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Introduction

In my role as board member of CCW, I was asked to write about my work with minority groups of women in Israel.  I would like to thank the clinicians of CCW for helping me sharpen and deepen my sensitivity to the particular issues with which women cope.  As a career counselor and group facilitator, I have, over the past ten years, conducted more than fifty small groups to train unemployed women to develop work readiness skills.  The workshops were held in peripheral locations in Israel, primarily in development towns where there are high levels of unemployment and large concentrations of immigrants.  Most of the women who participated are disadvantaged by virtue of discrimination due to their gender, marital status and/or minority group status.  The following are my impressions about the various populations of women with whom I feel privileged to have worked.  

Methodology

All material presented here is based on personal observations, information gathered through group sessions and through interpersonal discussions held in group settings.  The degree to which participants felt free to be open, both personally and in terms of their group culture, influences the material that emerged.  Data in this paper is not based on empirical or formal, systematic research.  

Background

Women who are members of minority groups in Israel struggle with similar issues, although in ways that are unique to each group.  In this paper I describe my work with groups of Haredi, Ethiopian, Russian, and Arab women.  The common theme among them is a feeling of disempowerment and of being marginalized by the mainstream secular society in Israel.

Very few of these women feel identified with any group other than that of their own sub-community.  For most, integrating into mainstream Israeli society seems like an impossible goal, and for some, not an especially desirable one.  As for their relationship to the work world, there are similarities and differences between the various groups. 

In addition to work-related issues, I will discuss various other social and cultural issues that women brought up with me.  In particular, I will touch on the issue of violence towards women, which has risen to an alarmingly high rate.  Unfortunately, since the start of 2000, half of the women who were killed by their partners were either immigrants or Arab women, a ratio which is proportionally much higher than their numbers in the overall population.
Haredi Women

The large and growing population of Haredi women in Israel typically marry young and raise large families.  The highest value is placed on marriage to a Torah scholar.  The Haredi woman’s greatest concern besides her children, her household, and upholding the tradition, is to support her husband in his endeavors to study in yeshiva.  Thus, if anyone works, it is likely to be the woman.  If a Haredi man were to function in the home in the time-consuming roles of parent and/or homemaker, it would prevent him from being considered a serious scholar, thereby diminishing his status in his community. This could also have negative implications for the family as a whole, in particular for the children’s opportunities in arranged marriages.  Since most men study until late at night, many Haredi women do not expect a great deal of participation at home from their husbands. 

Typically, Haredi women are not college-educated, though many receive some professional training in a traditionally “female” profession prior to 
starting a family.  Most take their home responsibilities very seriously.  In my work with Haredi women who own or who are learning to set up small businesses, I did not hear expressions of inner conflicts between carrying out their responsibilities in their traditional world and their ambitions for a high income or high performance standards—struggles that come up regularly with secular women.  They also do not complain or joke about their husbands, unlike women in other groups.  For the most part, they are very proud of their husbands and likewise feel respected and very appreciated by their husbands for raising the children and running the household.  Most of the Haredi women I work with present a positive self-image.  Having an average of five children gives them a strong identity as mother and homemaker,  great satisfaction and social standing.  If Haredi women are conflicted between work and home, they seem to have no question about which comes first—the home. 

Working Haredi mothers manage their large load with the help of their older daughters.  Like their mothers, older daughters seem to willingly accept the large amount of responsibility that is placed on their shoulders while their brothers of the same age are free to study all day.  Most Haredi women are deterministic in their belief that whatever income one has “comes from above, from the Almighty”.  This belief may help them accept their husbands’ lack of financial earnings.  

