individuals - in this case Arab women as well as on a nation -Arab society- in terms of coping 

strategies, outcomes and post traumatic reactions. Third, this section further demonstrates the 

unique and rather difficult entrapment of Arab women, as in combining the first two insights 

together, Arab battered women have not only to face and cope with their entrapment in abusive 

relationships, but to do so within a trapped society.      

8.5.2 The abuse: “I-Society are drugged”  

Some women described being drugged or were asked by their partners to use drugs or alcohol 

to participate in unwanted sexual activities.  

Samya: “He used to bring drugs and I used to do drugs. He wanted me unconscious 
so that he could do whatever he wanted to me and I didn’t want to feel anything. 
He used to hit me and then wanted to sleep with me. To do that; I needed to feel 
nothing”. 

Warda:” It started with alcohol, asking me to drink in order to loosen up. Then he 
started bringing this pill asking me to take it to feel ‘high’. He had weird and 
disgusting sexual demands. I felt too disgusted of him, just too disgusted”.     

When asked about Arab society’s tolerance towards violence against women, some participants 

described society as “drugged”. Participants used this metaphor to describe their society’s 

limited awareness and diminishing ability to take action. In this way, Arab society was 

described metaphorically as similar to that of women’s situation after being intoxicated.  

Amal: “99% of Arab population are drugged…. we are unconscious, and do you 
know why? To overlook major issues, not to act for instance on restoring our feeling 
of belonging”.   

In their description of the abuse, women discussed men’s requests to use toxic substances to 

subjugate and impose violent actions upon them, sexual behaviours in particular. Describing 

Arab society as also being under the influence of drugs is an important narrative because it 

implies that the society needs to be unconscious in order to cope with the violence that is 

inflicted on it. This parallels the situation of some Arab women (like Samya), who needed to 

be unconscious as her way to cope with violence and other women in the sample, whom men 

needed to subjugate for the purpose of sexual abuse. Given the fact that there are endless ways 

the women could describe Arab society, choosing the metaphor of “drugged” manifests one 

important yet rather powerful indication of being subjugated as a society to violence. 
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Additionally, being “drugged” results in both women and society becoming “unconscious” as 

their way “not to feel anything” in order to cope with violence.  

One way to conceptualise and understand this similarity is by looking at the work of several 

scholars who connected colonisation with social and cultural violations, even the violation of 

the language of those who are less powerful, to the extent that scholars such as Atkinson (2002), 

Mufwene (2002) and Wilson and Cavender (2005) articulated such violations metaphorically 

as rape. Wilson and Cavender (2005:225) argue that colonisation has violated and “plagued” 

indigenous people’s lives, such that these people suffer from a plethora of social problems, 

depression, family violence, diseases, unemployment, addiction and suicide.   

My usage of this metaphor of rape is not only because of the similar language that appeared in 

women’s narratives; rather, because this metaphor also encompasses women’s feelings and 

traumatic experiences as battered women, and their perceptions of the society’s experiences as 

well, which suffers from other kinds of violations.  

Alongside these social problems and as illustrated in the literature review, Arabs in Israel suffer 

from racial discrimination in their everyday lives. On the physical level, the metaphor of the 

rape of Arab society well describes the expropriation of land.  

Arab society is known for its connectedness and attachment to land, seeing it as a crucial part 

of its ‘honour’: 

Jumanah: “Al ard mitl Al aard”- [“Land is like honour”]. 

Sibba: “You know, they [the state] took their land. Men’s attempts to compensate 
for this loss are not successful as they failed in getting the land back. So, women 
are the ones who pay the price”.   

Connecting Jumanah’s and Sibba’s statements to the analysis above regarding keeping Arab 

society unconscious, the interdependent relationship of honour which I addressed earlier, is 

constructed again. In her extract above, Jumanah defines honour, which is the most significant 

value in Arab culture. She states the components of honour which include the land and women’s 

sexuality. If the land has been taken away, then men may feel an increased need to defend what 

they see as left of their “honour”. One possible reaction is thus increased violence against and 

control over women, as Sibba emphasises.  

The similar discourses in women’s narratives, appeared also in legitimising violence.  
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Lily: “They [parents] told me that I was talking nonsense because there was no such 
thing as rape between married couple. They insisted that I was the one to be blamed 
because I should do what my cousin told me to”. 

Warda: “My partner wanted to bring another man, so we could have an orgy. It was 
so disgusting. When I told my family about this, they promised they would speak 
with him to tell him that it was not acceptable, but still I had to get back to him and 
be obedient”.  

Families held women responsible for the relationships and denied their daughters’ rape. Similar 

responses were articulated by participants towards Arab society – they saw Arab society as 

responsible for its own victimisation. 

Warda: “I had a friend who worked as a housekeeper for a Jewish family, but she 
stole money from them. So, when I applied for work, they rejected me because I 
was an Arab, and they are right because an Arab stole money from them. To tell 
you the truth, for me Jews are much better than Arab people, I personally adore 
Jewish people, and I just hate Arabs”.  

Nour: “It’s Arabs’ fault because they were the ones who started hurting Jewish 
society. When I was little, we did not spend much time at checkpoints but now 
because of Arabs’ behaviours, we spend so much time at checkpoints, they just keep 
checking and searching us, and it’s going to get worse”.  

The similarity in women’s discourses between their situation as battered women and Arab 

society appears in the blaming stance. In most stories, families blamed women for the violence 

they experienced and held them responsible for their relationships. In a parallel fashion, women 

saw Arab society as responsible for its deterioration. The above extracts also illustrate how 

oppression against Arabs, such as the situation at checkpoints, can be interpreted as legitimate 

because “Arabs started it”.  

In summarising this section, it is important to outline how violence on different levels construct 

individual and cultural identities. On the macro level, society genders violence, seeing women 

as guilty and responsible for the violence. The interpersonal level, reflected in families, 

normalises the violence. However, this process of violence legitimisation seeps into the micro 

level, where the dominated group – in this case Arab women – construct a cultural identity, 

seeing Arab society as guilty and responsible for its own oppression.   

8.5.3 Abuse consequences: “scared, weak, left alone and voiceless” and 
financial dependency 

Women discussed their feelings of fear and intimidation from male violence even when 

physical violence did not occur. Boonzaier and Schalkwyk (2011:278) assert that in a 

relationship with a physical history, verbal abuse may contain such a powerful threat of physical 
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violence that actual physical violence “becomes unnecessary”. On the same level, women 

depicted Arab society as being “scared, left alone, weak and voiceless” even without being 

exposed to physical violence. Women also viewed Arab society as financially dependent – a 

situation which enhanced its incapability of coping with crises.    

Raneen: “An Arab woman is weak. We are different from Jews; we have no rights 
and we can’t really voice our experiences…. The gun issue in Arab society is 
important; it shows that we are unable to control ourselves. Instead of getting better 
in education, expressing our opinions and voices, we run to weapons because the 
society is weak. Arab society is scared…. Look at the differences between Arabs’ 
and Jews’ quality of services: no playgrounds for Arab youth they have nowhere to 
go after school, we are too scared to ask for this kind of services, the society is 
voiceless”. 

Nour: “One of the reasons for the society’s tolerance is its weakness. Arabs are 
weak, and their personalities are weak, there is no masculinity among Arab men 
anymore and they lack faith… 

[…] I used to fear Jewish people, but when I first went to the police station to report 
losing my identity card, the police officer treated me very well, he was nice and 
spoke with me gently that I had nothing to worry about. He started talking about 
Jews and us and that we should not fear them because if we did them no harm, they 
would not harm us. This was when I really started to love Jewish people; I even 
wish I were a Jewish woman not an Arab”. 

Looking at Raneen’s and the first part of Nour’s extracts, the resemblance between Arab women 

and society appears in the usage of similar victimology terms; being voiceless and scared. 

However, even though it is not related to similar discourses, it is still important to examine the 

second part of Nour’s narrative, particularly regarding her attribution of gentleness to 

masculinity. Nour describes Arab men as lacking masculinity compared to the gentle Jewish 

police officer, she encountered.  

This finding is important for different reasons. First, it contradicts previous research, as 

masculinity in Nour’s eyes is related to a theme that has not been discussed – ‘gentleness’- an 

attribution which is usually allocated to women. By gendering violence, violent men are often 

understood to not only perform masculinity but also reproduce gender as dominance. Several 

authors argued that violent males try to construct masculinity and masculine identities through 

violence (Anderson & Umberson, 2001; Butler, 1990, 2011; Hearn, 1998; West & 

Fenstermarker, 1995). Other research identified masculinity in men’s ability to provide for their 

families. Damaging this ability – and thus requiring an alternative means to perform masculinity 

- was considered a main contributor to men’s violence (Adelman et al., 2003; Haj-Yahia, 2002a, 

b). ‘Gentleness’ on the other hand, presents a different definition of masculinity. Second, 
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Nour’s extract demonstrates a different narrative and a more promising experience regarding 

the possibility and optimism to encounter friendly and supportive police officers.  

An additional way to understand Nour’s attribution of gentleness and masculinity to a Jewish 

police officer is through racial lenses. The police officer can be described as a privileged person 

by being a man, Jewish and in a position of relative power. According to Leonardo (2004:138), 

this is a discourse of racial privilege. In his work, Leonardo discussed the advantages of White 

people, describing them as -“having money in their pockets” whereas coloured people are “the 

ones who will take the money from the White people’s pockets”. Leonardo asserts that this type 

of discourse mistakes the symptoms for causes, as he believes that racial advantages must be 

examined through looking at a history of “exclusions and ideological practices”. Similarly, in 

her description of the Jewish people as gentle and masculine Nour excludes the history of 

Arabs’ collective trauma and its ongoing implications on Arab men and society. How have Arab 

men coped with their multiple losses such as the loss of land, status, feeling of belonging, and 

language? How do they cope with their exclusion from privileges Jewish men are granted? 

Being privileged, or as Leonardo defines it “having money in one’s pocket”, and in Nour’s 

narrative – being gentle – is strongly linked to the history of ideological practices. The multiple 

ongoing losses of Arab society may appear in different symptoms among the Arab people, such 

as in men’s rigidness and lack of masculinity, as Nour described them.    

8.5.3.1 The experience of being “left alone”  

The experience of being “left alone” was an additional outcome of abuse. Women discussed 

their feelings of loneliness, especially due to their families’ encouragement that they tolerate 

violence. This loneliness became harder when women decided to leave the relationships or their 

families.   

Lamis: “When I got here, [to the shelter] I had nothing, I only managed to take 
clothes for my child. I tried to get my clothes and my personal belongings left back 
home but no one was willing to help me. I tried to talk with my neighbours, asking 
for help but they refused. I was left alone, by myself. People would not help me; no 
one was there for me.” 

When women were asked about the Nakbah’s implications on Arab society, women shared the 

same experiences of loneliness.  

Shams: “It all started in 1948; when all my family members, I mean extended family 
had to flee from the country. My grandfather was the only one who refused to leave 
his home and his land. All his family members, his siblings, all became refugees, 
all but him, but he was left alone, all by himself”.  
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Amal: “I am originally from the West Bank. I don’t have an Israeli identity card. 
When my first husband got married again to an Arab Israeli woman, he took my 
kids. So, the only way to be able to see them was to get married again with anybody 
who has an Israeli identity card so that I can enter Israel and see my children. Well, 
I am a second wife to a married man [polygamy] and my second husband is mean. 
He used to abuse me physically and sexually. Not only that but when I had my 
babies, he registered them under the name of his first wife so that they would be 
legal. He used to threaten me all the time that he could go to the authorities and they 
would deport me to West Bank without my kids. I was all alone”.     

The experience of being left alone appears among battered women as individuals and as a 

society. Both parties expressed loneliness as a result of traumatic events. Women were left 

alone with the abuse or when they decided to break free, and Arabs who refused to leave their 

homeland in 1948, such as Shams’ grandfather, were also left alone. 

Even though at the time of conducting this project, Israel was not officially at war with the 

Palestinians, Arabs in Israel have never been considered equal citizens. As argued in the 

literature review, the history of the Palestinians in and after 1948 and the discriminatory policies 

Israel introduced against its Arab citizens have negatively influenced Arab society. Fear has 

become the major factor that controls Arabs’ behaviours, even when there is not any direct use 

of physical power against them such as in wartime (Sabagh-Koury, 2006). The society’s way 

of coping with this historical-present situation of war and discrimination appeared as either a 

normalisation of violence or as self-destruction. Raneen’s narrative in the previous section 

indicates this point, where she discusses Arab society’s use of weapons as its way of coping 

with its situation instead of voicing its experiences. Evidence of adopting self-destructive 

strategies is also seen statistically through the increasing rates of crime within Arab society in 

general and against women, in particular (Adva Centre, 2015). For example, between 2007 and 

2009, the crime rate in Arab society increased by 8.4%, in comparison to a general decrease of 

the crime rate in all other sectors in Israel. Arabs were the main suspects for severe crimes such 

as murder or attempted murders and in terms of domestic violence, 40% of those convicted 

were Arab men, although the Arab population in Israel counts only for 20% (Yaniv, 2010). 

These crime statistics illustrate not only the incompatibility between Arabs’ rate crime and their 

percentage in the country’s population, but also demonstrate Arabs’ self-destructive actions as 

a society, to cope with its problems.   

8.5.3.2 Financial dependence  

An additional similarity that appeared between women and society in terms of the consequences 

of violence, was that both parties were financially dependent.   
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Fidda: “The financial distress, that was what really bothered me the most especially 
for not being able to provide for my children. I did not care about me; it has been 
always about my children”.   

Amal: “You know, I am originally from a small village inside the West Bank. We 
don’t have the same allowance system you have here, like you know if you don’t 
go to work or if you are mentally ill you are entitled here to allowance. We don’t 
have this system there and I think it is for the best. Because I know lots of people 
who would fake mental illness or become drug and/or alcohol addicts in order not 
to work and just to live on this benefit. This is really ruining Arabs and I think this 
has made them hungrier not in terms of food, but like I mean to be dependent all 
the time on the government’s allowance. It’s like the state is paying them money 
and by this, simply silences them. Do you understand what I mean? It’s like ‘here 
take the money and be quiet’. Arabs in Israel are neither creative nor independent 
and this is bad. I don’t think Arabs in Israel are capable of coping with crises or bad 
situations because they have learnt to be dependent”.    

As illustrated in Fidda’s extract and as detailed in the literature review, financial dependence 

of women on men is one of the major obstacles which keeps many women in abusive 

relationships (Basu & Famoye, 2004; Sanders, 2015). However, from Amal’s extract, the same 

is happening on the macro level, leaving Arab society systematically unproductive, weak and 

dependent. Although the financial insight is consistent with previous research indicating the 

high rates of unemployment and poverty among the Arab population (Khoury-Kassabari, 2010; 

Sabagh-Khoury, 2006), the similarity indicates that the finiancial trap which hinders many 

women from breaking free from abuse and limits their options is similar to the lack of financial 

independence that also hinders Arab society from breaking free from its entrapment. An 

additional thought resulted while reading Amal’s extract is the “independence-money” 

relationship for both battered women and society. However, this insight will be further 

discussed in the discussion chapter. 

8.5.4 Ways to deal with violence 

8.5.4.1 Despair: “no way out” 

As argued in the composite narrative chapter, the third ‘S’ of coping strategies women adopted 

to stop the violence was suicide attempts. According to many women the feeling of despair – 

of “no way out” – became the main incentive for their suicide attempts. Similarly, women’s 

embodiment of their society enabled them to perceive Arab society in the same position of 

despair, and they used metaphors of sickness to describe Arab society’s process towards its 

death.  

Ola: How is it to be an Arab woman in Israel? 
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Rimas: “I wish I was dead; I really do. To die no matter how or in what way because 
I am worthless, my existence has no meaning whatsoever”. 

Suzan: “What can I tell you? I wish to die; I just don’t want this life anymore”. 

As discussed in the previous chapter and as illustrated in the above extracts, many women felt 

despair, self-hatred and believed the only solution they had available to make the abuse stop 

was to commit suicide.  

