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ABSTRACT 

 

Women’s civil society organisations (WCSOs) in Jordan have become a vital means of 

advocating and supporting the participation of women in politics. Through the provision of 

services and political mobilisation, WCSOs offer women the chance to participate in 

politics and public affairs. This study investigates how the participation of women in 

politics is advocated and supported by these organisations and under what conditions it has 

been effective. This study will utilise the existing literature and theories on WCSOs and 

women’s movements to explain the changing nature of women’s political participation 

representation in Jordan. In particular, I analyse a range of descriptive data in order to 

identify and analyse how women’s organisations have worked to improve the status of 

women over time in Jordan. The study also includes material gained from 46 detailed 

interviews with women who have been involved in women’s organisations and formal 

politics across Jordan since the transition to democracy.  The objective of the study is to 

analyse the work that is done by WCSOs in Jordan whose aims are to increase the 

participation of women in politics and advocate for women gaining greater political status. 

This thesis argues that WCSOs have been, and continue to be essential to encouraging 

women to participate in politics by: (i) assisting women to increase their ability by 

improving their skills and understanding their rights; (ii) mobilising to lobby politicians to 

grant assistance to women candidates to run for office; (iii) implementing the quota system; 

(iv) building a number of groups of women by improving their skills and knowledge, to 

take a leadership role to facilitate pre-designed women’s organisations’ activities; and (v) 

contributing their own strategies to enhance and shape women’s political participation 

outcome. This case study of Jordan highlights the significance of numerous forms of 

context-dependent knowledge, and provides a useful example for Arabic countries where 

women’s organisations continue to promote women’s representation. This research also 

contributes to the scholarly debate on the importance of taking into account the role of 

women’s organisations in promoting women’s representation.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Women’s participation in political life is of interest to both scholars and feminist activists 

as it is an important issue at both the domestic and international level of political analysis. 

Over the past two decades, we have seen civil society organisations increasingly engaging 

with issues related to women’s political equality in new and developing democracies. In 

several Arab nations, civil society activity has been restored, and Arab women’s assemblies 

have been established in Jordan in particular, with the aim of increasing the level of 

women’s participation in the Jordanian political, cultural, economic and social sphere. 

Jordan’s Arab neighbours have been pre-occupied with their own political and social issues, 

which has had a significant impact upon Jordan’s own political stability which has been, 

and continues to be one of the most important challenges for the country 

Since 1970, Jordanian women have struggled for political and social rights but often in the 

context of wider political struggles. Historically, Jordanian women were not able to take 

part in most aspects of public life. Jordanian society is formed on the basis of traditional 

customs relating to family and tribal control. It took many decades before society began to 

accept women’s participation in the women’s movement, and recognise women as having 

the right to take part as dynamic members of women’s organisations. Even the work of 

these organisations was initially limited to charitable and social issues. Women’s 

organisations have sought to improve women’s status throughout society despite these 

constraints and have been critical to advancing women’s political mobilisation. My 

objective is to reveal how women’s political participation has continued despite, and in 

resistance to these factors.  

More specifically, the purpose of this research is to explore and examine the various ways 

Jordanian WCSOs have worked to promote women’s representation before and during the 

transition to democracy. The research and its implications will be explained in this 

introductory chapter, which contains the following sections: the background; the 

significance and the aim of the research and a brief discussion of the main research findings. 

 

Background 

Jordan is generally considered to have a traditional culture. Much of society is still 

influenced by traditional rules such as, tribalism and clans, referred to as “bedun” or “Al 



2 
 

ashera’a” in Arabic (Al-Atiyat, 2003). This culture is reflected in the lives of women in 

their quest to gain prominence and their struggles to take part in public life and in politics. 

There is a certain bias in society that prescribes the need for men to hold the most important 

political roles. There have been two major early phases of the Jordanian women’s 

movement where this bias was contested. The first phase lasted from 1940 to 1960, and the 

second phase from 1970 to 1980. During the first phase from 1940 to 1960, the role of 

women’s organisations was focused on expanding compulsory education for all girls, 

whilst women’s political participation was a secondary issue. In the second phase from 

1970 to 1989, Jordanian women organised themselves through women’s civil society 

organisations to be more active in public life, even though they were not explicitly 

interested in political participation. These organisations began following a range of 

initiatives to improve women’s lives and their participation in public life in general. During 

the second phase in 1974, women won the right to vote and run for elected office, but they 

were also involved in activities aimed at improving women’s social and economic rights. 