However, it is possible that the built-in, compulsory obedience to prescribed religious values in the Haredi community may inhibit both mothers and daughters from voicing or even being particularly aware of any dissatisfaction that they may have.  In recent years, the wall of silence surrounding problems of the Haredi community has begun to weaken.  Eating disorders, psychological problems, and the well-kept secrets of physical, emotional, and sexual violence have been brought to light.  Fortunately, social and psychological service professionals and rabbis have begun to cooperate to help people who suffer from these problems receive the support and services they need.
Almost none of the Haredi women I met reported seeing themselves as career women, as that would be unacceptable in the Haredi community.  When 
I initiated a Businesswomen’s Club for Haredi women in Jerusalem, we had to change the advertising.  We were told that women would not attend if we called it a Businesswomen's Club, which sounds too much like a program for career women, and were advised to call it a Learning Workshop. 
There are several factors that make Haredi women excellent candidates for self-employment, since they would otherwise have to retrain or agree to work long hours in order to enter today’s workplace.  Most of the Haredi women who attend small business courses are housewives, despite prior course work or training.  Raising children usually interrupts their work years, so that their work skills are rendered obsolete, or they discover that their training is in a field that no longer interests them.  Haredi mothers usually feel they can manage only part-time work.  Unfortunately, over the last ten years, the Israeli workplace has moved away from part-time opportunities.  In addition, there are objective difficulties for Orthodox women working in an all-male environment or only with secular people.

Although their sanctioned role fulfillment gives them tremendous self-acceptance, Haredi mothers still have to wrestle with how to perform both their traditional roles as well as that of primary breadwinner, a double bind which requires them to be super-women.  Many of them find that having jobs which enable them to work at home is ideal; this is somewhat limited by the prohibition on the use of computers which would expose the family to unacceptable aspects of the outside culture.

In many ways, the Haredi world is a self-contained culture characterized by the ideal of supporting one’s own, of purchasing from each other, and of not leaving the community to shop when it is possible to buy from within.  Hopefully, this mutually supportive community atmosphere will help these women to succeed despite the ongoing stress that can result from carrying both the woman’s traditional role of primary parent and homemaker and the additional role of supporting the family financially. 


Ethiopian Women

There are differences and similarities between Haredi and Ethiopian women.  One similarity is the expectation of early motherhood.  Ethiopian women who came to Israel as teens or in their early twenties were already married and mothers.  Most were unable to attend ulpan since they were raising small children and dealing with the transition from one temporary home to the next. Some had multiple family members to take care of, including sick and/or elderly parents.  As a result of the partial absorption of this population into Israeli culture, many Ethiopian women are very marginalized, realizing that their skin color is a source of discrimination and that others pre-judge them as primitive.  From the standpoint of modern Western culture, many Ethiopians faced modern technology and urban life for the first time in Israel.

Ethiopian immigrants face numerous social problems in Israel.  Most Ethiopian men over age forty-five have not adjusted well.  Those who manage to find work are blue-collar laborers, working very long hours at physically hard work that is underpaid, with low status and minimal opportunity for advancement. Perhaps some of their internalized oppression has been displaced onto their spouses in the form of domestic violence, of which there is a high incidence. 

The unemployment rate of Ethiopian men is very high as they were raised in agricultural villages and, by and large, have not adapted to Israel’s relatively industrialized workplace and society.  Ethiopian men can be seen spending their days sitting on benches with their friends in Ashdod, Kiryat Gat, and other development towns.  In keeping with their traditional roles in Ethiopia, men do not share in running the home, which is considered demeaning “women’s work”. They do not cook, diaper or dress their children.  Nor do they play with or do homework with them.  Ethiopian women tend to be more communicative and thus perhaps more employable than their male partners.  As they also maintain the home and childcare functions, Ethiopian women bear the heavy burden of double roles; unemployed husbands stay home and feel depressed.  One result of this unbalanced situation is the high divorce rate among Ethiopian couples.  In addition, the media reports stories of wife abuse in many Ethiopian families, perhaps because the wife adjusts better than the husband to Israeli society. 

Many younger Ethiopian women have remained fairly traditional in outlook; they dress modestly, and marry Ethiopian men. In Ethiopia as in other parts of Africa, women were regarded as the property of men and were married off by their parents at a very young age.  I learned from the women that hitting women and children was considered normative in Ethiopian culture. Even in Israel, years after aliyah, if a woman does something wrong, her father, husband or brother is allowed to hit her, since women are supposed to be punished when uncooperative.  A man can make a woman stay home from school, work or ulpan if she does not behave.  I think that most Ethiopian women don’t feel comfortable being assertive towards their husbands lest they be seen as too provocative.  Although younger women are more assertive, those in their twenties tell me that they still “listen to their fathers”.  This resembles the situation in the Bedouin community.  As several young, single Bedouin women in Rahat told me, “If we need money for clothes, our fathers would rather give us money than let us go out to work.”  An Ethiopian father decides for his children what is good or bad and a child who doesn’t respect the rules can be sent away from the home. 