The extracts below describe women’s responses to society’s tolerance towards violence against 

women. In their responses, the participants described Arab society’s desperate situation, its 

inability to change, its lack of self-awareness, disconnection and its lack of immunity.   

Amal: “We have no immune system as a society, we don’t love each other, we only 
pretend to. When people start talking bad things about a woman, no one stops them. 
Or let me put it this way, my parents used to fight in front of me. So, when I got 
married, I started to argue with my husband in front of my kids. Look at me now; I 
am in a shelter with my kids. It’s like a disease, an infection that keeps moving from 
one generation to another, we have no boundaries, no immunity and no self-
integrity”. 

Samya: “We as a society suffer from lack of awareness; we adopt negative things 
like smoking, drugs, weapons, infidelities and like, society’s disintegration”. 

Sibba: “No awareness, it should start from school age, making programs for 
women. But to be honest, even if all these things were done, it’s in vain, it’s 
hopeless; nothing will change because there are bad leaders, believe me nothing 
will change”.       

Looking at women’s discourses describing Arab society, the resemblance in the feelings of 

despair which affects both women’s and society’s coping strategies with violence is profound. 

Despair and being convinced ‘there was no way out’, affected women’s wellbeing, as 13 women 

attempted suicide at least once. Similarly, on the society level, Sibba illustrates despair at Arab 

society’s inability to change. Such inability affected the society’s wellbeing too, which 

appeared in people becoming more involved in crimes (weapons and drugs) as appears in 

Samya’s extract, and as lacking immunity, according to Amal’s narrative. However, alongside 

this similarity, what is also important to recognise from the women’s narratives is their 

anthropomorphism of Arab society. Women view and depict Arab society as if it is a person, 

more specifically as a “battered woman”, who in a similar way to their experiences in abusive 

relationships, also suffers from mental and physical health as a result of violence. 

The anthropomorphism is probably most apparent in Amal’s extract, where she states that 

society “lacks immunity”. As I detailed in the literature review, many studies highlighted the 

effects of violence on women’s mental and physical health, such as substance abuse, depression 
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and suicidal thoughts (Boy & Kulcztcki, 2008; Campbell, 2002; Heise et al., 2002). On a macro 

level, according to Amal and Sibba, despair and violence are weakening the Arab society’s 

‘body’. While drugs, alcohol and weapons could be seen as tools through which society tries to 

cope with its despair, these means could also lead to its death – similar to women’s usage of 

drugs such as pain killers to end their lives. 

8.5.4.2 Indulgence in pleasures  

An additional way to cope with violence was excessive indulgence in pleasure. This theme 

appeared among several women who stated that being in abusive relationships, and in particular 

suffering from sexual abuse, made them indifferent towards themselves and towards important 

issues in life such as money. Women’s description of Arab society’s coping with its losses was 

similar, when they emphasised society’s excessive indulgence in pleasures, particularly sexual 

pleasures. 

Raneen: “After what I have been through, I really just don’t care. For me 4000 
shekels are like one shekel. Money is rubbish, because of money I had to go through 
so much in life… I’ve become lavish.” 

The above extract could be a post-traumatic reaction to the woman’s abuse, especially for a 

woman like Raneen who was raped by her father-in-law for several years (Levine, 1997). This 

finding is consistent with previous research, where scholars such as Levine (1997) argued that 

excessive maladaptive behaviour is one indicator of post-traumatic responses. However, it 

could also be seen as a coping strategy, even though it could be self-destructive. When asked 

about society, many women described Arab society as being preoccupied with fulfilling its 

sexual pleasures.  

Lamis: “Arab society is interested only in sex; they don’t think beyond their sexual 
desires. My husband used to tell me that he was willing to pay lots of money for sex 
just to be happy and to be sexually satisfied”.   

Excessiveness is the similar coping strategy appears between women and society. 

Excessiveness appeared in Raneen’s lavishness and in seeing Arab society preoccupied with 

sexual activities. The finding is also consistent with Atkinson’s (2002) work with Aboriginal 

people in Australia regarding traumatised populations. Atkinson argued that unhealed trauma 

may compound to become cumulative on individuals, families and societies. The multilayered 

trauma may appear as dysfunctional and violent behaviour at all levels of human interaction; 

the individual and the societal, and these impacts, according to Atkinson, are re-traumatising.  
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However, the finding is important because it also coheres with the interdependent relationship 

of honour (honour, land, and women’s sexuality) in Arab culture discussed earlier. The loss of 

land in 1948 resulted in the definition of honour relying solely and thus rigidly on women’s 

sexuality. This rigidness appeared in males’ excessiveness in either becoming more controlling 

towards women, or in assuming and perceiving women, single women in particular, as sexual 

opportunities.  

In sum, in this section, I demonstrated not only similar terms women used to describe their 

situation and the society’s situation, I also illustrated women’s anthropomorphism of society. 

In anthropomorphising society, women depicted society’s “physical and mental” health 

problems which were profoundly similar to their own circumstances as battered women. 

Women viewed themselves as well as the Arab society in despair, such that both were incapable 

of making changes and the wellbeing of both was affected. Women thought about suicide 

whereas society became weak, sick and lacked immunity. The participants and Arab society 

shared two major ways of coping with despair: the first was in harming women’s and society’s 

wellbeing through self-destructive behaviours manifesting as suicidal actions of both women 

and society (drugs, weapons) and in excessiveness. I illustrated that these strategies of both the 

participants and society were not only similar, but also strongly reflected post-traumatic 

reactions.  

8.5.5 Violence outcomes  

8.5.5.1 Dissociation   

The major psychological effects of abuse which women talked about were fear, anxiety, loss of 

self-esteem, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

PTSD has a wide array of symptoms, including somatic, behavioural (such as excessiveness 

and self-destructive behaviours), affective and dissociative ones (Herman, 1992). In this 

section, I focus on the last category, dissociative symptoms, and discuss how these were 

articulated by the women in their narratives and the discursive similarities between these 

descriptions of dissociation and participants’ descriptions of the dissociated state of Arab 

society in Israel.  

Participants frequently described themselves in terms of identity fragmentation and the splitting 

of one’s self.  

Ola: How is it to be an Arab woman in Israel?  
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Rimas: “I have two words to answer this question: I see myself as a person who 
does not exist, a person, a human being who physically exists but does not really 
exist. I am a person with no meaning or worth in this life, I am absolutely nothing. 
I believe that my soul does not exist anymore, I am with no soul. I was married 
twice and with both husbands I used to be a body just a body with no soul. I feel 
lost and still can’t find me”.   

Nibal: “I am only a body, with no soul”. 

Like Rimas and Nibal, 15 women identified dissonance and split experiences, and described 

themselves as not in contact with their own selves. One of the most salient manifestations of 

these experiences which I flagged earlier in this chapter was when women narrated their stories 

using the third person “She” instead of “I”. 

Shams: “[...] At the age of 18, Shams’ cousin wanted to marry her. She [Shams] did 
not want to but was threatened and forced by the family. They had her give up her 
studies in the university, prevented her from having friends and from going out. She 
tried to kill herself until they had her believe that she was possessed by evil. 
Eventually, they forced her to marry him and on her wedding night she covered her 
face with a pillow after tearing her gown, opened her legs and told the husband to 
do whatever he wanted so that she could prove to him and her family she was good 
- a virgin. After the rape, she called her mum begging her to come and return her 
home, but mum did not come. For not being obedient to the husband, Shams had to 
deal also with her brothers who started abusing her physically. You know, when 
dad got old, my brothers whom I raised were the ones who started controlling and 
abusing me. My grandma used to tell me that ‘a husband is not a necklace’ meaning 
that I did not have to worry about my husband or have him with me all the time if I 
fed him from both places up and down- food and sex. Well, this is marriage to 
people back home”. 

Subjection to an abusive and coercive relationship produces profound alterations in the victim’s 

self-identity (Herman, 1992). According to Herman, dissociation occurs when all structures of 

the self such as perception of the body, internalised images of others, and values and ideals are 

invaded and torn apart. A parallel description of self-hatred and internal split appeared in the 

divisions between the different Arab groups, and was presented in women’s discourses when 

asked about society. 

Amal: “My husband and his children used to mock me telling me ‘shougul al Daffi 
ma biwaffi’ [West Bank merchandise is not enough- referring to herself as 
merchandise] but when he wanted to have sex, only then I was good enough”.  

Ekbal: “Our traditions and ways of living are really different from people in Hebron. 
I grew up in a city. If you compare an Arab man from Hebron to another man from 
a city, you would see that the first one is primitive, conservative, does not know 
much. Whereas the young man who lived in a city would be different, he would 
know much in life, compared to a refugee camp where people don’t really know 
much, even basic things”.   
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“Being a body with no soul” could be seen also in women’s narratives about society, where 

women described a divided society, torn, lacking cohesiveness, integration and unity. Women 

saw Arab society as self-damaging and split not only by religion, but also according to 

residential regions; distinguishing Arabs in the northern and southern parts of the country; and 

those from refugee camps versus those born in villages or towns, as Ekbal explained. 

Furthermore, “body” is a revealing metaphor. Women described themselves as “a body with no 

soul” and also depicted Arab society as a sick “body”. This metaphor illustrates the serious 

physical and spiritual implications of trauma on a “body”. On the one hand, the unhealed 

collective trauma has caused serious illness to the body – in this case, Arab society – which has 

become divided, sick and weak. On the other hand, women represent the spiritual part of the 

body’s existence which, as a result of the collective trauma in 1948, became dissociated, or lost 

its soul. The body metaphor, where women’s and society’s identities are integrated and 

connected in one expression, may best illuminate the interrelationship between the macro and 

the micro. The changes that occurred on the macro level – the collective trauma suffered by the 

society – had a direct and deep influence on the micro level of Arab women’s lives in abusive 

relationships.   

Resemblance also appeared in women’s discourses of self-contamination, feelings of self-

hatred as a woman, rejection and disgust of one’s body. Many participants described intense 

feelings of self-hatred, self-loathing, shame and guilt. Those feelings were predominant among 

women who had been sexually abused. This finding is consistent with research which showed 

that such feelings are common among child and adult survivors of sexual abuse (Butler, 1978; 

Hartman & Burgess, 1988; Herman, 1988, 2015; Ochberg, 1988; Yllo, 1993).  

Lily: “I used to hate myself so much, I did, and I still do. I feel so disgusted of who 
I am”.  

Rimas: “I hate myself, my body. I wish I was dead; I really do, to die no matter 
how or in what way. You know, after having sex with my husband, well I can’t 
really say it was sex or marital relationship because all what I felt was pain, pain 
and hatred that was being accumulated inside of me until I reached that point that I 
just could not bear being me anymore, I hate myself. When he used to touch me, I 
felt disgust, self-disgust. After sexual intercourse, I used to run to the bathroom to 
clean myself up; I used to feel dirty and rotten. I just hate myself “.  

Women described Arab society using similar terms of hatred and disgust and even had death 

wishes for their society:   

Manal: “Our society is really trash; it’s really disgusting “. 

Warda: “I wish for all my community to die. I really do”. 
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Women spoke about pain, self-hatred and the anguish they experienced after forced sexual 

contact. Sexual abuse, as argued in the literature review, occurs along a control and violence 

continuum which ranges from systematically coercive acts that aim to control women and their 

bodies to sexual violence (Boonzaier, 2008; Boonzaier & de la Rey, 2003; Kelly, 1990; 

Riessman, 1990). One of the major outcomes of abuse, especially sexual abuse, is the sense of 

the self as contaminated, feeling guilty and evil (Bliss, 1986; Herman, 2015; Kernberg, 1967; 

Putnam, 1989). The words women used to describe their feelings, especially regarding forced 

sexual actions were “self-disgust” and “self-hatred”, which were also used to describe society. 

If sexual coercion aims to control women and women’s bodies, why did women use the same 

words for society? Is Arab society suffering from ‘sexual’ coercion? If so, how? Furthermore, 

women’s descriptions of society appear contradictory. On the one hand, all participants 

perceived Arab society as one of the main contributing factors for violence against them. Yet, 

on the other hand, throughout this section of “I–society” discourse, the participants attributed 

victimology terms to Arab society.  

Through discourse analysis, women’s narratives reveal what usually occurs in almost every 

codependent relationship. When it is hard on one party, usually the perpetrator, to effectively 

cope with their negative feelings, they use a defence mechanism through which they project 

their feelings on the other, who is usually weaker (Ogdan, 1979). Thus, violence against women 

is not only seen as legitimate, but also as the woman’s responsibility. Although the role of the 

defence mechanisms is to protect the individual from intense negative feelings such as anxiety, 

they also involve self-deception, which could hinder seeking an effective resolution to the 

problem (Chaitin, 2008; Kelman, 1999).  

Women’s discursive embodiment of Arab society – seeing it as a person, more specifically as 

a battered woman, simultaneously oppressive and a major contributing factor for violence 

against women – allows discussing psychoanalytical implications such as the mechanism of 

projection identification on the level of national identity. 

I argue that Arab society’s mechanism to cope with its entrapment and traumas is mainly 

conducted through projecting its difficulties and losses onto a weaker target –the woman. This 

process, according to Ogden (1979), is a psychological one that leaves the projector, society in 

this case, impoverished until the projected party, being responsible and guilty, is successfully 

reinternalised within the other – in this case, Arab women. In this process of projection, it is 

important to note two insights: first, by projecting blame and responsibility onto women, society 

does not only avoid dealing with its own victimisation, but also retains its false narrative of 

control and power. Second, a new interdependent relationship is constructed which is assembled 
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of women, society and the state. This second interdependent relationship will be addressed in 

the following section of this chapter and further detailed in the discussion chapter.  

An additional outcome of abuse was women’s experiences of being lost. Women discussed 

their loss of homes, families, friends, support and mostly their ‘self’.  

Jumanah: “I feel like I’ve lost everything, that I have not done anything with my 
life, like I’m lost”. 

Warda: “I just lost everything, my life, my kids, the home that I built, lost 
everything, just lost.” 

Rimas: “I lost me, myself, I can’t find me”.  

The women used the same words to describe Arab society’s situation: 

Dima: “We as a society we don’t know what we want, we are lost”. 

Nour: “Well, we are lost as a society.” 

Sibba: “We are so lost that maybe the best solution is to get away, to emigrate”.  

In this part of the similar discourses, the micro and macro levels are connected again, 

demonstrating how violence on these levels affected individuals as well as a nation, not only in 

both experiencing a sense of loss, but also in constructing gender and cultural identities. 

Domestic violence gendered women’s subjectivity, whereas collective violence gendered 

nationhood. In other words, domestic violence led women to feel lonely and lost as individuals. 

Similarly, violence on the macro level between the two nations – Arabs and Jews – has 

‘gendered’ Arabs as a whole nation, leading Arab society too, similar to women, to experience 

loss.  

This finding is consistent with previous research conducted with indigenous minorities. Shkilnk 

(1985) assessed that the main reactions of an individual and of a community to collective trauma 

included rage, anxiety, depression, feelings of loss, helplessness, disorientation, apathy, 

dependency, loss of ego functions and numbness of spirit. Atkinson (2002) argues that 

collective trauma causes feelings of loss of self, of family members, of community and of life 

as people knew it, and can be characterised by deep rage, powerlessness and victimisation due 

to the violation of the population’s world and boundaries. Feeling lost as a society, or as 

Atkinson (2002:71) calls it, “cultural genocide” not only works to destroy the oppressed 

people’s culture, but also damages the sense of self, self-worth, and wellbeing in individuals 

and groups. Atkinson asserts that oppressed people reach a point where they are unable to 

function either from their own cultural foundations, or from the culture of the oppressors: “they 
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feel in a world between, devaluated and devaluating who they are”. Atkinson deduces that 

traumatised people start to believe that they are unworthy, have no value and that their culture 

and traditions are primitive and inferior. She argues that violent behaviours against oneself and 

towards others are, in the context of oppression, often the product of trauma.  