Before 1989, and the transition to democracy in Jordan, the focus of most civil society 

organisations was on issues related to human rights and women’s political participation 

was not considered essential to this work.   

In 1974, Jordanian women organised the National Women’s Assembly of Jordan to 

celebrate the UN Women’s Year. The Arab Women’s Union (AWU) organisation, along 

with the Arabic Women Assembly in Jordan, began pursuing an agenda to enhance 

women’s rights, to the annoyance of the Ministry of Interior (Miqdad, 2006). During this 

time, women’s civil society organisations re-established themselves in several other Arab 

nations. Their aims were to increase levels of participation and encourage women to be 

more active in political, economic and social spheres. International concern for women and 

their political rights became more prominent around 1975 and coincided with when the 

Jordanian women’s movement became more open to the international civil society 

organisations. This 10 year period between 1975 and 1985 saw a number of developments 

take place in parallel with the intellectual and organisational growth of national 

organisations in Jordan. In 1981, a number of Jordanian women formed domestic women’s 

organisations that became the centre of the women’s movement in the Jordanian 

community (Jardaneh, 2003). Women’s civil society organisations that were working in 

human development, prior to the transition to democratisation in Jordan, seldom 

specifically focused their activities on women’s political participation.  
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In 1989, during the time of the transition to democracy and the start of the third phase of 

the Jordanian women’s movement, Jordanian women’s civil society organisations began 

working on policies related to increasing the level of women’s political involvement. The 

transition to democracy can be seen as “a juncture period” in this regard - facilitating the 

mobilisation of women by these organisations. Their work consisted of the provision of 

strategic support to raise the issue of improving women’s status, as well as lobbying to 

change the laws to include a gender quota to boost women’s political participation. 

The concept of women’s political representation in Jordan began to take hold as a salient 

issue around 1989 during the time of the transition to democracy. During this time women 

took up the opportunity to run for election, and to advocate for equal participation, by 

electing more women (Phillips, 1993). This thesis is interested primarily in regarding 

women’s political representation this refers to taking part in political spheres to engage in 

political action. It is concerned with examining the range of opportunities that open up for 

women’s participation in political decision-making, in political activities at different levels, 

and running for different political positions. For instance, the increase in women’s 

representation in parliament has further enabled women to support and promote women’s 

issues in local campaigns and national elections. The appointment of women to ministerial 

positions and senatorial roles has also enhanced women’s political participation in political 

decision-making.  

Women’s representation in connection with the mechanism of the women’s quota shows 

that they still, nevertheless, require institutional support to make women’s representation a 

natural and essential part of the political process in Jordan. A quota system was 

implemented in 2003 to improve the number of female candidates yet there continues to be 

a number of challenges and barriers to women running and winning political office.  

Women’s participation in politics in Jordan has been limited and the number of women 

elected was relatively low in the 1990s through until the beginning of 2000s. It was not 

until 2003 that women in Jordan were able to run for election to parliament. This was the 

same year that the reserved seats quota was introduced, enabling women to serve in 

parliament as representatives. Since then, the number of women in various political 

positions has increased. For instance, the number of women who were elected to 

government institutions has increased from six women in 2003 to 13 women in 2010. This 



4 
 

research will show the how women’s organisations have worked to support the election of 

these women and the political participation of women more generally. 

In 2008, I took up an opportunity to be a trainer and volunteer with some international and 

domestic women’s organisations to advance women’s political participation. This allowed 

me to have direct contact with women from Jordan and women from other countries in the 

region who were interested in these issues. My own experiences as a former MP from a 

Bedouin area also made me interested in women’s political participation. I come from a 

tribal family where women have less education and fewer opportunities to be in public life. 

I faced many hurdles when I decided to stand as a candidate for election to Parliament, but 

my connections with women's organisations helped me to overcome a number of these 

difficulties. As a result, I became interested in how women’s civil society organisations 

could help to improve women’s political participation, and I thought more studies were 

necessary to understand the role of women’s organisation in improving women political 

participation.   

Research Question 

My guiding hypothesis is that women’s organisations, particularly those dedicated to the 

political advancement of women, are necessary and important mechanisms in the adoption 

of gender equality norms, rules, and policies regarding equality in transitional democracies. 

This study empirically examines women’s participation and the representation of women 

in Jordan in the periods prior to, and during, the transition to democracy. It assesses the 

roles played by women actors, both inside and outside the conventional political arena, to 

place women’s issues on the political agenda and to advance women’s rights. 