As is true in other parts of Africa, children—especially infants—were considered lowest in the social hierarchy and therefore were the last ones to be fed, thus creating a high mortality rate among infants and children. Those who had the best chance of survival and of bringing a livelihood to others were fed first.  Ethiopian mothers have had to adapt to Israel’s food and child-oriented society where children often come first and where eating accompanies many other social activities.

Some of the Ethiopian young women who graduate high school participate in Sherut Leumi, (alternative national service) instead of serving in the army.  Only two percent of all Ethiopian women serve in the IDF, which is an extremely potent environment for integration and advancement in Israeli society.  This lack of integration allows many Ethiopians to continue to believe in the naively idealistic ideas they heard about Israel as “the Golden Land”.  They maintain the false notion that the government will take care 
of them, fostering fantasies of dependence on the establishment to meet their needs.  For instance, young Ethiopian women in Ashkelon completing a retraining course in secretarial skills told me: “We never knew you could find work by yourself.  We thought we had to go to the Bureau of Unemployment”.  In over ten years, no one had ever explained to them how the system works, so that is what they incorrectly assumed.

Very few Ethiopian women over age thirty have completely mastered spoken Hebrew.  Because many of them were illiterate in their native language of Amharic, when offered ulpan classes they chose not to attend.  With no basic reading or writing skills, learning Hebrew as a second language in a classroom setting seemed to be an impossible task.  Many Ethiopians still find Israeli culture and behavior baffling or upsetting, and are alienated from the larger society. Most Ethiopian mothers in their thirties and forties cannot help their children with schoolwork.  In fact, children continue to read hand-written school notices to their parents, creating a disenfranchisement of the parent, an experience common to immigrant parents who do not master the language of the new country. 

The combination of cultural limitations and inadequate language skills has constricted the employment opportunities available to Ethiopian women.  Most of them have achieved a low level of skills and have not been offered professional training courses that would put them into the skilled labor market.  Those who do work are mainly unskilled laborers, in jobs such as cleaning, working with the elderly as home health aides or in hospitals. Poor language skills make it difficult for them to gain employment as metaplot (childcare providers).  Lack of manual dexterity and refined eye-hand coordination due to exposure to a narrow range of experience limits their ability to transfer their skills to other areas, such as operating a computer.  Those few who attend higher education tend towards traditionally female occupations such as social work, nursing or education.

Unlike their mothers, the children of Ethiopian immigrants are slowly becoming integrated into Israeli society.  Although a welcome development, this integration is also a source of stress and ambivalence within the family. The widespread 
phenomenon of sending Ethiopian children away to boarding schools furthers the disturbing inter-generational gap that begins once children enter Israeli schools.  Most parents try to instill traditional values, but these are often in conflict with their children’s newly acquired Israeli attitudes, language, and behaviors.  Many Ethiopian mothers feel they have lost control over their children.

Similarly, the once highly respected religious leaders of the Ethiopian community lost power in the process of moving to Israel.  In Ethiopia, divorce entailed a process of family and community consultations that culminated in the case being presented to leaders who would attempt to create family harmony.  In Israel, these leaders are no longer the source for family reconciliation, creating a vacuum that has demoralized and splintered the Ethiopian community as a whole.

Despite the many problems faced by Ethiopian immigrants, mutual support within some communities exist.  In some neighborhoods Ethiopian women have revived the tradition of a monthly fund, raising monies that are then distributed according to need.  The Joint (JDC) and other organizations have formed many local clubs where Ethiopian women come together for support, learning, and socializing.  Other non-profit organizations attempt to preserve the community’s traditional cultural strengths, to create leaders in the community, and to increase integration into Israeli society. 