In sum, this section revealed a new analysis in which battered women described their own 

society using the same terminology they used to describe themselves. Although previous 

scholars such as Atkinson (2002) and Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2004) discussed the relationship 

between colonisation and violence, the analysis in the current study is new because it is derived 

from the women’s own words. Discourse analysis helped situate texts in their social, cultural, 

historical and political contexts. In their personal narratives, women discussed their own 

experiences as well as embodied Arab society, depicting it as a ‘battered woman’ to express the 

narrative of ‘a trapped society’. This similarity is highly significant because it illustrates two 

contradictory self-identities of Arab society in Israel.   

Land, according to McClintok (1993), Timmerman (2000), Ivekovic` (1993), and Massad 

(1995), is depicted by nations and societies as ‘mother’ who is responsible for the reproduction 

process. However, the loss of land due to wars disqualified women from this role, which became 

assigned to men who were depicted as the warriors and defenders of land. Hence, national 

power and agency, according to scholars such as McClintok, Timmerman, Ivekovic`, and 

Massad, have been constructed on gender difference in favour of males.  

Hence, there are two competing and contradictory perceptions of Arab society. The first 

perception is that it is male-dominated and oppressive, where men are assigned with the national 

power and agency as detailed above. However, the second perception according to the finding 

in the current study, shows that women attribute victim terminology to Arab society, embodying 

it as a ‘battered woman’. This description clashes with the universal ideation which attaches 

national power to male gender. How can this contradiction be understood? I argue that the only 

way to understand this contradiction of a society being oppressive towards women yet at the 

same time being oppressed is through examining the multiple layers of the societal identities. 

By this I mean that the oppressive, in this case Arab society, holds within itself an oppressed 

identity. How can Arab society deal with such dual identities? Women’s depiction of their male 

dominated society as ‘battered’ may threaten men’s national power discussed earlier (Ivekovic`, 

1993; McClintok, 1993; Massad, 1995; Timmerman, 2000). Therefore, to deal with such a 

threat and to cope with clashes of self-identities that result from being both an oppressor and 

oppressed, the society uses a split mechanism which serves two significant functions. First, the 

split enables the society to categorise and accuse one group – women – as “guilty”. Second, 
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when society perpetrates violence against the guilty side, this is considered a solution and an 

acceptable punishment. Thus, the society retains the dominant discourses of patriarchy and 

nationalism. 

To combine the two parts of this result chapter together and to further illustrate the dual 

identities Arab society holds within itself in being oppressed and oppressive, in the following 

section I elucidate how gender and racial discriminations manifested in Arab society and the 

state use similar major concepts of “security” and “honour” to reinforce women’s entrapment. 

Drawing from the similar justifications, I also discuss the outcomes of the “double bind”, where 

Arab women are located at the intersection of race and gender.  

8.6 The similar justifications  

As detailed in the previous chapter, the Arab family’s major focus is on keeping the family 

united and secure, regardless of women’s unhappiness in their marital lives. Similarly, most 

women in the sample deduced that racial discrimination in general, and the police’s 

discriminatory policies in particular, were undertaken in order to serve the state’s “interests” - 

mainly the state’s national security interests. In their narratives about police functions and 

attitudes towards Arab society, the participants asserted that they knew that national security 

surpassed their own safety, and that the state prioritises its security interests, regardless of what 

they as battered women experienced in terms of family violence. 

Thus, families of origin and the state both sacrificed women’s wellbeing in the pursuit of other 

goals and used the same justification: “security”. Within male dominated families, this security 

is the family’s security and politically it is the state’s security. For both the families and the 

state, Arab women pay a high price to keep the families and state secure. The best way to 

describe this similarity is through Lily’s statement: 

Lily: “We are the ones who pay the price; we are the punching bags…” 

In their narratives, women also illustrate that families and the state share the justification of 

Arab women’s murder. When Arab women disobey their family’s needs and demands, some 

may be killed. In Suzan’s narrative, which was described earlier, women’s murders can be 

labelled as ‘honour killing’ to justify the murder. The state’s acceptance of such justification of 

‘honour killing’ and its lack of serious action, implies that the state is complicit in the increased 

numbers of murdered Arab women. Thus, Arab women are forced to pay the highest price 

possible, even after death. Arab women are murdered to ‘protect the honour’ of their families, 

only to be further stigmatised after their death, along with a whole community, through the 
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culturalising of violence and murder in the representation of ‘the other’ discursively produced 

by the state.  

An additional significant dimension that emerges from the participants’ experiences and their 

understanding of political influences is the tendency of all sides to use the splitting mechanism 

(Klein, 1946; Ogdan, 1979). By this I mean the practice of perceiving violence against women 

as split between two extremes: good and bad. The split mechanism not only encompasses the 

blame stance against the ‘other’, in this case, women on the micro level and society on the 

macro level, but the split mechanism also enables viewing punishment and violence as required 

and as the other’s responsibility.  

In Arab culture, the family’s security, reputation and status quo cannot be compromised. In a 

situation where they are compromised, women are usually held responsible and violence is used 

to restore the status quo (Daher et al., 2010; Nayak et al., 2003; Wallach et al., 2010). Thus, the 

splitting mechanism allegedly becomes ‘restorative and helpful’ in seeing one side – the woman 

– as guilty, whereas men are predominantly the virtuous ones who defend traditions and honour. 

Such a perspective helps not only in legitimising violence but also in maintaining and 

guaranteeing patriarchy, which is reflected in male dominance and women’s subordination.  

The splitting mechanism of having ‘good and bad’ appears also on a macro level which includes 

people and societies. The state’s view of Arab society as inherently violent is an example of 

such a split. Thus, through this mechanism, the process undertaken by the state of culturalising 

violence and blaming the ‘other’ – Arabs in this case- becomes accessible and allegedly 

reasonable. This insight is best illustrated through “I – society” discourse, where society, 

similarly to women, is depicted as battered.  

Seeing the world as black and white- ‘good and bad’ - is known as a self-defence mechanisms 

which occurs when a person cannot integrate and hold two primary drives of love and hate 

within a social interaction (Klein, 1946; Ogdan, 1979). According to Ogdan (1979), for an 

individual to deal with negative feelings, he projects them onto the ‘other’. This split which 

predominantly occurs in domestic violence between individuals, happens also between nations, 

leading to one of the most prominent characterisation of abusive relationships - 

‘interdependency’. In this kind of relationship, one spouse, usually the perpetrator, relies on the 

partner for his own self-esteem and identity. Therefore, in times of marital or familial disputes, 

partners may feel that their selves are under threats. In order to cope with such threats on the 

self, perpetrators adopt a splitting mechanism of “good and bad”. Viewing the woman as the 

guilty party enables the partner to legitimise his utilisation of violence and his blaming and 
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accusing of the woman as responsible of provoking violence. This type of relationship coheres 

also with Memmi’s (1991) work, which has shown the relationship between the powerful and 

the powerless. Memmi argues that for the dominant or the conqueror to maintain their position 

and status, they have constantly to try changing the perspectives of life and reality of others 

who are less powerful, so that their perspectives suit those of the conqueror’s. Thus, in 

rephrasing the perspectives of others to suit his own, the conqueror can legitimate his behaviour 

and control. As illustrated throughout this section, such understanding and relationship occurs 

on the micro level between individuals and on the macro level between nations, resulting in 

narrowing Arab women’s entrapment. 

8.7 The outcome of the double bind  

Almost all women’s narratives in this study illustrated their experience of having “no way out” 

from their abusive relationships. If they were to disclose the violence they were experiencing 

to the police, they could encounter revictimising experiences. If they were to stay silent, they 

had to put up with abusive relationships, which are societally legitimised. If they were to ask 

for separation or divorce, they may suffer retaliation and from a wider cycle of abuse, including 

sexual harassment. 

Crenshaw (1991) and other intersectional feminists refer to this as the “double bind” within 

which battered women, particularly women who belong to ethnic minorities, suffer from 

gendered racism and racialised sexism (Crenshaw, 1991; Espin, 1998). Through intersectional 

feminism, Crenshaw outlined this situation, when women are located at the intersection of both 

gender and community, and experiences of violence may compel them to choose one over the 

other.  

In the current project, Arab women suffered from the double bind displayed in gendered racism 

and racialised sexism: the combination of these two facets of oppression resulted in dangerous 

outcomes. To explain these outcomes, I divide the double bind and its consequences into 

segments using women’s narratives to provide a more comprehensive explanation.   

Racialised sexism appears when women consider calling the police seeking safety, only to find 

themselves in the double bind because if they were to disclose the abuse, they would be 

stigmatised and seen by their families and society as disloyal. For some women, disclosing 

violence to the police could further result in retaliation, in getting murdered by family members 

or partners or being sexually harassed by the police.  
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Gendered discrimination, as detailed in the previous chapter, starts even before birth, with 

families preferring male children over females, and continues throughout their lives to become 

more direct when women disclose violence and decide to separate or obtain a divorce. It is then 

when experiences of sexual harassment become more direct and women are seen by the 

community as uncovered – being away from “Sutrah”. However, the cycle of discrimination 

and abuse does not end here, rather it is aggravated.  

In a situation of patriarchal oppression, women are blamed for violence, whereas men benefit 

from gender domination and control. The racial oppression of Arab women in Israel enables 

and reinforces the culturalisation of violence, and succeeds in making it societally and culturally 

attributed to the extent that it becomes internalised and expressed as cultural by the women 

themselves. Such internalisation, whereby women perceive their own society and culture as 

punitive and the one to be blamed, narrows their entrapment. As stated earlier, one way to cope 

with the oppression of the double bind is to normalise it, and this could appear in women’s 

despair. Another way to cope with such oppression is to fight it, yet this may lead women to 

appear “rebellious”. Both coping strategies exacerbate women’s risk of death either through 

murder for being “rebellious” or in their suicide.  

To better elucidate the outcomes of the double bind, women described on the one hand, the 

dissociative process when they had to choose between their own safety and the safety of their 

families and community. This process led many women in the current study to express self-

hatred and dissociative symptoms, such as feeling disconnected from themselves and their soul, 

dragging many to suicidal attempts. On the other hand, in their narratives, women discussed 

prostitution, which is one of the most unacceptable and challenging behaviours Arab women 

can indulge in, even if it is for the sake of supporting themselves and their children. Prostitution 

breaches all cultural norms and consensus and therefore, women’s murder in this case is seen 

as legitimate because the woman’s death is believed to be the only way to restore and purify 

the family’s honour. Such consequences and ways of coping with the double bind may lead 

Arab women to further entrapping, either through internalising violence culturalisation or 

adopting maladaptive coping strategies and behaviours, which further entrap them and put some 

women at high risk of death. 

Despite the narrow entrapment discussed and detailed throughout this study, the difficult and 

sometimes lack of choices these women have, it is also important to note their strengths and 

resilience. Telling one’s story the way these women did is an act of resilience and strength, 

particularly their decisions despite the multiple oppressions and the potential fatal 

revictimisation, to go against familial norms and expectations. Women’s strengths and courage 
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appears in their willingness to narrate the oppressions they have endured, but also their turning 

points which reflect their agency and power.  

Additionally, going to shelters which as detailed earlier runs counter not only tradiotions, but 

is also viewed as betrayal to Arabs’ national consensus regarding family’s privacy and security, 

is also an act of strength which may reflect rebellion. Such a process which challenges traditions 

may contain painful outcomes, but it also holds optimisim and motivations for a change. 

 Positive changes appeared also among some women who applied for divorce, despite its 

stigmatisation. As discussed earlier, the divorce process could aggravate women’s situation due 

to her being away from “sutrah”. However, women’s insistence on getting a divorce manifests 

their resilience and strengths to face life conditions independently and contradictory to cultural 

and familial expectations. This change was most apparent among women whom I met in family 

welfare centres, whereby they emphasised their desire and readeness to enroll in higher 

education programmes or job markets.  

In sum, despite the narrow entrapment I discussed in this chapter as in the previous chapters, it 

is equally significant to acknowledge and shed the light on women’s power and agency. 

Women’s agency appeared in their motivation and commitment to have a better life and better 

future for themselves and their children.  

8.8  Summary 

In this chapter I analysed and illustrated the importance of the macro level, reflected on the 

political aspects and their influence on Arab women’s experiences in abusive relationships in 

two parts. In the first part, I presented women’s narratives regarding their relationship with the 

police, the shelters’ conditions and the geographical division. In the second part, I introduced a 

form of discourse analysis which I named “I–society” discourse.   

Most of the women in the sample avoided contacting the police mainly out of fear of retaliation 

and their persuasion that the police were racist and would not protect them. Women also 

discussed the role of the state’s institutions in shaping their experiences, through emphasising 

the differences between the social services and shelters allocated for Arab and Jewish societies. 

This is an important finding because several women preferred to return to abusive relationships 

rather than staying in shelters.  

The geographical divisions illustrated the intersection of race and gender-based violence which 

in turn, exemplified the tightened entrapment Arab women live within. In this section, I 
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presented the everyday life of women from unrecognised villages, their daily struggles and the 

impacts of their hard living conditions upon family dynamics. Detailed descriptions were also 

provided from Druze women from the Golan Heights and women from the refugee camp. The 

former group avoided seeking help from government institutions because they considered the 

state “the enemy” and also because they expressed firm social and religious opposition to seeing 

shelters as an alternative. Women in the refugee camp, on the other hand, lacked such services. 

These political divisions are one result of the past and present political conflict, through which 

I examined its implications on Arab battered women.  

In the second part of this chapter, I presented the “I – society” discourse: women’s usage of 

similar language to describe both themselves and Arab society. This section was built on the 

previous two chapters, where I demonstrated through women’s discourses how Arab society is 

also trapped. I illustrated how women anthropomorphised society and depicted its actions and 

coping with violence in a similar way to them. Due to women’s anthropomorphism of society, 

I was able to employ psychoanalytical analysis and discuss self-defence mechanisms such as 

splitting and projection identification, where I pinpointed interdependent relationships on the 

micro as well as on the macro levels.    

Finally, to tie the two parts together I outlined shared justifications that the state and society 

used to justify violence against Arab women, focusing on values of security and honour. I also 

discussed the consequences of the ‘double bind’ which I believe best depicts the situation of 

these participants. Due to the double bind of racialised sexism and gendered racism, I 

demonstrated that Arab women may adopt maladaptive strategies to cope with violence, which 

may appear as internalisation of violence culturalisation, dissociation, suicide attempts or 

prostitution. I illustrated how these strategies further entrap women and increase the likelihood 

of women’s fatal revictimisation.         

Multiple factors prevent women from seeking help or protection such as the societal tendency 

to blame the woman for the violence, fear of ostracism when disclosing it, and the expectation 

that women should sacrifice their lives for their partner, children, family and community. 

However, these fears become aggravated when the state and its relevant institutions, the only 

sources left for women, are considered politically discriminatory and are not trusted. This 

situation traps Arab women, and increases their feelings of helplessness and frustration, as well 

as provides a way out for official authorities, like the police, from implementing their duties 

and responsibilities appropriately when dealing with Arab women. This inaction by government 

institutions not only reinforces the stigmatisation and stereotypes against Arabs as an ethnic 

minority, but also facilitates violence culturalisation and enhances the patriarchal structure. 
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When the state culturalises violence, it projects these processes of split onto the Arab 

community, and perceives it as inherently violent, to simplify the situation and appear logical. 

In turn, Arab society projects its negative feelings and experiences on women, depicting them 

as evil, rebellious, and deceptive.   

This chapter demonstrated the complicated entrapment Arab women experience in Israel, due 

to the combination of a patriarchal societal structure and the complex political situation in the 

region. Acknowledging this wider dimension of political circumstances as the key factor which 

negatively contributes to and keeps Arab women battered and silenced, while taking into 

consideration and recognising the past and the present situation of the Arab Palestinian 

population in Israel, may help create new strategies towards the goal of eradicating violence 

against women. Violent relationships seep across generations and nations, as well as across all 

ecological levels: the micro (individuals), the exo (within institutions), and the macro (the 

society and state). The intersectional entrapment presented in this chapter together with the 

previous two analysis chapters, has conceptualised and illustrated how Arab women are left 

alone, battered, sacrificed, abused and sometimes murdered. 
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 Chapter Nine - 
Discussion 

Several goals were the inspiration for conducting this study. First, to understand the domestic 

violence experiences of Arab Palestinian women living in Israel. Second, to provide Arab 

women with the opportunity to voice their own experiences and their meaning-makings. The 

third goal was to examine the impacts of the patriarchal structure of Arab society and the 

impacts of the political conflict in Israel on Arab battered women’s experiences.  

As a professional clinical social worker for over a decade and working closely with battered 

women, particularly Arab women, my incentive to undertake this project was also personal. 

Reading and learning about domestic violence have helped build my professional identity over 

the years. However, despite the intensive and rich knowledge I have accumulated during the 

last decade, learning about these women’s experiences from their own perspectives was always 

a missing element for me. When I decided to conduct this project, it was thus important for me 

that the research design would enable participants to give voice to their own experiences. This 

is a significant issue because Arab women survivors of domestic violence in Israel are often 

marginalised, silenced and oppressed. To analyse the data, I conducted a thematic and a 

discourse narrative analysis.  

The key finding of the current study indicated the strong connection and similarity between 

Arab women and their society. The discursive similarities of the language the women used to 

describe themselves and the language they used to describe their society demonstrated the 

multilayered entrapment of Arab women who narrated both their experiences in violence as 

individuals and the story of their trapped society.  

In this chapter, I highlight the key themes that emerged from the project and discuss their 

implications in order to shed light on Arab women’s entrapment. Furthermore, I reflect on my 

findings in light of the theories underpinning the study. Then I discuss the implications of my 

findings for professionals and policymakers so that the women’s voices can inform the work of 

professionals, especially those who work in Arab society within and beyond Israel. Finally, I 

discuss the study's limitations and provide recommendations for future research. 

9.1 The Findings  

The study involved 36 Arab women from different regions within Israel. I met women from 

Arab villages, mixed cities, a refugee camp, unrecognised villages in the south and from the 
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Golan Heights in the northern part of the state. The sample included Arab women from all the 

religious backgrounds: Christians, Muslims (including Bedouins), and Druze. To cover all these 

backgrounds, I interviewed women residents in shelters as well as those attending family 

welfare centres. The study adopted a qualitative approach within which in depth, semi-

structured interviews following the narrative approach were the methods chosen. 

This chapter focuses on the three research questions which best describe Arab women’s 

entrapment. First, I present the women’s narratives of their experiences in abusive relationships. 

In this section, I briefly describe women’s understandings of their experiences, including 

similarities and differences between the participants. Second, I discuss the impacts of Arab 

society on violence against women which revealed two major themes: women's descriptions of 

the patriarchal nature and their place as women in Arab society in Israel, and the exposure to 

Jewish society. Third, I demonstrate how the political conflict in Israel affected Arab battered 

women’s experiences. I do so through discussing the role of the state’s institutions and the 

geographical division of Arab settlements on women’s experiences as well as the connection 

between women and their society through the “I–society” discourse. 

9.1.1 The first research question: participants’ experiences of domestic 
violence 

In order to deepen the understanding of the women’s experiences in their own words, I built a 

composite narrative within which I included the main themes almost all participants had 

discussed. I presented these themes in an arc which included seven major milestones: 

childhood, marriage, describing the violence, understanding the violence, coping strategies, 

reasons that made women stay in abusive relationships and the turning points. In this section I 

discuss the major similarities and differences between the participants in light of these themes.   

Most participants grew up in low socioeconomic families in which the fathers were dominant 

and violent. Families of origin were one of the most salient similarities among the participants. 

All 36 participants shared the familial and societal expectations to endure the violence and to 

withstand their partner’s or families’ abuse, for example, from a father or brother. Moreover, 

family violence in many cases not only involved the women’s families of origin but also 

included violence by the partner’s family as well. Almost all women stated that the expectations 

of being a good, tolerant and patient woman were perceived as an essential part of their duties 

whether as wives, daughters or as sisters. Such expectations of women constituted one of the 

major obstacles that delimited women’s options to report and seek help, hindering them from 

breaking free from the entrapment. 
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Familial abuse not only appeared through the common types of abuse – physical, verbal, 

emotional, and sexual – but also in the way families forced marriage on their daughters. Women 

discussed four types of marriage: underage marriage (under the age of 18), traditional marriage, 

forced marriage and marriage by choice. Eleven women were married underage and six were 

forced to marry their partners, who were usually cousins. Families’ violence also included 

women’s revictimisation and blaming them for the perpetrators’ violence. Revictimisation of 

women by their own families appeared in familial legitimisation of all types of abuse and 

families’ denial of rape. The process of victim blaming was one of the main reasons for 

women’s internalisation and standardisation of the abuse, or for women’s self and societal 

hatred.  

Aside from families of origin and cultural norms that made women stay in abusive relationships, 

women also discussed wider factors on the macro level – the patriarchal oppression of the 

society and racial oppression carried out by the state – which were additional barriers that 

delimited their options in coping with violence and in their seeking help. Such limitations were 

most apparent through the participants’ lack of knowledge or misinformation about help 

resources and social services which specialised in helping battered women. The historical and 

present conflicts between the state and the Palestinians created feelings of distrust and suspicion 

among the Arab minority, which alongside its patriarchal structure that emphasises men’s 

superiority, resulted in creating intimidating information about formal services, such as shelters. 

Twenty of the 36 women either did not know about services for battered women or believed 

that shelters were designated for women who worked in prostitution or for women who were 

recruited by the Israeli army to serve as spies against their own people.  

Regarding coping strategies with violence, the findings outlined three main strategies: 

standardising violence, seeking help (through police, social services, families, friends), and 

suicidal attempts - ‘SSS’.  

Despite being culturally unacceptable, women considered seeking help through pressing 

charges or disclosing violence to the police to be an unhelpful course of action. Only five 

women contacted the police to report the violence, and this was only after they experienced an 

attempted murder. The reasons women provided for not contacting the police focused mainly 

on participants’ belief that the police were racist, unreliable, and would not protect them. Most 

women thus had to seek informal sources of help, mainly through families. However, when this 

help did not exist or, as in most narratives, when families were another source of violence, 

women coped with violence through the third ‘S’. Thirteen participants tried to commit suicide 

at least once, seeing it as the only way to end the violence. Many other participants coped 
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through the first ‘S’, standardisation, viewing or being told by families that violence is normal. 

Standardisation also included women’s submissiveness to their partners’ sexual demands in 

order to prevent further physical violence. Twenty-two women described not only being 

sexually abused by their partners or family members, but also had to adapt to such violence 

either to keep themselves safe or because families of origin legitimised sexual abuse by denying 

its existence.   

The turning point for most participants was achieved by their leaving the abusive relationship, 

either through separation or going to a shelter. There were several external factors that 

influenced this decision, such as: exposure to a different culture, work, friends, fear of extreme 

retaliation (murder), and the death of the dominant patriarch. 

9.1.2 The second research question: the impacts of Arab society on 
violence against women 

All participants described Arab society in ways consistent with definitions of being patriarchal, 

within which male dominance still prevails and family ties are still considered the priority. The 

family’s importance thus exceeds that of individual needs and interests, particularly women’s 

needs. The two main topics I explored in relation to this research question were the traditional 

and patriarchal structure and values of Arab society, as well as exposure to Jewish society. 

Patriarchy with its four themes – family structure and values, women’s status, Arabs’ attitudes 

towards services, and religion – created the first nexus of Arab women’s entrapment. All 

participants asserted that they were taught and expected to put the needs of others first. The 

needs of partners, children and family are valued more highly than women’s interests, needs 

and safety. The findings revealed that familial expectations which were mainly characterised 

as being patriarchal constituted a major factor for women’s difficulties in coping with violence, 

and affected their considering whether to leave the abusive relationship.  

Honour is one of the core values in Arab culture and family structure. Consistent with both 

women’s narratives, and as I detailed in the literature review, honour in Arab culture is defined 

through the protection of two features: women’s sexuality and land. Through women’s 

narratives about their duty to preserve family honour, I highlighted the first interdependent 

relationship of honour, women’s sexuality and land. I outlined how the relationship between 

honour and women’s sexuality was affected after land has been confiscated.   

Religion also affected women’s perceptions of their lives in abusive relationships and 

consequently the options they saw available. Most women from the different religious 
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backgrounds viewed the misinterpretation of religious tenets and the influence of religious 

leaders as additional obstacles that reinforced male abuse and hindered them from breaking free 

from abusive relationships. However, different religious backgrounds influenced women’s 

perceptions of separation and divorce. Christian women predominantly expressed more liberal 

attitudes and freedom to break families’ traditions by applying for divorce, compared to 

Muslim, Bedouin, and Druze women. Among Druze, there was an important difference between 

Druze women from the Golan compared to those from other parts of the state. The former sub-

group expressed more liberal attitudes concerning divorce, whereas the latter held more 

conservative attitudes and feared the community’s reactions. However, Druze women from all 

regions accepted the community’s conservative perspective, which rejects and refuses to see 

shelters as an alternative.  

The exposure to Jewish society complemented the first nexus of the entrapment.  While some 

women viewed this exposure as positive, resulting in Arab women’s empowerment and 

personal change, most women discussed the negativity of such exposure on Arabs in general, 

and on Arab women in particular, leading men to become more rigid and isolating towards 

women.   

9.1.3 The third research question: the impacts of political aspects on 
violence against Arab women 

The third results chapter revealed how political considerations affected Arab women’s lives in 

abusive relationships. In the first part of the chapter, I discussed the themes of women’s 

relationships with the police, the shelters’ conditions and the geographical division. In the 

second part, I answered the research question by examining the similar language women used 

to describe both themselves as battered women and Arab society - the “I–society” discourse. I 

first briefly discuss the themes of the first part and then discuss the findings from the “I–society” 

discourse section.   

The participants described police as dysfunctional and racist, as they believed that the lack of 

serious police action within Arab society was intentional. Only five participants reported 

violence to the police, which occurred only after an attempted murder. Almost all participants, 

including those who went to the police, were persuaded that they would not provide them with 

the protection they needed. Fear was the salient characterisation of women’s relationship with 

the police, and primarily hindered them from reporting violence. The participants identified five 

types of fear: fear of cultural accusations, fear of retaliation (not murder), fear of violence 
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escalation or murder, fear for the partner, family and the community, and their fear of feeling 

disrespected and judged irrelevant by the police. 

Most women discussed the discriminatory attitudes the police have towards them as Arab 

women, reflected in the police failure to take their situation seriously, and the tendency of police 

to culturalise violence, seeing it as inherent within Arab society. Additionally, some women 

discussed police corruption, evident in some officers’ sexual harassment of women and 

attempted rape, as well as the police tendency to create personal relations with people in the 

community to promote personal goals, while neglecting Arab battered women’s complaints 

against their abusers.  

Women discussed the differences between shelters and the social services designated for Arab 

women and those allocated to Jewish society. This finding is highly significant because the 

shelters’ conditions were one of the factors that forced many women either to return to abusive 

relationships, or put others at higher risk of resorting to prostitution, especially after leaving the 

shelters. 

 I focused on three main areas of the third theme – the geographical division: the refugee camp, 

Golan Heights, and the unrecognised villages. In this section, I demonstrated how race 

intersected with gender-based violence, as Arab women in these conflicted areas were 

segregated from the wider society, affecting their knowledge and access to services. Living in 

a refugee camp made women’s lives more controlled and incarcerated. The crowding and 

population density resulted in more street violence and most importantly, in higher incidences 

of sexual harassment. This situation resulted in men being more controlling towards women 

while justifying this control as being exerted in order to protect them. In the Golan Heights, the 

situation is also complex because the Druze of Golan view using state-operated services as a 

betrayal because Golan is considered a Syrian territory under Israel occupation.  

The living conditions in unrecognised villages affected women’s lives significantly. Due to 

political conflict, people in these villages lack basic infrastructure and resources such as water 

and power. Services specialising in domestic violence do not exist and community and family 

leaders were responsible for dealing with issues of violence against women. In this section of 

the analysis chapter, I demonstrated how Arab women were being sacrificed by the society and 

state and how they had unwillingly become a part of a patriarchal political ‘bargain’ or as one 

participant (Lily) described it, as the “punching bags”. 

In their narratives regarding the political considerations, most participants asserted that they 

were marginalised and discriminated against as Arabs, whose distress and life in violence could 
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never equal the state’s national security interests. As stated earlier, this standpoint could be 

most apparent through women’s refusal to report violence to the police. Women’s experiences 

of marginalisation and discrimination is an important finding because it resulted in sacrificing 

Arab women at least twice. First, due to the state’s discriminatory attitude, Arab women had to 

seek informal help from family, friends and community leaders in order to cope with violence. 

However, this help, in most cases, was not forthcoming. Second, according to the women, the 

state overlooked their suffering by favouring men’s narratives over women’s because Arab 

men, particularly Bedouins and Druze, served in the army. In doing so, the state sacrificed 

women to preserve its national security goals.  

In the second part of the chapter, I employed discourse analysis in order to understand the 

similar discourses and terms women used to describe themselves and to describe Arab society. 

In their narratives, women embodied Arab society and attributed victimhood terminology to 

their society, which they described as a ‘battered woman’. However, all women viewed Arab 

society in Israel and its patriarchal structure as one of the main contributing factors in violence 

against them. This clash and contradiction in women’s perceptions of their society, viewing it 

as an oppressor and as an oppressed, will be further discussed in this chapter.   

The similarities that women revealed in their narratives between their descriptions of 

themselves and Arab society raised two major arguments: the meaning and additional purpose 

of patriarchy in the Arab society, and my conclusion that through their similar descriptions of 

themselves and the society, women were also narrating the story of a trapped society.  

Rabinowitz (2001) describes the Arab population in Israel as a trapped society because it fits 

the five characterisations of a trapped minority. The first is the historical juncture reflected in 

Al-Nakbah, when the Jewish majority celebrates the victory of starting a new era, as against the 

minority’s historical narrative of loss and defeat. The second feature of entrapment is the sense 

of being marginal twice within two political entities. On the one hand, Palestinians in Israel are 

treated as less than equal citizens, their rights as natives are overlooked and Israelis ignore their 

tragedy. On the other side, Palestinians, citizens of Israel, are also suspected of betrayal among 

Arabs or Palestinians abroad due to their citizenship and living in Israel. Third, despite their 

sense of solidarity, Arabs in Israel predominantly feel excluded from the national revival when 

it occurs abroad. Fourth, a trapped minority is most likely to stay non-assimilating. This may 

be a choice, or as a result of the dominant group’s racial opposition to integrating minorities 

within the wider society, or a combination of the two. Thus, while Palestinians in Israel are 

constantly affected by Jewish values and symbols, they are neither invited nor interested in 

assimilating. The fifth feature is that being caught between two nations, the situation of a 
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trapped minority in the host state is influenced, and even determined by, the quality of the 

relationship between the two nations. Thus, the tenser and more hostile the relationship between 

Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza and the Israelis becomes, the more likely it is that the 

host state will view the trapped minority and its demands to maintain its own identity as 

dangerous (Rabinowitz, 2001). Thus, Palestinian citizens of Israel are neither considered equal 

citizens by Israel nor have good relationships with Palestinians in general.  

This entrapment along with the racial discrimination Arab society has been facing for the last 

seven decades, have apparently been too difficult for Arab people as a society to endure. The 

society’s way to cope with such an entrapment is by utilising defence mechanisms such as 

projection identification (Ogdan, 1979), where the society seeks a scapegoat who is usually 

weaker – like Arab women – in order to project its negative feelings onto them. Women’s 

anthropomorphism of Arab society enabled me to analyse and use psychoanalytical terms, such 

as projection identification and split mechanisms (Klein, 1946; Ogdan, 1979), to understand the 

national identity of society as it was an individual.  

The defence mechanism of projection identification creates an interdependent relationship 

between two individuals or parties (Ogdan, 1979). It is an interdependent relationship because 

the projector needs another party – a scapegoat – on whom the projector can project their 

negative feelings and experiences such as helplessness, fear and loss (Ogdan, 1979). Suffering 

from such consequences after the Nakbah led Arab society to find a way to cope with these 

negative outcomes. In order to do so, the society, with its abused identity, projected its negative 

and irreconcilable feelings on the ‘other’ – women in this case – and thus, society becomes the 

abuser. This is where interdependence appears for the second time. The first interdependent 

relationship appeared through the meaning of honour, which consists of women’s sexuality and 

land.  