Women 

from the Former Soviet Union

Several hundred thousand Russian-speaking women immigrated to Israel in the last decade.  At least fifty thousand of them came as single mothers. Many women over age twenty five came with professional degrees and work experience, yet have struggled to adjust to Israeli work patterns and options.  Work in the FSU is a very central aspect of identity.  In the FSU, a country that offered no social services or welfare options, a person who didn’t work was considered a parasite; childcare services were arranged to enable people to work long days.  In Israel, by contrast, public childcare facilities close by four o’clock in the 
afternoon, and affordable private day care centers with extended hours are rare.  Many Russian mothers, especially single mothers, need to work full-time, but they can not do so because the day care system in Israel is not sufficiently subsidized or extensive.  

Immigrants from the FSU, especially those who came with professional training, are severely underemployed in Israel.  In order to maintain a survival income, they often must take jobs in areas totally unrelated to their previous occupations.  Many immigrants who were scientists or other highly educated professionals in Russia have had to support themselves in Israel by cleaning houses.  In many cases, highly educated Russian immigrant women will simply accept a short-term solution such as becoming a sales-clerk or other low-level position, which ultimately becomes a source of great frustration for them.  It is very difficult to climb out of this track afterwards, since taking off time to retrain means a significant drop in income, which they cannot afford.  Russian immigrants often need retraining or upgrading, but without adequate language skills they cannot get accepted into certain retraining courses.  Returning to the same professional level of expertise at which they functioned overseas without adequate spoken Hebrew and an understanding of Israel’s cultural norms has proven very difficult.  Moreover, many technologies in Israel are Western and therefore more advanced than in the Former Soviet Union, which restricts their ability to compete with Israeli trained counterparts. 

In addition, some professions in Russia do not even exist here, such as ticket-takers in the subway or mining engineers.  Furthermore, Israel’s economy is based to a much larger extent than is Russia’s on service-oriented positions rather than on heavy industry and manufacturing, creating a huge gap between their backgrounds and the needs of employers in Israel.  Even those who are in service industries, such as teachers or musicians, have found that the Israeli market is very limited for them.  Language skills and cultural differences are a problem for teachers; there is a serious lack of employment opportunities for the large number of professional musicians who immigrated. 

Many Russian-speaking immigrants have not fully been absorbed into mainstream Israeli society.  Often, they continue to live in extended family 
networks, especially those from Central Asian countries.  Though they speak Russian, their cultural identity may be Georgian, Bucharan or Moldavian, and so on.  Many don’t feel Jewish, and many are actually not Jewish, but were married to a Jewish partner.  Being “Russian” therefore includes great cultural and educational diversity.  Because nearly one million people emigrated from the Former Soviet Union in a period of only one decade, they are able to maintain their identity as part of a large subgroup.  Today, there are more Russian than Hebrew daily newspapers in Israel.  Russian immigrants have created their own Russian language theaters and libraries here.  They often find work in their own communities in positions where Hebrew fluency is not essential.  Although learning Hebrew successfully is a widespread goal in which many succeed, full societal integration has been less successful. 

Because most Russian immigrants are not well established financially, they tend to settle in less expensive areas, often making them the most educated residents in the neighborhood (and subsequently considerably alienated from their less educated neighbors).  They feel frustrated about what is affordable in the way of leisure and cultural activities in Israel as compared to what was available to them in their country of origin.  In Russia resources such as museums, swimming pools, and concerts were government subsidized, whereas in Israel they can be prohibitively expensive. 

In city after city, I found that once Russian women opened up, they revealed negative feelings about their immigration experiences. They complained about being under-employed, underpaid, and frustrated at work in Israel, and expressed anger that men here are not expected to undertake household and child-related tasks.  They found that while women’s rights at work may be supported by Israeli law, in fact they are not upheld in many work places and that men are given more options in terms of retraining programs.  They said that unlike in Russia, working women in Israel face discrimination at work, whether in the form of being underpaid, being required to stay late, or facing sexual harassment from male colleagues or superiors.  They spoke of the demeaning way they are treated by bureaucrats who are supposed to help them but 
don’t, about the way employers have taken advantage of their naivete, and other disappointments.  Most angering to single mothers who receive government support is the unreasonable approach used by the National Health Insurance in ensuring that they deserve this financial aid.  Their interventions include insulting spot checks to guarantee that a man is not living with them, including inspecting their dirty laundry and clothing cupboards. They are required to sign a guarantee agreeing not to have intimate relations with a man, are not allowed to drive even though that would help them be more mobile and independent during the time they receive these government benefits, and so on.