The interdependent relationship between society and women becomes more amplified in the ‘I 

– society’ discourse. The discourse analysis exposed four different discourses: descriptions of 

the abuse; its consequences; ways to deal with the abuse; and its outcomes. In each of these, I 

demonstrated women’s utilisation of exactly the same terms to describe themselves and their 

society. Throughout this section, while analysing the women’s narratives and the powerful 

similarities that appeared, I demonstrated how through patriarchal aspects such as being male 

dominated, Arab society projected its negative feelings on women. 

However, this interdependent relationship between the society and state has a historical 

background where, just as Arab society’s identity which changed from abused to abuser, the 
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Jewish society was once abused. This third interdependent relationship will be further detailed 

later in this chapter, when I present the results related to political aspects.   

Being one of the first qualitative research projects to examine the topic of conflict violence and 

domestic violence within Arab society in Israel, following the narrative approach, there is no 

previous research that I could identify to examine the effects of the collective trauma in 1948 

on women’s lives in abusive relationships. I had to thus search for research that had been 

conducted with other ethnic minorities in Western countries. In Atkinson’s (2002) research with 

Aboriginals as an ethnic minority in Australia, the author argued that unhealed trauma may 

appear as violent behaviours at all levels, individually, familial and culturally. In traumatised 

populations, such as the Palestinians, their traditional way of living collapsed. The impacts of 

colonisation made their world an unsafe place and people knew neither how to interact with 

others nor absorb or understand the reasons that caused the others to behave towards them in 

the way they did. In other words, the situation for a traumatised population becomes chaotic 

and unstructured (Atkinson, 2002). The Nakbah’s influence has formed layers of traumatic 

experiences that seep across generations. It not only included confiscation of the land and the 

physical removal of the Palestinian population from the land, but also cultural burial. What 

were the effects on people when they were invaded, and their lands taken? When their cultural 

lore and values as they knew it, collapsed? How did this tragic reality affect Palestinians who 

survived and stayed living in Israel? And how have all these cumulative and continual losses 

and traumas percolated into one of the most important societal structures – the family?  

Erikson (1976:154) asserted that collective or communal trauma makes people “withdraw into 

themselves, feel numb, afraid, vulnerable and very alone”. Atkinson (2002:53) argues that 

collective trauma is different from acute trauma in its “longer-lasting repercussions as it seeps 

slowly and insidiously into the fabric and soul of relations and beliefs of people as community”.  

As illustrated in the previous chapters, families of origin overlooked their daughters’ lives in 

abuse and denied their rape, which was perceived as legitimate because of the marriage contract. 

Similar to these women, the situation can be complex for society when the collective trauma is 

unrecognised and unacknowledged by the abusers and denied by the abused. Nordtrom and 

Robben (1995) described this situation as an ongoing pain spread like a rash on the soul of 

communities and families which will eventually ruin them. In other words, this is when violence 

becomes internalised and expressed predominately in destructive behaviours towards the self 

and others, with traumatic outcomes (Atkinson, 2002; Herman 1992). 
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In Amal’s extract discussed in the previous chapter, for example, she described violence as an 

inherited disease that has been transmitted from her family of origin to herself to her own 

children – moving from one generation to another. This disease affected Arab society as well, 

which women described as drugged and self-destructive. Amal’s metaphor of a disease affected 

the individual as well as the society which became anthropomorphised. The disease’s 

consequences were the destruction of one’s value and worth, and in a parallel process, led to 

the destruction of one’s cultural worth and value. According to women’s descriptions, feelings 

of frustration, fear, loss, inferiority, anger, depression and hatred have become the day-to day 

experiences of both themselves and Arab society. This destructive process becomes aggravated 

due to the state’s discriminatory policies towards Arabs, which deny them equal access and 

limit their utilisation of resources. This entrapping process has predominantly made Arab 

society in women’s eyes seem weak, powerless and dependent. Discourse analysis helped 

identify the interrelated and traumatic process of trapped women in a trapped society. Within 

this process, the identity of a battered woman and the national identity of Arab society in Israel 

became intertwined, yet by the disease metaphor, they both appeared according to women’s 

narratives, fractured and fragmented. This is where the “I” as a battered woman and “the 

society’s” experiences of being drugged, weak, and lost, become interwoven and parallel.  

Most women in the present study described themselves as lost and weak and many attempted 

suicides. However, women also described their society as weak, self-destructive, drugged, and 

lost. According to Baker (1983), when traumatised people see their society and culture as 

punitive and unworthy, they simultaneously become the prisoner and warden of themselves. 

Atkinson (2002) went even further and added to the prisoner and warden roles, a third one – 

the executioner. These three intertwined roles display the lives and perceptions of traumatised 

people such as Arab battered women of their traumatised and trapped society, as the participants 

viewed their society not only as weak, sick, dependent and the one to be blamed, but also not 

deserving to live.  

Domestic violence against women and racial discrimination constitute a major intersectionality 

theme that emerged from this study. This intersectionality of gender and race is significant due 

to its implications and practical influence on women’s access and knowledge of social services 

that offer help to battered women. Arab women’s location at this intersection narrowed their 

entrapment and made it more problematic. This finding is consistent with previous research 

where gender, race and class are viewed as structural systems of control, marginalisation, 

suppression and oppression that determine identities (Caldwell et al., 2004; Cervantes & 

Cervantes, 1993; Fry & Bjorkqiist, 1997; Prins, 2006). The intersectionality of gender and race 
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not only hindered Arab women from knowing about and seeking help, but also provided an 

explanation for the lack of services in certain regions mainly inhabited by Arabs. Unrecognised 

villages are an example of this issue. Women experienced discrimination that prevented and 

excluded them from resources such as social services and shelters. The combination of women's 

descriptions of the patriarchal nature of Arab society and structural racism created an obstacle 

for Arab battered women from the different regions in Israel in terms of seeking help, negatively 

added to their silence and suffering, and placed some of them – Bedouin and Druze women – 

at greater risk of extreme violent behaviour if they were to use such services, particularly the 

shelters. Additionally, to further exacerbate the oppression, I demonstrated through the 

narratives how the women’s families and state used the similar justifications of ‘security’ and 

‘honour’ to justify violence towards and murder of Arab women.  

Finally, I illustrated the narrowed entrapment through discussing the outcome of the double 

bind of race and gender on Arab women, where women had to choose between their safety and 

their families’ and communities’ collective interests. As a result of such conflicting demands, 

most women in the sample ended up either standardising the violence or challenging it. Both 

these options put many Arab women at high risk of fatal consequences. In the first option of 

standardisation, the women reached a point where they could no longer cope with violence, felt 

despair and 13 of them attempted suicide. In the second option of challenging violence by 

attending a shelter, seeking formal help, leaving families of origin, or divorce – these actions 

too, put some women in danger by being seen as rebellious.      

9.2 Understanding the findings: the interdependent relationships    

In order to better demonstrate the entrapment of Arab women in Israel, I present in this section 

my interpretation of the results that consolidates the research findings. My interpretation 

focuses on social identity interdependency, which occurs not only between individuals in 

abusive relationships, but also between nations. In this section, I elucidate how a collective 

identity of an ethnic group, who has suffered from violence for many years becomes the abuser 

of another weaker nation. I demonstrate how interdependence, which was detailed earlier, 

where one spouse, usually the perpetrator, relies on his partner for his self- esteem and identity, 

occurs not only in marital relationships on the micro level, but also occurs between nations. I 

argue that as families and couples create interdependence in their relationships and by doing 

so, they search and turn the ‘other’ into a “scapegoat”, the same process happens within 

societies and nations. 
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I will discuss the three interdependent relationships that may provide a deeper understanding 

of violence against Arab women in Israel. Most women discussed the connection between 

conflict violence and domestic violence by focusing on several political factors that had 

escalated the violence against them.  Women talked about the bad conditions in which the Arab 

population live, such as the social problems of unemployment, poverty, problems at the 

checkpoints, the intentionally discriminatory policing policy regarding drugs and weapons in 

Arab society, while the state overlooks and abstains from taking serious action, all of which 

keep Arab society drenched in social problems. However, the additional insight I want to focus 

on from the women’s narratives is outlining the scapegoating process that emerges, where 

women (Farah, Shams, Amal, Sibba) articulate the process of experiencing pressure from the 

external political tension and releasing it inside the family. They explain how males who 

accumulate anger due to experiences they face outside their homes release their anger on their 

female partners or other women in their families. Such a process of releasing “outside rage” on 

the “inside” occurs on the macro level as well, when racial discrimination against Arabs is “the 

Jews’ way to release their rage” as I illustrated in Amal’s extract in the previous chapter.  

The third interdependent relationship includes Jews, Palestinians and Nazi violence. There has 

been a transformation among the Jewish population; Jews’ collective identity has transformed 

from being a victim of the German violence in the Holocaust (Kacen, 2010) during World War 

II, to become controlling of the Palestinians. 

The interdependence occurs when two parties rely on each other for their own identity and self-

esteem (Campbell, 2001; Coker, 1992). As detailed in the section of women’s status compared 

to men’s status in the society analysis chapter, the perpetrator usually relies on his partner for 

self-esteem, whereas women create romantic or dark gender narratives where they accuse 

themselves of the abuse in order to make sense of their partners’ violence and their lives in 

abusive relationships. Due to such a relationship, which is built on dependence on ‘the other’ 

for self-recognition, in times of dispute the perpetrator usually releases his anger on the woman, 

seeing her as the guilty party. Yet such interdependence occurs not only between individuals, 

but also between two nations – Arabs and Jews. Thus, the same process of viewing one party 

as guilty could occur on the macro level between the two nations.  

The same standpoint appeared in other women’s narratives, such as in Shams’ narrative in the 

previous chapter, where she described hearing almost the same viewpoint, and understood the 

‘unsaid’ from both the police officer and the taxi driver who indirectly, yet clearly, implied the 

inevitable comparison between “you [Arabs] and us [Jews]”. Shams too thought about this 

comparison of “us and them”. This statement also indicates interdependence because Shams 
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states that the other [they] provide services and shelters because they [the state] have taken a 

lot from us. She implies that without ‘our assets’ [such as land] that the state has taken from us 

[Arabs], they [the state] would not be able to create or provide such services. Looking at this 

statement from the other’s perspective, it looks as though ‘we [the state] provide services for 

the ‘other [Arabs]’ despite them being the way they are. Both sides convey the same meaning: 

“without us the other’s situation would be bad”. This type of thinking is a major element in co-

dependent relationships because each side needs the other to establish and maintain their 

identity. 

This insight is important because it not only shapes and establishes interdependence, but also 

provides a platform to project “rage and anger” onto the other. Similarly, on the micro level, 

when women sought to leave the relationship, the partners or the families may have sensed a 

threat to their identities. The way in which families or partners dealt with such threats was 

through violence.  

Focusing on one main identity characterisation of being identified as a ‘victim’, or a ‘survivor’ 

prevents individuals, and I argue that it also prevents nations, from seeing and taking 

responsibility for other aspects of self-identity. This is where one of the most troubling features 

of interdependence occurs, in the process of projecting one’s negative parts onto the ‘other’ 

who would serve as a ‘scapegoat’. Scapegoating, according to Van Dijk (2009), is a process 

where the aggressive emotions of the offender’s crime are redirected towards an innocent target. 

Van Dijk views that communities’ way to restore its internal peace is by expressing aggression 

against a single group member who is expelled from the group because of his imaginary 

deviance. If crime victims do not comply or act according to the expectations of humility, Van 

Dijk (2009: 18) argues that very often these victims are viewed by society and media as 

“accomplices of the offender” and aggression is redirected at them. This insight may exemplify 

how society can use victim blaming against battered women and how women’s murder can be 

justified through families’ dishonour if women were not to act in accordance with familial and 

societal expectations.   

Nonetheless, the same process of scapegoating occurs between nations. Scapegoating on a 

national level occurs when one’s own status as a nation experiences the other’s existence as a 

threat: “Each holds the view that only one can be a nation; either we are a nation, or they are” 

(Kelman, 1999: 588). When the situation reaches the point where the success of one party 

means the failure of the other, interdependence is firmly established and becomes dangerous. 

When the man feels that his identity is under threat due to the woman’s decisions, this is when 

the woman would be at the highest risk of being severely abused or murdered. Similarly, in 
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interdependent relationships between nations such as is the case with Arabs in Israel, one nation 

could also be harmed through experiencing social death in social problems, crime and 

violations, particularly through violence against women. 

Social death also appeared in the women’s narratives, particularly in Amal’s narrative in the 

“I–society” discourse section, where she discusses Arabs’ financial dependence. I argue that 

the meaning and implications of welfare systems within ethnic minorities, especially among 

Palestininas, should be reconsidered. Cox (2004) argues that welfare models are an important 

support link, particularly for underprivileged people to help them survive in a capatilist world. 

Cox asserts that countries with a strong welfare system aim to create a more democratic society 

with greater social support. However, I want to raise an issue regarding the hidden role of 

welfare systems within an oppressed, unprivilredged and poor population such as the 

Palestinians. The participant Amal linked government allowances with the population’s silence. 

Is it possible that such allowances have an additional role aside from being a supportive link? 

In other words, money in the form of welfare could be a compensatory act for taking the land. 

I acknowledge the complexity of this argument because the welfare system is an important 

source that  supports people who suffer from socioeconomic distress. This question is important 

due to the parallel examination of two narratives. In the previous chapter, where I discussed 

conditions in the shelters, I employed Samya’s narrative to illustrate the high risk that Arab 

women could turn to prostitution. In her narrative, Samya stated that Arab women are at a high 

risk of prostitution after leaving shelters because they are very often left alone, and they need 

to provide for themselves and for their families. 

Amal’s narrative about the government allowance implies that the welfare system could play 

an additional role among the Arab population in keeping them silenced. On both the micro and 

the macro levels, there is a strong implication that money is used in exchange for one of the 

most important values in Arab society – ‘honour’ in both its representations: women’s sexuality 

on the micro level and land on the macro. This interpretation is complex because it indicates a 

negative image of Arab society. However, it by no means seeks to generalise or stigmatise, 

rather to further unfold the difficult and innermost traumatic effects of past and present racial 

discrimination and its consequences on individuals as well as on societies.  

As discussed earlier and in the analysis chapter concerning Arab society, I illustrated the first 

interdependent relationship of honour. Honour in Arab culture is defined through women’s 

sexuality and land. The loss of land in 1948 affected the relationship between the other two 

components, as honour became solely dependent on women’s sexuality. In their narratives, 

women realise that men’s violence can be a way to compensate for the loss of land which is 
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directly related and tied to the honour interdependent relationship. Women discussed the 

various ways in which they had to pay the price for male efforts to compensate for the loss of 

their manhood and masculinity, as defined by Peteet (1994:34) among Palestinians in terms of 

“fearlessness and assertiveness”. She argued that masculinity is “attained through constant 

vigilance and willingness to defend honour (sharaf), face, kin, and community from external 

aggression and in upholding and protecting cultural definitions of gender-specific propriety”. 

Consistent with such a perspective, Abu-Lughod (1986:88) defined masculinity as a quality of 

“real men” who expect and demand respect and obedience from everyone, and refuse to 

surrender to others’ control. Thus, in Arab society due to these important traits and duties in 

protecting and defending honour as defined here, men are considered and perceived by society 

as the dominant gender, the protectors and the warriors. However, Al-Nakbah and the 

occupation of the Palestinian people have severely damaged these domains with the 

Palestinians’ defeat and loss of land, and thus Al-Nakbah impaired the core facets of 

masculinity (Peteet, 1994). Thus, according to women’s narratives, in order to compensate for 

the loss of masculinity, men have become rigid, more attached to traditional customs, and are 

more likely to discriminate against women and release their internalised anger resulting from 

external oppression onto women through violence.  

Arab society is patriarchal and emphasises manhood and male domination, yet it is suppressed 

by the state. Instead of acknowledging this suppression and dealing effectively with society’s 

losses and the collective traumatic experiences, as described by the women in this study, Arab 

Israeli society’s choice of dealing with the suppression, the racial discrimination, agony and 

frustration is to look for a weaker target – a scapegoat or “punching bag” – Arab women, on 

whom the society projects all of its negative experiences and feelings through violence. This is 

the second interdependent relationship which includes the state, Arab Israeli society and 

women. However, this type of relationship is more complex as it derives from history, where 

the abuser itself in this relationship was originally the abused, having to endure one of the most 

terrible genocides in history, the Holocaust.   

This negative interdependence between nations, more specifically the Jewish, the Nazi regime 

and the Palestinians, traverses time and percolates into the personal, familial, cultural and 

collective histories of individuals and societies. Despite sometimes feeling uncomfortable in 

acknowledging their role as perpetrator, because Israelis tend to see themselves as only victims 

of terror attacks, their role and identity has been partially transferred from being victims of the 

Nazi regime to becoming the occupier and the oppressor of the Palestinians (Kelman, 1999). 

The role has shifted from being the oppressed to becoming the oppressor of Palestinians. 
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Similarly, due to the oppression Arab society encounters within Israel, which is reflected in 

various levels in day-to day life, socially, economically, and culturally, the oppressed society 

which women anthropomorphised in their narratives became the oppressor of a weaker target, 

Arab women, who become the “punching bag” – the scapegoats.  

The participants’ anthropomorphism of their society led to my analysing Arab Israeli society 

and national identities as individuals. Thus, when I consider the Jewish people and their 

inability to face or fight aggression because it is impossible to do so, as was the case with the 

Holocaust survivors in Germany, or because one may feel too weak – this situation and feeling 

of helplessness can make victims look for others who are weaker to project onto them 

experiences of victimhood and helplessness. The issue of anger displacement is consistent with 

previous research, which has shown that anger and aggression displacement is tied to identity 

construction within which victimhood stands as a central component (Adwan & Bar-On, 2001, 

2004; Bar-On, 2005; Chaitin, 2008). When victims’ identity becomes transformed into an 

oppressor, they project their own feelings of aggression and hatred onto others. However, it 

makes it easier for them to rationalise their lack of empathy as oppressors, or in worse cases to 

justify it, due to the harm and pain they as victims encountered in the past. Such a significant 

defence mechanism makes it very difficult for victims of social and collective traumas to 

understand the reality of others groups (Chaitin, 2008; Rogers, 1959). People who have been 

deeply hurt tend to displace their negative feelings from the perpetrators onto any individual or 

group who constitute the ‘others’, whether that ‘other’ has ever caused them harm or not 

(Chaitin, 2008).  

The process of scapegoating helps justify the aggression: when a person or a group seeks 

scapegoats, they use defence mechanisms, because this process of searching and labelling helps 

them to deny responsibility or blame and to project it onto others (Brahm, 2004). Thus, 

scapegoating serves the projector twice: first, through eliminating one’s own negative feelings, 

and second, by providing a sense of satisfaction for finding “the guilty” (Chaitin, 2008:43). 

This separation and judgmental standpoint help the person to justify their aggression and draw 

a strict line between ‘bad’ and ‘good’, making it easier not only to see oneself as blameless, and 

to project the responsibility onto the ‘other’, but also to legitimise the punishment (Brahm, 

2004; Chaitin, 2008).  

According to Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2004:175), Arabs in Israel are considered to be “threatening 

the state’s security”, and thus become the “other” in Said’s (1978, 1994) understanding, or the 

scapegoat in psychoanalytical terms. In his book about orientalism, Said (1978) argued that the 

social process of constructing and stereotyping the oriental has occurred through modern, 
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dichotomous and complementary systems of representation which assigned opposing attributes 

to the oriental and occidental cultural types. Said identified nature/culture, emotional/rational 

and female/male as examples of such dichotomies. Said characterises the oriental as more 

attached to nature, feminine and irrational, whereas the occidental is portrayed as masculine, 

rational, advanced, modern and progressive. The relationship between the two parties, 

according to Said, is an unequal, hierarchical one, where the dominant polarity represents the 

universal, and ‘the other’ is viewed as the deviant. Thus, according to Said (1978:7), in every 

possible relationship between Western society and the East, the former never loses “the relative 

upper hand”. Haraway’s (1991:177) understanding of Said’s work argues that such hierarchal 

relationships between the “real universal” and the “deviating other” are not only “violent” but 

also mirror systematic domination and control to the “logics and practices of women, people of 

colour, nature, workers, animals” – of anything that constitutes the ‘other’.   

Arab society, which functions as the other or scapegoat for the state, is also considered 

patriarchal and male dominated. This identity clashes with being a scapegoat. Being incapable 

of holding within itself contradictory identities, one oppressed and the other supposed to be 

powerful as patriarchal, Arab society needs to remove itself from the powerless stance and its 

post-traumatic experiences. It does this through the same mechanism of displacement, and 

searches for a scapegoat to project its negative feelings and collective traumas onto. Arab 

women become this scapegoat, and they are thus victimised and sacrificed in three ways. First, 

for being survivors of domestic violence; second, for being the society’s scapegoat onto which 

negative feelings and traumas are projected, and third, for being a part of an unwanted minority 

and part of the ‘others’ whose safety and well-being are not considered the state’s priority. This 

situation is reflected at best in the state’s institutions providing limited help resources and 

services, and at worst in the increasing numbers of murdered Arab women, whose murders are 

disguised under the label of “honour killing”.  

9.3 Theoretical framework 

The theoretical frameworks in this study began with intersectional feminism, which asserts the 

intersection of gender and race, alongside the sociocultural perspective, the minority stress 

model, the “extended self” theory and the ecological perspective. Women discussed their 

experiences of overt and covert discrimination when approaching shelters, social services, 

police and other institutions. These findings reinforce the feelings of distrust and suspicion the 

Arab minority has for these institutions, as shown in Haj-Yahia’s (2000a, b, 2002a) research. 

This situation further isolates Arab women because they do not have as many resources as 
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Jewish women for many personal, familial and structural reasons. For example, many Arab 

women do not speak enough Hebrew to be able to communicate, and they lack access to 

necessary support such as shelters, financial services and opportunities to gain adequate higher 

status employment. Consequently, the entrapment remains closed, as aspects of Arab society 

such as being male dominated and which are consistent with patriarchy - become reinforced by 

the structural and institutional racism that, in turn, perpetuates inequality and discrimination.  

Arab women in Israel suffer from all four cycles of trauma described by Atkinson (2002) which 

also reflect the layers of the ecological perspective and emphasise multilayered entrapment. 

These trauma cycles include: (a) the historical cycle manifested in Al-Nakbah; (b) the kin-group 

which refers to the whole community – an example of trauma among the Palestinian kin-group 

can be seen in wars, the latest of which was the invasions of Gaza in 2014 or October-gust in 

2000 which was against Arabs, citizens of Israel; (c) extended family trauma as in domestic 

violence, homicide, and child abuse, and (d) the individual reflected in suicide, suicide attempts 

or individual victimisation as a result of the other cycles.  

In the current study, most participants expressed feelings of self and societal loathing and 

hatred. These feelings of self-hatred as a battered woman and hatred towards Arab society, 

imprisoned women in a narrow entrapment inside an already entrapped society. The outcome 

of perceiving oneself as a victim of one’s own violent culture becomes predictable and normal.  

These findings are also consistent with the minority stress model, focusing on the stressful 

structural factors. Experiences of racial discrimination, societal and political oppression, 

poverty, and injustice make it harder on battered women to establish healthy connections, and 

affect their decisions of whether to leave abusive relationships. Baly (2010) argued that when 

women decided to leave abusive relationships, they were highly influenced by wider social and 

cultural discourses, such as historical injustice and police cruelty. Thereby, for almost all the 

participants, repeated cycles and patterns of abuse were created, as some of them have been in 

and out of shelters several times. 

In sum, throughout this study I described Arab battered women’s suffering from the difficult 

and multiple layers of entrapment which oppress them from the outside and the inside. 

Women’s responses to abuse were predominately characterised by taking the negative and 

harmful feelings inside, mostly because women are taught that it is their responsibility to 

preserve relationships. On the other hand, the state’s inappropriate interventions towards Arab 

society, particularly towards Arab women as illustrated in culturalising violence, enhanced their 

revictimisation, as most women were left alone with feelings of self- and societal hatred.     
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Anger displacement also occurs among nations. The anger and rage of the oppressed and 

colonised societies, due to their losses and violations imposed by the powerful and authoritative 

entities, losses which are sometimes unrecognised or even denied, become displaced, either 

inwards or upon others (Figley, 2013; William & Jolly, 1992). Atkinson (2002) asserts that the 

collective trauma and pain becomes internalised and appears in the shape of abusive behaviours 

against the other or oneself, which predominately occur within families and communities. 

Furthermore, consistent with the women’s narratives, this rage is not only internalised but is 

also passed on across generations. Government responses and interventions which overlook the 

minority’s narrative, pain and trauma aggravate this rage, making it more complex and 

expressed through violent behaviours against oneself and one’s culture. In her research, 

Atkinson (2002) asserts that Aboriginals’ rage became complicated over time because the 

bureaucratic solutions or interventions executed by the state did not address or acknowledge 

the core issue and the pain of the traumatisation. 

I argue that it is almost impossible to understand the lives of people without considering their 

history and experiences across generations. Therefore, I aimed to demonstrate the impact of 

conflict violence on family violence. I argue that Al-Nakbah as a collective trauma and its 

implications are not dealt with and are unhealed. In fact, the current study showed that Arab 

women are trapped in multiple and overlapping layers of entrapment. One of these layers is 

their trapped society itself which in turn, traps them, delimiting women’s coping strategies and 

options. These overlapping personal, familial, societal, cultural and political layers magnified 

the negative feelings of shame, guilt, isolation and reinforced experiences of marginalisation 

and oppression among Arab women.   

9.4 Implications 

The results of this study have significant policy implications due to the participants' perceiving 

about the relationship found between experiences of racial discrimination and domestic 

violence. The present study provides an additional means to look at violence against Arab 

women in Israel, adds to the growing body of literature on this issue, and sheds light on the 

deleterious implications of racial discrimination. The study elucidates the influences of 

discriminatory practices of the state on violence against Arab women. The police’s tendency to 

culturalise violence and the gaps in budgeting are examples of such policies. The study showed 

that the inadequate budgets allocated for Arab shelters directly affected Arab women, as several 

women chose to return to abusive partners due to the poor physical conditions of Arab shelters. 

This finding of the discriminatory policies’ impacts on violence against women is consistent 
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with previous research conducted with different ethnic minorities around the world (Caldwell 

et al., 2004; Clark et al., 1999; Dion, Dion, & Pak, 1992; Smedley et al., 1993; Williams et al., 

1997). For example, research on the connection between conflict violence and domestic 

violence has revealed that discrimination appears to be one of the key factors that explain the 

reasons behind violent acts among some ethnic minorities, such as Black American youth when 

they transition into young adults (Sellers & Shelton, 2003). According to Sellers and Shelton, 

addressing racial discrimination is an essential aim in attempting to minimise violent behaviour 

among youth. Furthermore, Sellers & Shelton assert that the lack of acknowledgement of race-

based biases and unequal opportunities for minority groups harms all Americans, and 

particularly harms the future of Black American young adults and their productivity. Sellers 

and Shelton (2003) suggest that through implementing policies that reduce racial bias, the life 

of many Black American young adults could improve, as they would be offered more 

opportunities to be productive and successful.  

Consistent with Sellers & Shelton’s research, I argue that acts undertaken by the state, such as 

policies which prevent racial and cultural oppression towards the Arab population in Israel, 

acknowledgment of Al-Nakbah and its implications on Arab society, perceiving Arabs as equal 

citizens and building trust between government institutions and the Arab population, could be 

crucial incentives in establishing effective social structures with the whole Arab community in 

general and to help Arab battered women in particular. I argue that such policies may not only 

reduce discriminatory attitudes and prevent culturalising violence against Arab women, but can 

also create new institutional, as well as societal and individual narratives, through which 

expressions such as “cultural sensitivity” are openly discussed and redefined, especially among 

formal and legal institutions such as the police and the courts.  

The current study supports previous research conducted with different ethnic minorities around 

the world, which argue that addressing the factors of cultural oppression, and cultural alienation 

and their negative effects is a critical step in minimising violent behaviour (Caldwell et al., 

2004; Figley, 2013; Guerra et al., 1995; Paschall & Hubbard, 1998; Sellers & Shelton, 2003).  

These findings are also consistent with the ecological model that details the many layers of 

violence against women, reflecting on individual characteristics, cultural influences, societal 

and political limitations. The study’s findings highlight processes at the individual, societal and 

political levels in explaining violence, as the intersectionality of race and gender was one of the 

major factors in explaining violence against Arab women in Israel. Moreover, the project’s 

findings are important for professionals and clinicians who very often judge women’s decisions 

as weakness, resistance, denial and passivity, rather than strategic attempts to cope with 
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experiences of victim blaming, race, and gender oppression within the limited options most of 

these women have. The findings may help professionals understand that racial discrimination 

is not merely an explanatory factor, rather it is another barrier for Arab women which directly 

affects their decisions and the available options for them in dealing with abusive relationships.  

The current study’s results have important implications for prevention and intervention efforts 

in Arab society. First, I argue that activists, professionals, and institutions who work with and 

provide services for Arab women need to reorganise their campaigns in such a way that more 

effort is invested in debunking the normalisation and acceptance of violence against women, as 

well as to eradicate attitudes of blaming women for their victimisation. These campaigns should 

address the most significant factors affecting violence against women, such as beliefs that 

legitimise male violence and familial patriarchal beliefs. Narratives are rooted, embodied in and 

prompted by culture. Cultural structures and practices must start creating new narratives – ones 

that define and assert that violence is unacceptable, and that perceive women as complete, with 

or without a man. A starting point to achieve such goals is through sharing the study’s finidings 

and training professionals- particularly the 'SSS'. Understanding the triple 'S' model may add 

and change professionals’ perceptions and their mind-sets regarding the impacts of macro 

factors on women and consequently may lead to different, more emapthatic interventional 

methods. Acknowledging these coping strategies may help professionals to better understand 

women’s mental health. For example, when working with women, professianls could reframe 

women’s standardisation of violence from passive actions to coping strategy that may help 

women understand and recoginse not only their coping strategy, but also their strength and 

resilience. The details provided in this study regarding shelters and their impacts on women, 

not only explain the other strategies women could adopt, but may also stimulate professionals 

to examine ways that could increase the effectiveness of shelters by both looking for fundings 

as well as training staffs who work with these women. Understanding the interrelationship 

between these three strategies may illuminate women’s limited help options, their situation and 

consequently their reactions. This may reduce professionals’ judgemental persectives regarding 

women’s behaviours particularly regarding the suicide attempts which could be viewed in the 

broader context of women’s entrapment. Such perspective could lead to a change in 

professionals’ practice and narratives by creating a more integrated, empowering and 

compassionate therapeutic engagement with less tendency to patholigise women’s mental 

health.  

Furthermore, in light of these findings, social services must rethink and reassess their 

contribution in Arab communities and attempt to become more involved in these communities 
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and to liaise with them, especially among more conservative and closed communities such as 

in the southern regions of the country, where cultural norms tend to be more rigid, and services 

for battered women are limited. Additionally, shelters ought to think and adopt educational and 

employment programmes to help women during their residence in shelters to gain higher levels 

of education or skills suitable for job markets. Enhancing women’s financial independence may 

increase their choices, independence and ability to leave abusive realtionships.     

Finally, the study showed the impacts of racial discrimination on violence against Arab women. 