Many women have had the experience of being taken advantage of by landlords, realtors, their bosses, neighbors, or bureaucrats, and feel defeated and bitter about these issues.  They feel powerless over their own fate, powerless to do anything when a clerk tells them “No”, having no idea how to approach these matters because of the language barrier, the different norms and because they often don’t know what their rights are in this new society.  They tend not to complain or take action on these matters, since they are afraid to draw attention to their plight.  They do not want to seem ungrateful and fear that they might be fired if they are outspoken.  This type of behavior is very typical of Russians who come to Israel with fear of the authorities.  In addition, stigmas abound, and they have encountered many Israelis who unfairly believe that “All Russian women are prostitutes”.  Perhaps the illegal victimization of Russian women who are imported to Israel as prostitutes has caused this view that all women who speak Russian are sexually fair game, not only in the work sphere. 

The women I met expressed bitter sentiments about Israel.  It seems that the hardships and disappointments of their immigration experience may have, understandably, caused them to idealize the way things were back in Russia.  According to a journalist who interviewed many Russian women (Gray, 1990) women in the FSU earned only two-thirds of the average male income while they have to function as superwomen, exhausted by the double burden of having to work long hours as well as single-handedly running their households, with little participation from men at home, and carelessly-run day care centers.   

Finally, there is a considerable amount of violence against women and children among immigrants from the Former Soviet Union.  Most of the reported abuse in the Russian speaking community appears to be related to alcohol abuse, which is significantly more common in the culture from which they come as opposed to other Western cultures where people are equally well educated.  In the FSU, it is more acceptable than in Israel to hit one’s child and more common to hit one’s wife; even elderly immigrant women here are subject to family abuse.  These behavior patterns have persisted in the move to Israel, despite our society’s condemnation of family violence. 

Russian women are not used to thinking of other women as a source of support or as allies.  In the FSU, even Jewish customs were often celebrated privately so that neighbors would not know if one was Jewish.  As a result, I have found Russian women to be far more suspicious and lacking in trust than other women, often making group bonding very difficult.  Those who have allowed themselves to get involved in workshops or social clubs with other immigrant women have discovered that sharing is very validating.  Despite the fact that many women came here without friends or family, those able to participate in support groups have discovered that they need not be alone. 

Israeli Arab, Palestinian, and Bedouin Women 
It is difficult to generalize about Arab women because of their numerous sub-populations in Israel.  They range from those who are relatively well-integrated into Israeli society to Palestinian women who don’t consider themselves Israeli, depending—in part—on where they originally came from and in what area of the country they live.  Sub-groups include Palestinian women, Muslim women, Christian women (who tend to be more educated), those from villages and those from large cities in the North.  Bedouin women have their own unique situation. Certain factors unite all these populations. For example, they all speak dialects of Arabic as their mother tongue and share many common concerns.  All of them have tremendous questions of identity regarding with whom they affiliate and align and how they 
feel about Israel as their country. However, while language unites them, religion does not; Arab women live in a primarily Muslim or Christian locale.  

Arab women tend to live in extended family networks, meaning that while they have support on some level, at the same time there are many people watching over them; they are not totally free to make decisions on their own.  There are many traditional expectations regarding their role.  Most live near their husband’s clan, with an extended kinship network and virtually no anonymity. This means that a woman cannot easily break out of accepted norms unless there is some agreement within the extended family.  Since there are few public childcare settings available for pre-school aged children in the Arab sector, a mother who wants to study or who needs to work must rely on that same network.  In scores of Arab neighborhoods, there are no pre-schools, public daycare centers, or after-school programs.  For example, Beit Tzefafa, a village within Jerusalem, did not have a preschool until the late 1990’s, despite Israeli law which guarantees compulsory pre-school education.  Because paid childcare providers are not part of the culture in the Arab sector, support from the family infrastructure becomes essential.  I have met women who have wanted to work but had to wait until someone set up child-care arrangements in their area, until they found a female relative willing to provide reliable child care, or until their children were old enough to attend school.  Only in 1999, in Rahat, the largest Bedouin city, were family daycare facilities established and childcare providers trained.  Even then, there were not enough families looking for childcare at that time because so few women had sought work.  Some childcare providers were running daycare programs in their house with only three children, or were fortunate to have one or two, hoping that with time, such programs would become more accepted and needed in their community. 