In order to improve Arab women’s situation, an open dialogue needs to be initiated between 

government institutions and professional leaders from Arab society. Government institutions 

and policy makers need to acknowledge the Nakbah, and its ongoing consequences on Arabs 

in Israel. Such acknowledgement may enable and allow the Arab population to start their 

grieving process over the losses they have had to endure throughout the years, particularly the 

land which constitutes a significant compononet of honour in Arab culture. I argue that the 

grieving process is essential to their healing and reconciliation as a nation. Such process of 

healing may release society’s rigid pereception over what they consider is left from their 

honour- women’s sexuality. Thus, the relationship between post-colonialism which perpetuates 

patriarchy and which views Arabs in Israel through an orientalist gaze would be broken. This 

may consequently lead Arab society to adopt different, more effective ways for to deal with its 

problems other than its split and projection defence mechanisms whereby women serve as 

scapegoats.      

I argue that if the state were to work with the Arab population in terms of gaining their trust in 

government institutions, this would abolish the idea of seeing Arabs as “threats to the state”. 

Furthermore, such collaboration could be a significant advantage for the state on different 

levels; politically, socially and financially. It could create a more diverse society rather than a 

dichotomous one, where fear and suspicion are the feelings that characterise most sectors in 

Israel whether they are Jews or Arabs. I argue that presenting the findings to policy makers in 

Israel, while properly focusing on the advantages Israel as a state can gain from addressing 

violence against Arab women may assist in establishing new interventional channels to 

minimise Arab women’s oppression and murder. 

9.5 Limitations of the study 

Generalising is not the goal of qualitative research. The three shelters and three family centres 

from which I recruited the participants produced a unique sample in a unique situation at a 

unique time. As such, the data only represents this specific group and it is not necessarily 
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representative of other battered women or shelters and centres. Given the fact that the majority 

of the participants were women residing in shelters, who were mainly characterised as victims 

of severe violence, this study only represents their experiences. It is possible that those who 

experience more moderate levels of abuse would characterise their experiences, Arab society 

and Israel differently. It would be insightful and equally important to examine other samples of 

Arab battered women who suffer from domestic violence yet less severe and are not considered 

to be at high risk of fatal victimisation.  

I was the one who interpreted the data. In doing so, and despite my endeavours to keep the 

stories intact, the descriptions of the lived experiences told by participants will in some way be 

shaped and coloured by how I chose to report them. As Smythe and Murray (2000:321) state: 

The problem is that, once the researcher’s account is taken as the authoritative 
interpretation of an individual’s experience, the individual’s own understanding of 
their experience inevitably is compromised. Narrative research in this way can 
become intrusive, even when participants respond positively to the researcher’s 
account. 

The appropriate response for this critique is concealed within the qualitative research itself. 

Narrative analysis neither aims to construct decisive interpretations of participants’ stories, nor 

to challenge the meanings that participants have provided to make sense of their stories. Rather, 

its purpose, according to Chase (1995), is to draw our attention to the cultural processes that 

not only affect, but are also deeply assimilated in our storytelling. 

Another critique that should be acknowledged about the narrative approach is related to 

questions of validity (Clandinin & Connolly, 2001). The focus of qualitative research 

approaches is on the analysis and interpretation of meanings and experiences. Therefore, 

quantifying methods are neglected, a matter, which according to scholars such Clandinin and 

Connolly (2001) and Rahman (2017), may indicate low credibility. 

One way to address this limitation is through understanding that narratives lie at “the 

intersection of history, biography and society” (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005:132). Narratives 

rely on the narrator and listener’s contexts and most importantly do not intend to represent one 

‘truth’ (Chase, 2005; Hunter, 2010), as generalisation and finding the overall ‘truth’ is not the 

aim of narrative inquiry. Rather, the goal of narrative research is to distinguish and outline many 

truths and narratives (Byrne-Armstrong, 2001). 
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9.6 Recommendations for future research 

The study provided rich information on violence against women in Arab society within Israel. 

It shed light on the tangled layers of oppression and discrimination Arab battered women face 

in their lives, their lack of knowledge about services and the difficulties they encounter when 

accessing these resources. For some women, accessing these resources for help may put their 

lives in danger. The study utilised the narrative method to provide women with the opportunity 

and space to voice their own experiences, using their own words and meaning-making. 

The study challenged the dominant consensus of explaining violence against Arab women 

solely through the society’s patriarchy. The study called for recognition and acknowledgment 

of the political aspects of the trauma and its impacts on Palestinians as a traumatised population. 

In addition, the study called for recognition of the structural violence imposed by oppressive 

policies which directly, as well as indirectly, have had severe and ongoing post-traumatic 

effects on Palestinians, particularly on women. Moreover, the study calls for Arab society to 

reflect on its patriarchal structure, its ways of dealing with its traumas, and on its scapegoating 

process of women, in order to examine, acknowledge and utilise different and more active 

identities other than the patriarchal. The findings contribute to understanding the phenomenon 

of violence against Arab women and society’s patriarchal nature within Israel in a more nuanced 

way. The study argues that patriarchy, being one facet of political oppression, is used as a means 

or as a strategy not only to oppress women; the collective society also unconsciously uses 

patriarchy to cope with its collective trauma and unspoken experiences.  

Further research is needed to examine men’s awareness and understanding of the collective 

trauma experiences and their impacts on their violent behaviours. In addition, more research is 

needed to address the crucial role of Arab women’s shelters, which appeared to have a direct 

influence on women and their decisions to return to abusive relationships. One final domain 

that needs further research relates to the supposed ‘changes’ in Arab women’s status, argued in 

Haj-Yahia’s research (2000a, b, 2002a). Considering the current study’s findings, that most 

women in the sample did not know about social services or had incorrect information about 

shelters, and that women are still being married underage, important questions are raised 

regarding the meaning of ‘changes’ in Arab women’s status and the way these are defined. In 

light of the findings, I argue that these changes could be described as superficial, and aim to 

follow and mimic the Jewish culture without acknowledging and coping with the different self, 

societal and cultural identities of the Palestinians. However, further research on this issue is 

needed.  
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9.7 Conclusion 

This qualitative study of 36 Arab women survivors of domestic violence was conducted to 

explore how Arab women narrate their experiences and their meaning- making of their lives in 

abusive relationships. The narratives provided rich and insightful information about their 

relationships, their struggle to survive partners, families and society and the impact of 

discriminatory policies on their perceptions of their lives, on the options available to cope with 

abusive relationships, and their decisions whether and how to seek assistance. 

The results demonstrated the multilayered entrapment Arab women must deal with when trying 

to cope with violence. Furthermore, the results revealed how intersectionality can serve as a 

tool to approach multiple layers of identity which, in turn, revealed multiple layers of 

oppression on the personal, familial, societal and political levels.  

This research extended the perspective on intersectionality as well as on Arab society in Israel, 

its features and its patriarchal aspects. The narrative approach provided Arab women the 

opportunity to voice and share their experiences, to reveal what hindered them from seeking 

help. The women’s stories provided vivid details of their pain, struggles, history, present, ways 

of coping and illustrations of their entrapment as women as well as a society.   

The findings of the current study support findings derived from previous research conducted 

with indigenous people which identified a relationship between “the colonising catastrophe and 

the intra-cultural and transgenerational transmissions of traumatic behaviours” (Atkinson, 

2002:85).    

I choose to end this study with Hassan’s (1995) insight derived from his work with people from 

two ethnic minorities, American Indians and Aboriginals, who suffer from suicidal behaviours: 

…. To destroy a society, we do not need to kill all its members. The destruction can 
be achieved through the devaluation of society’s social and cultural institutions 
through which social life is sustained and reproduced. This devaluation of social 
institutions produces anomie, hopelessness, despair and depression which condemn 
its members to a gradual and slow social death (quoted in Atkinson, 2002: 72). 

Colonialism, racism, sexism and ageism and other rights that some people demand in order to 

have control over environments and over other people’s lives have generally been the 

byproducts of patriarchal societies with class hierarchies (Atkinson, 2002). All these products 

follow values which adhere and assign attributions of superiority and inferiority to structural 

factors such as race, class, culture, gender and age. Studying violence in indigenous populations 

such as Arab Palestinians in Israel, it is imperative to consider cultural and communal violations 
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alongside physical ones. When structural, physical or psychological violence occurs to achieve 

domination, the results may yield acute trauma as well as set the conditions for ongoing 

victimisation and traumatisation at different levels and across generations (Atkinson, 2002). 

Thus, violence becomes the cause and the effect, which entraps vulnerable populations, 

particularly women and children. Unless the trauma is addressed, acknowledged and healed on 

political, economic and social levels, the symptoms of postcolonial trauma, which are a natural 

response to oppression, will prevail, resulting, according to the women’s narratives in 

describing themselves and their society as self-rejected and hated, guilty, unworthy, ill, weak, 

dysfunctional and dependent. 
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Appendix C – Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

Arab battered women in Israel 
Information sheet for participants 

 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we thank you.  If 
you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank you for 
considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
This project is undertaken as part of a PhD. thesis through the Sociology, Gender and Social 
Work Department at Otago University in New Zealand. The current study’s goal is to deepen 
the understanding of domestic violence against Arab Palestinian women, citizens of Israel 
emphasising on the socio-political context. Due to the lack of research about battered women 
in Israeli shelters in general, and amongst the Arab population in particular. In this study I am 
interested in learning more about the experiences of domestic violence faced by Arab women 
in Israel.  
 
Participating in the study may provide an opportunity for Arab battered women to tell their 
story. 
 
This project is being undertaken as part of the requirements for Ola Kattoura’s PhD. in Social 
Work. 
 
 
What Type of Participants are being sought? 
I am interested in interviewing Arab women who are currently in battered women’s shelters 
and/or treated in family welfare centres (violence preventions centres). Interviews will be 
conversational with no set questions. I am interested in hearing about your experiences in 
Israel as an Arab woman who has also experienced domestic violence. I am looking to 
interview a total of 30 women. 
 
I will record the interviews so that I have an accurate record of our conversation.  
 
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary, and the you should know that you 
may withdraw their participation without any disadvantages to yourself.   
 
 
What will Participants be Asked to Do? 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to sign a consent form, take a 
part in an interview with myself, Ola Kattoura, to talk about your experience in abusive 
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partner relationship. You will be asked a series of questions. The questions will be general 
enough to allow you to choose and pursue the direction relevant to you. 
 
The interview will be recorded and will take approximately an hour and half up to two hours. 
 
I will arrange with you time which is most suitable for you and the interview will be 
conducted in the shelter or the centre. 
 
Because I am asking about experiences of violence it may be possible for some participants to 
feel upset during the interview. If you feel hesitant or uncomfortable, you can refuse to 
answer any particular question(s), stop the interview and/or talk with your social worker at 
the shelter or the centre. 
 
The information you provide or that which can identify you, will be coded to maintain and 
protect confidentiality. However, if a situation arises where it is clear that you intend to harm 
yourself or others, I am obligated as a social worker to report the professional staff at the 
shelter; the principal and/or the social worker.  
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage 
to yourself of any kind. 
 
 
What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
The information collected from you will be through the interview. To remember the content 
of the interviews, they will be recorded to be transcribed later by the researcher. Personal 
information (name, age, occupation, children) will be obtained. However, to help preserve 
your confidentiality, both the audiotape and the written transcript will be labelled with code 
numbers and participants’ real names will not be typed into the transcript.   
 
After collecting and transcribing the information provided from the interviews, it will be 
analysed by the researcher in purpose to widen the understanding of the phenomenon of 
domestic violence against women with an emphasis and connection to the research questions. 
The only persons who will be able to see the transcriptions beside the researcher, are the 
researcher’s supervisors. 
 
The information collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned 
below will be able to gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be 
retained for at least 5 years in secure storage. Any personal information held on the 
participants [such as contact details, audio tapes, after they have been transcribed] may be 
destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data derived from the research 
will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 
Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. 
In any reports, articles, books, or talks that arise from the research, I am likely to present quotes 
from some of the women who have been interviewed. If the information you provide is 
reported/published, this will be done in a way that does not identify you as its source.   
 
You are most welcome to request a copy of the project’s results if you wish.   
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s) 
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and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to 
yourself of any kind. 
 
 
Can Participants Change their Mind and Withdraw from the Project? 
Yes. However, you have three months’ period after completing the interview to withdraw 
from the project. 
 
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either: - 

Ola Kattoura 
Department of Sociology, Gender and Social Work 
Email Address: katol614@student.otago.ac.nz  

Or 

Dr. Melanie Beres 
Department of Sociology, Gender and Social Work 
 Email Address: melanie.beres@otago.ac.nz 

Or 

Dr. Fairleigh Gilmour  
Department of Criminology 
fairleigh.gilmour@otago.ac.nz  

Or  

Dr. Nicola Atwool 
Department of Sociology, Gender and Social Work 
nicola.atwool@otago.ac.nz 

This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee 
through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph+643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated 
and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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Information sheet in Arabic 
 

 

 

 

 لیئارسا يف تایبرعلا تافنعملا ءاسنلا

  تاكرتشملا لجا نم تامولعم قحلم

 

 ثحبلاب كارتشالا نیدوت تنك نا رارقلا كذاختا لبق ةقدب تامولعملا ةقرو يأرقا كلضف نم .ثحبلاب امامتھا كئادبأل اركش

 عون يا نم ةیلاكشا ةیا كانھ نوكی نلف كارتشالا مدع تررق نأ .ركشلا لیزجب كل ھجوتن كارتشالا ىلع تقفاو نا .ال ما

  .انبلطب كمامتھا درجمل كركشنو كھاجت

  ؟ثحبلا فدھ ام

 يف ةعقاولا وجاتوا ةعماج يف يعامتجالا لمعلاو ةردنجلا ،عامتجالا ملع مسق يف ةاروتكدلا ةلاسر نم ءزج وھ ثحبلا

 تایبرعلا ءاسنلا هاجت يلئاعلا فنعلا عوضوم لوح ةفرعملاو ،مھفلا عیسوتل فدھی ثحبلا .ادنلزوین ,ندیند ةنیدم

 ةیسایسلاو ةیعامتجالا ةینبلاو يلئاعلا فنعلا نیب ةقالعلا مھف ىلع ددشی ثحبلا .لیئارسا ةلود تانطاوم تاینیطسلفلا

 لخاد تایبرعلا ءاسنلا هاجت فنعلا عوضومب ةیملعلا ثاحبالا يف ریبكلا صقنلا ببسب .لیئارسا لخاد يبرعلا عمتجملل

 وبصی يلاحلا ثحبلا نأف ،يرسالا فنعلا عنم زكارم لخاد وأ\و ئجالملا لخاد تافنعم تایبرع ءاسن امیسال ،لیئارسا

 \ئجالملا يف تادجاوتملا تایبرعلا ءاسنلا هاجت يلئاعلا فنعلا نیبو لیئارسا يف فینعلا عارصلا نیب ةقالعلا مھف ،الوا :ىلا

 تایبرعلا ءاسنلا- ةیمھالا يف ةیاغ ةیناكس ةحیرش ىلع زیكرتلاو ءوضلا ءاقلأ نكمی ثحبلا لالخ نم ،ایناث .زكارملا

  .لیئارسا ةلود تانطاوم تاینیطسلفلا

 .نھتبرجتو نھتوص عامسإل ةمھم ةصرفب تایبرعلا ءاسنلا دوزی نا نكمی ثحبلا يف كارتشالا

   .وجاتوا ةعماج يف يعامتجالا لمعلا عوضوم يف ةاروتكدلل يتلاسر نم ءزج لكشی ثحبلا اذھ

  ؟ثحبلا يف نوكرتشملا مھ نم
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 فنعلا عنم زكارم وأ \و ئجالملا يف ندجاوتیو لیئارسا ةلود تانطاوم تافنعم تایبرع ءاسن نھ ثحبلا يف تاكرتشملا

 لیجست متیسو ةروتك الع ،ةثحابلا عم نوكتس تالباقملا لك  .ثحبلل ةراتخملا ةقیرطلا يھ ةیدرف تالباقم .يرسالا

 باحسنالا نھنكمی تاكرتشملاو يعوط ثحبلا يف كارتشالا .ئجالملا يف تادجاوتم هأرمأ 30 نمضتی ثحبلا .تالباقملا

 .ةلباقملا ءاھتنا موی نم رھشأ ةثالث اھاصقا ةدم ىتح ،نھھاجت عون يا نم ةیلاكشا ةیا نودب نئشی تقو يا يف ثحبلا نم

  ؟تاكرتشملا نم بولطملا ام

 - ةثحابلا عم ةیدرف ةلباقمب كارتشالاو ةقفاوم جذومن ىلع عیقوتلا كنم بلطی فوس ثحبلا يف كارتشالا ىلع تقفاو نأ

 اھنا ىنعمب يئزج لكشب ةینبم ةلئسا ةعضب كلانھ نوكتس .ةفینع ةیجوز ةایح لظ يف كتبرجت نع ثدحتلل ،ةروتك الع

 ةعاس نیب اھتدم ةلباقملا .كل امئالمو ابسانم نیرت امفیكو امبسح كتقیرطب اھیلع ةباجالا كل ىنستی ىتح ةماع نوكتس

      .ایتوص اھیلجست متیسو نیتعاس ىتح فصنو

   .زكرملا وا أجلملا يف متتس ةلباقملاو كل لثمالا تقولا بسح ةرشابم كعم ةلباقملا دعوم بیترت متیس

 مدع كنكمی رثكأ وا لاؤس ىلع ةباجإلاب ةددرتم كنأ تسسحا نا ،ةفلتخم سیساحأو اًریكفت كدنع ةلباقملا تراثأ اذإ 

  .زكرملا \أجلملا يف ةیعامتجالا ةلماعلل ھجوتلاو ةلباقملا فاقیا ،ةباجالا

 يمقر دوك وا زمر ىلا اھلیوحت متی فوس كتیوھ ىلع فرعتلا اھلالخ نم نكمی وا كصخت ةمولعم وا لیصفت يا

 بجوتی ،رخا صخش ىلع وا كیلع يتاذ رطخ دوجو ةلاح يف ھنا كھابتنا تفل دوا اذھ عم .ةماتلا ةیرسلا ىلع ةظفاحملل

  .ةیعامتجالا ةلماعلا وأ/و ةریدملا ،أجلملا يف نیلوؤسملا غیلبت ىلع

 كمامتھا درجمل كركشنو كھاجت عون يا نم ةیلاكشا ةیا كانھ نوكی نلف ،كارتشالا مدع تررق لاح يف ھنا ررك ا نا دوأ

  .انبلطب

  ؟تایطعملا هذھ ریصم نوكیس اذامو اھعمج متی فوس يتلا تایطعملا يھ ام

 ةثحابلا مث نمو ،ایتوص اھلیجست متیس ةلباقملا ىوحف ركذت نم نكمتن يكل .ةیدرفلا تالباقملا لالخ نم اھعمج متیس تایطعملا

 .)دالوالا ددع ،ةیعامتجالا ةلاحلا ،رمعلا ،مسالا لثم( ةیصخشلا لیصافتلا نع ةلئسا كلانھ نوكیس .ایفرح اھخسنب موقتس

  لدت نا اھنكمی ةیصخش ةمولعم يا وأ ةلباقملا لیجست كلذكو لیصافتلا هذھ نكلو

 يكل كلذو .ةیتوصلا تالباقملا خسن دنع يقیقحلا كمسا ركذی نلو ةیددع زومرو ماقرأ ىلا اھلیوحت متی فوس كتیوھ ىلع

  .ةیرسلا ىلع ةظفاحملا متی
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 انمھف عیسوت فدھب ،ثحبلا ةلئسا جمدو لمش عم اھلیلحتب موقتس ةثحابلا ،اھخسنو تالباقملا نم تایطعملا عمج دعب

 لبق نم ةثحابلا تادشرم نھ تالباقملا خسن ةیؤر نولوخملا نودیحولا صاخشالا .ءاسنلا دض فنعلا ةرھاظل انكارداو

  .ةعماجلا

 لخاد ىقبتس تایطعملا .اھتیؤر مھنكمی نیلوخملا صاخشالا طقفو يرس لكشب اھظفح متی فوس ،عمجتس يتلا تایطعملا

 ةیفیك لوح لیصافت لثم( تاكرتشملا صخت ةیصخش تامولعم ةیا .لقالا ىلع تاونس سمخ ةدمل ةعماجلا يف نمآ ناكم

 ظفحتس ثحبلا نم تصلختسا يتلا تایطعملا نكلو ثحبلا ءاھتنا دعب اھنم صلختلا متیس )ةیتوصلا تالباقملا ،لصاوتلا

  .دبألل امبر وا لوطأ ةدمل

 ةیرس ىلع ةماتلا ةظفاحملا عم )ادنلزوین ,ندیند( وجاتوا ةعماجلا ةبتكم يف ةرفوتم نوكتسو اھرشن متیس ثحبلا جئاتن

 ،ثحبلا نع ثیدح وا باتك وا لاثملا لیبس ىلع ةلاقم ةباتك لالخ نم ثحبلل رشن مت لاح يف .هالعا ركذ امك ,تاكرتشملا

 ،اصن /ایمالك تامولعملا رشن مت اذإ .نھعم تالباقم ءارجا مت يتاوللا ءاسنلا ضعب نم تاسابتقا ضرعب موقا فوس

   .تاسابتقالا هذھل ردصمك كتفرعم وا كتیوھ ىلع لالدتسالا ھلالخ نم نكمی ال لكشب نوكتسف

 ئجالملا نم ءاسنلا جورخ ببسب ھنا ذا ،لضفالا وحنلا ىلع تاكرتشملا ةیؤر مھفت نا ةثحابلا لواحتس تالباقملا لالخ

  .ءاسنلا سفن عم ةیناث ةلباقم ءارجا ابعص نوكیس ،عیرس لكشب انایحا

 اھنكمی ةلئسالا هذھ ىلع ةباجالا ،اذھ عم ،اھحرط يونت يتلا ةلئسالا نم عضب ةثحابلا ىدل ،ةحوتفم ةلئسا نمضتی ثحبلا

 بسح ةلباقملا ریستس ،لاحلا هذھ لثم يف .اھعقوتت مل وأ اھل ھبتنت مل ةثحابلا ،ةدیدجو ةمھم روما ىلع لدتو جتنت نا

  .ككارداو كتربخ ،كحرط

 روطتتس امنا ،اقبسم نیعت مل ةلئسالا ةعیبط .ةفینع ةیجوز ةایحل كمھفو كتبرجت لوح ةلئسا نمضتی ثحبلل ماعلا ھجوتلا

 ھجوتلاب مات ملعو ةیارد ىلع وجاتوا ةعماجل ةعباتلا ةیناسنالا تایقالخالا ثحب ةنجل نا مغرو ،اذھل .ةلباقملا روطت بسح

   .اقبسم رضحت مل اھنوك يفرح لكشب ةلئسالا عجارت مل اھنا الا ،ثحبلا راكفأل يساسالاو ماعلا

 

 ىلع ةباجإلاب ةددرتم كنأ تسسحا نا ،ةفلتخم سیساحأو اًریكفت كدنع ةلباقملا تراثأ لاح يف ھنا ىرخا ةرم هونن نا بحن

 ىلع كھاجت ةیلاكشا ةیا نود ،أجلملا يف ةیعامتجالا ةلماعلل ھجوتلاو ةلباقملا فاقیا ،ةباجالا مدع كنكمی رثكأ وا لاؤس

  .قالطالا

   ؟ثحبلا نم نبحسنیو نھیأر نریغی نا تاكرتشملل نكمی لھ
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  .ةلباقملا ءاھنا موی نم رھشأ ةثالث اھاصقا ةدم ىتح ثحبلا نم باحسنالا كنكمی ،معن

  ؟لاؤس وأ راسفتسا تاكرتشملل ناك ول اذام

 ةیرحلا لماكب يرعشت نا كنم وجرأ ،لبقتسملا يف وا نالا ،ثحبلا صوصخب ھحرط نیبغرت لاؤس يا كیدل ناك نأ

  :عم لصاوتلا لالخ نم كتلئسا حرطل ةحارلاو

  وجاتوا ةعماج- يعامتجالا لمعلاو ةردنجلا ،عامتجالا ملع مسق :ةروتك الع

 katol614@student.otago.ac.nz  :ينورتكلا دیرب

 

  :وأ

  وجاتوا ةعماج- يعامتجالا لمعلاو ةردنجلا ،عامتجالا ملع مسق :زیریب ينالیم .د

 melanie.beres@otago.ac.nz :ينورتكلا دیرب

 

 :وأ

  وجاتوا ةعماج- مارجالا ملع مسق :روملیج يلریف .د

 Fairleigh.gilmour@otago.ac.nz :ينورتكلا دیرب

 

 

 :وأ

 

 وجاتوا ةعماج- يعامتجالا لمعلاو ةردنجلا ،عامتجالا ملع مسق :لووتأ الوكین .د

  nicola.atwool@otago.ac.nz :ينورتكلا دیرب

 

 

 راسفتسا يا كیدل ناك نا .وجاتوا ةعماجل ةعباتلا ةیناسنالا تایقالخالا ثحب ةنجل لبق نم ثحبلا اذھ ىلع ةقداصملا تمت
 دیربلا ربع وا 8256 479 643+( اھریدم لالخ نم ةنجللا عم لاصتالا كنكمی ثحبلا تایقالخا عوضوم صوصخب
  .جئاتنلاب كمالعا متیسو ةیرسب ھعم لماعتلا متیس ،حرطی عوضوم يا .)gary.witte@otago.ac.nz  ينورتكلالا
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Appendix D – Consent form for Participants 

 

 
 

Arab Battered women in Israel 
CONSENT FORM FOR 

PARTICIPANTS 
 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 

I know that: - 

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; however, 

after 3 months from conducting the interview I cannot withdraw; 
 
3. Personal identifying information [e.g. audio recordings] may be destroyed at the 

conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will 
be retained in secure storage for at least five years. 

 
4. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 

includes my experiences and understanding of intimate partner abuse in relation with 
being a member of an ethnic minority living in Israel. The precise nature of the questions 
which will be asked has not been determined in advance but will depend on the way in 
which the interview develops and that in the event that the line of questioning develops in 
such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any particular 
question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any kind. 

 
5. Some women may experience some emotional discomfort from some questions. In such 

cases I may refuse to answer a question or end the interview at any time. 
 
6. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of    

Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand), but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity. Pseudonyms will be used and any quotations which have possible identifying 
details will be changed to ensure participants’ anonymity. 
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I agree to take part in this project. 
 
 
 
.............................................................................   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
 
............................................................................. 
       (Printed Name) 
 
 
…………………………………………………….. 
Name of person taking consent 
 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee 
through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph+643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated 
and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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The consent form in Arabic 

 

 

 

  لیئارسا يف تافنعم تایبرع ءاسن

 تاكرتشملل ةقفاوم جذومن

 

 

 بلطب ةلوخم يننا تمھفو يتلئسال تاباجالا ىلع تلصح .هاوحف تمھفو ثحبلاب قلعتی يذلا تامولعملا قحلم تأرق دقل

  .ثحبلا نم ةلحرم ةیا يف ةیفاضا تامولعم

  :نأ ملعا

  .يعوط ثحبلاب يكارتشا .1

  .ةیلاكشا ةیا نود ,ةلباقملا ءاھنا موی نم رھشا ةثالث اھاصقا ةدم ىتح ثحبلا نم بحسنا نا يرودقمب .2

 يتلا تایطعملا نكلو ثحبلا نم ءاھتنالا دعب اھنم صلختلا متیس )ةیتوصلا تالیجستلا لثم( ةیصخش لیصافت .3

  .لقالا ىلع تاونس سمخ ةدمل نمآ ناكم يف ظفحتس ثحبلا جئاتن اھیلع دمتعت

 ةفینع ةیجوز ةایحل كمھفو كتبرجت لوح ةلئسا نمضتی ثحبلل ماعلا ھجوتلا .ةحوتفم ةلئسا نمضتی ثحبلا .4

 نیعت مل ةلئسالا ةعیبط .لیئارسا يف شیعت ةیقرع ةیلقا ىلا يمتنت ةیبرع ةأرما كنوك عم رمالا اذھ ةقالعو

 تسسحا نا ،ةفلتخم سیساحأو اًریكفت كدنع ةلباقملا تراثأ لاح يف .ةلباقملا روطت بسح روطتتس امنا ,اقبسم

 ىلع كھاجت ةیلاكشا ةیا نود , ةلباقملا فاقیا , ةباجالا مدع ككنمی رثكا وا لاؤس ىلع ھباجالاب ةددرتم كنا

  .قالطالا

 متی نا ةلئسالا ضعب لالخ نم نكمملا نم ھنا ذا بعص رما ةلئاعلا لخاد فنعلا نم نیناعی ءاسن عم ةلباقم .5

 ,رثكا وا نیعم لاؤس ىلع ةباجالا مدع يننكمی ,لاحلا هذھ لثم يف .جاعزنالاب روعشلاو ةمیلأ ثادحا عاجرتسا

   .ةلباقملا ءاھنا ىتح وا
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 ام لك لمعنس .)ادنلزوین ,ندیند( وجاتوا ةعماج ةبتكم يف ةدوجوم نوكت فوسو رشنت نا نكمم ثحبلا جئاتن .6

  ,ةأرملا ةیوھ ىلع لدت نا نكمم تاسابتقا ةیأو ةراعتسم نوكتس ءامسالا .ةماتلا ةیرسلا ىلع ظافحلل انعسوب

  .تاكرتشملا ةیرس ىلع ظفاحنو نمضن يكل كلذو اھرییغت متی فوس

 

 

 ثحبلاب كارتشالا ىلع قفاوأ

 

.............................................                                   ................................. 

 )خیراتلا(                                                                     )ةكرتشملا عیقوت(

 

................................................ 

 ) مسالا(

 

................................................ 

  ةقفاوملا ذخأ يذلا صخشلا مسا

 

 راسفتسا يا كیدل ناك نا .وجاتوا ةعماجل ةعباتلا ةیناسنالا تایقالخالا ثحب ةنجل لبق نم ثحبلا اذھ ىلع ةقداصملا تمت
 دیربلا ربع وا 8256 479 643+(  اھریدم لالخ نم ةنجللا عم لاصتالا كنكمی ثحبلا تایقالخا عوضوم صوصخب
  .جئاتنلاب كمالعا متیسو ةیرسب ھعم لماعتلا متیس ,حرطی عوضوم يا .)gary.witte@otago.ac.nz  ينورتكلالا
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Appendix E – Questions Guidelines 

 

 

Arab battered women in Israel: Questions guideline 

 

Life experience and social considerations: 

It is important for me to start this interview by sharing and telling you that I deeply appreciate 
your willingness and consent to participate in the project. It truly means a lot to me and it is 
not taken for granted, especially since I can imagine the difficulties you have been facing; so, 
thank you very much.   

I would like for us to begin from a broad and open space by asking if you may share with me 
your story? 

Tell me about your relationship with your partner, how do you define or perceive your marital 
life so far?  

What and how do you think being in shelter, will affect your family? 

How do you believe your extended family and community perceive you being in a shelter, 
outside of your home? 

What were the circumstances, ideas, conditions that made you decide to leave the house and 
come to a shelter? How did you make this decision? 

Do you think the culture and norms of the Arab society in Israel tolerate violence against 
women?   

Political Issues 

When did the violence start? Do you remember the circumstances that led to violence? 

What do you think are the reasons for your partner’s violence?   

How is it to be an Arab woman in Israel?  



 298 

Do you think that violence against women is a means used to loosen tension and frustration 
when confronting helplessness due to the conditions of the Arabs- becoming an ethnic 
unwanted minority after Al-Nakba and its implications on the various aspects of life?  

What are the circumstances that reinforce violence against women in times of political and 
social difficulties?  

How do you think the political climate in Israel, the fact that Israel is considered a militarised 
country that faces wars and emphasises security conditions, affects your marital relationship? 

Do you think political climate and strife influences attitudes towards Arab women in Israel? If 
so, how?  

Demographic data:  

Name, age, social status, religion, children, education.  

Closure: 

Do you have anything to add?  

How do you feel after the interview? 

 