In Rahat a motivated young women in her 20’s can learn a vocation, since some vocational training is available after high school.  This is not true in all Arab or Bedouin locales in Israel, whereas for Jewish women, including new immigrants, there are more options of attending a subsidized training or retraining course through government auspices.  These training programs, 
even for cosmeticians, for example, are taught in Hebrew.  Most Arab women in Israel do not know Hebrew well enough to study in Hebrew, not to mention work in Hebrew in their new profession. There are hundreds of Arab women running cottage industries and conducting small businesses in Israel, mostly in Arabic.  Many college-educated Israeli Arab women studied education, knowing they could return to their hometown after university, college, or teachers’ seminary and find employment in their local educational network.  Few Israeli Arab women attend higher educational institutions in fields that are considered non-traditional for women. 

Today in Rahat, there are still numerous distinct clans; they live in separate areas of town.  The lifestyles of the various clans differ vastly from one another—some live in modern apartment buildings, others in a large communal tent where the men may still practice polygamy.  A woman who conducts an affair outside of marriage or who diverges from traditional behavior, however, is considered to have endangered herself by tainting the family’s honor.  One clan leader spoke with absolute conviction that he would have such a female family member killed.  Women function within a very delineated sphere of life.  Few of them would travel on their own from Rahat to Be’er Sheva, although the trip is only a 25-minute bus ride.  Very few speak Hebrew well enough to work outside of Arabic- speaking society.  Women there still maintain quite traditional roles and lifestyles, though norms are changing and there is some breakdown in terms of cultural norms between the young and the old. 

Some young women wear jeans, and do not cover their heads.  Others wear jeans as well as a headdress, which is very confusing to the Western eye.  Jeans notwithstanding, these conventional young women will only marry within the family’s network.  Marriages are still arranged each year for thousands of Arab women in Israel who do not select their own husbands.  Marriage between distant relatives is pervasive, with the unfortunate result of numerous genetic problems.  Despite minimal access to genetic counseling, some women are well aware of this danger, yet have no power to prevent it.


Discussing personal topics such as sex, love and birth control is a very private if not taboo matter.  I don’t know how empowered these women feel in their day-to-day lives.  I think they feel that they are fulfilling their role as God wants them to, and they are doing the best they can, but they live between very deeply felt cross-currents, especially women under thirty. Most have televisions in their home, and are exposed to input from the outside world, yet to some extent are living in a cocoon.  They are not free to undertake whatever they please.  To speak comfortably about their psychological needs is a luxury, which would be quite foreign to most Arab women residing in Israel.

Some of the Palestinian women I worked with said that were it not for them, the family unit would not have sustained itself in their society, especially through the first Intifada and the many arrests, deaths and injuries of men and youth.  Others maintain that women lost control over their children during the Intifada, thereby diminishing the mother’s traditional role.  On the other hand, Palestinian women living in various neighborhoods in and around Jerusalem maintain diverse lifestyles, depending on the community in which they live.  Most live in smaller towns, for example, in Issouyia, Beit Tzefafa and Sur-Bahir.  There is almost no local employment to choose from within their community, no local industry or commerce, unlike in Ramallah and East Jerusalem, not even a staffed post office.

Arab women are trained to remain within the acceptable codes, since so much of their lives is politicized, and the family and clan determine one’s sphere of freedom, whom one marries, and so on.  In some neighborhoods Arab women from different sub-groups have been able to partially overcome their differences and find enough commonality so that they could work together, for example, to pressure or lobby for local services or to create a new social service or educational project in their community. 

In Jerusalem as well as elsewhere in the country, leadership training courses, projects, and empowerment workshops have been conducted with Arab women, through various funding sources.  In the late 1990’s, I was asked to lead a project that linked a women’s leadership course in Beit Tzefafa with women in the adjacent 
neighborhood of Giloh in Jerusalem.  Together with an Arab social work student, I brought these two groups together at their respective local community centers through a series of lectures and workshops co-facilitated in Hebrew and Arabic.  Over the course of time, the women linked up and created a joint community project, namely a lecture series in Arabic and Hebrew on women’s health issues, held on alternative months in each neighborhood.  When the project ended, one by-product was that the experience helped the Arab women feel empowered enough to begin working on local projects in Beit Tzefafa that required volunteer leadership.  They were able to use their new tools and skills to move forward, a very exciting outcome.  For some of them, this project was their only link with Jews.  In fact, one said that she had come from Lebanon, married someone from Beit Tzefafa and had actually never met a Jewish woman before, though she had been raised in America.  Eventually she acknowledged that she thought of Israeli Jews as the enemy, and ultimately dropped out.

One of the many issues facing these women today is that they are quite busy leading fulfilling lives: raising their children (most bear an average of six children), cooking traditional foods which is time-consuming, and regularly socializing with members of their clan.  In addition, each year during Ramadan, the month-long Muslim holiday, women are expected to cook large meals every day for the festive meal that is held at dark after a full day of fasting.  Home life in Arab families is not egalitarian.  All of the traditional roles of raising children, cooking, and cleaning fall upon the women.  In addition, most Arab women in Israel don’t know how to drive and don’t have access to a car.  All of these factors significantly limit the freedom and mobility that Arab women have, and keep them in the context of their immediate surroundings.  Her village or neighborhood, her clan or extended family is typically the focus of the Arab woman’s life.  The amount of contact that most women have with the outside world, including with Jewish women, is extremely limited. 

Unfortunately, we live in very separate worlds and speak different languages, which serves as an additional barrier.  Israeli society—in terms of Arab and Jewish women—is quite segregated.  Residential areas are very distinct, with very few integrated communities or schools.  The result is 
that Arab women in Israel today are quite marginalized.  While non-profit organizations have been set up by Arab women in areas where they live in larger concentrations (such as Jaffa and Nazareth), including several shelters for victims of  family violence, services to advance women in the Arab sector are still extremely limited.

The women from Giloh felt deeply hurt by the events of the second Intifada (late in 2000), when the women from Beit Tzefafa did not return their calls or maintain contact.  Until then, some had stayed in touch with one another, including several organized trips over the years and visits to each other’s homes around illnesses and deaths on both sides—Jewish and Arab.  As of this writing, the future of their relations remains unclear.

Summary

My approach to feminist empowerment work with homogeneous groups of women in Israel is based, first and foremost, on the recognition that their concerns, limitations, and desires must be viewed within the unique context of their lives.  From both an inter-cultural and ethical point of view, empowerment work requires sensitivity and understanding of cultural dimensions, advocating for their self-fulfillment while maintaining respect for the legitimate parameters of the client group’s cultural context.  In working with various populations, I have tried to be flexible and modified my training style, vocabulary, and even my dress code in order to show respect for my clients’ way of life.  This has been particularly true when working with ultra-Orthodox, Bedouin, and Arab women. Understanding the challenges of daily life and the frustrations and needs of each 
population has enabled me to help them develop themselves within realistic expectations.  For example, when asked to train unemployed women in development towns in the South in the area of small business development upon completion of a retraining course as cosmeticians or hairdressers, I needed to understand the extent to which creating a small business was a realistic option in that particular city for women with their particular profile.  Where that option was limited, I also trained them in other life skills that would assist them to gain employment such as how to deal with family demands, assertiveness, time management and job hunting skills.  When working with ultra-Orthodox women, I found that various well-known quotes from primary religious sources enhanced the training topics being presented.

The issues facing most of these female minority groups bear similarities to those facing women in many other countries, yet in each community they are played out differently. Though we in Israel are not alone in undertaking this kind of empowerment work, the need here is enormous and ongoing.  Priority in terms of funding and program development needs to be given to similar efforts if disadvantaged populations of women are to have an equal chance at advancement and self-fulfillment. 
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