Several key questions guide this research: First, what roles have women’s civil society 

organisations played in improving women’s political participation in Jordan over time? In 

particular, focus will be placed upon how women’s civil society organisations have worked 

towards increasing women’s political involvement between the periods of non-democratic 

rule and elections that brought democracy to the state of Jordan. Second, how do 

international and domestic women’s civil society organisations interact in order to promote 

women’s democratic participation in Jordan in supporting domestic activists?  

Thus, this thesis will also address a secondary question about the extent to which women’s 

civil society organisations can influence particular institutional outcomes on behalf of 
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women in times of institutional change, and during the transition to democracy. What does 

this tell us about how women’s organisations have been able to utilise the window of 

opportunity provided by the process of democratic transition?  What institutional changes 

have taken place that has been beneficial to women? How significant is it that women’s 

organisations have shifted from traditional roles to more eclectic modes of operating which 

include idea-sharing and international networking?  

These questions, in conjunction with ideas drawn from the scholarship on democratic 

transition and women’s representation (reviewed later) inform several research hypotheses 

that guide the empirical analysis that follows. The first and the main hypothesis posits that 

the activities of women’s civil society organisations during the first and second phases of 

the women’s movement before the transition to democracy were inactive with regard to 

improving women’s political participation and the focus on women’s issues. The second 

hypothesis is that, as women’s organisations have become more established (during the 

third phase women’s movement) they have played an increasingly political role in terms of 

mobilising women to call for their rights during the transition to democracy to change the 

overall status and condition of women. The third hypothesis is that implementing of the 

quota reserved seats has enabled women to run for elected office and has affected 

significant change on women’s political representation. The fourth hypothesis is that the 

growth of women’s networks reflects a significant change in how women’s organisations 

and their participants inform and translate their demands and create awareness throughout 

society with respect to the significance of women’s participation in politics. Finally, the 

fifth hypothesis is that women’s organisations are capable of undermining barriers that 

affect women’s participation.  

In order to answer the research questions and evaluate the hypotheses, and to identify how, 

when and why these various forms of women’s organising have impacted on political 

change and the political participation of women, I chose to use the analytical approach most 

commonly labelled historical institutionalism. This thesis draws on Historical 

Institutionalism (HI) as an analytical approach, “to explain gendered institutional 

outcomes” (Kenny, 2013, p.55) at different levels of women’s political participation. 

Historical Institutionalism is an approach that demands attention to history – it states that 

history matters, and historical events and the context they take place within shapes the 

various rules and norms that have shaped women’s political representation over time 
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(Wyche, Sengers, & Grinter, 2006), through the concept of path dependence (Torfing, 

2009). HI also enables us to understand the issues within different time spans. Kenny 

(2013) argues that  

The Historical Institutionalists and feminist political scientists have frequently argued 
that in-depth single case study and small to medium-n comparison are an optimal 
research study. While institutions have distinctly gendered cultures, and are involved 
in processes of producing and reproducing gender (p.56). 

The feminist historical institutionalist approach to an analysis of formal and informal 

women’s organisations and strategies offers us opportunities to understand what it takes to 

shift the gendered dimensions of institutional power, and the changing of the political 

process over time. Using HI as a framework in the Jordanian context helps us to understand 

how women’s organisations can change women’s political representation and to identify 

the causal mechanisms that lie behind particular processes in improving and enhancing the 

status of women in political life.   

This research also focuses on the outcomes fostered by women’s organisations in creating 

women’s networks by placing emphasis on networking women’s organisations 

programmes. This network building was undertaken in order for women to gain more 

experience about women’s issues through the sharing of skills and experiences through 

cooperation. This is relevant for domestic and international women’s organisations, as such 

forms of interaction through states (from local to national), and civil societies (likewise 

from global to local), help with the sharing of ideas about policies and opportunities for 

institutional change and have proven critical to women’s organisational activism in recent 

decades. 

This thesis builds on Waylen’s research, which explored the idea of gender equality and 

the processes of the transitions to the democratisation, as well as utilising the HI analytical 

framework (Waylen, 1994, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010). Using Historical Institutionalism (HI) 

as an analytical framework offers the opportunity to analyse the improvements and the 

changes in the status of women in politics over the decades through a focus on the gendered 

dimensions of institutional change (Waylen, 2009, p.245). As such, this research differs 

from previous studies in that it seeks to understand the significance of institutional change 

(formal and informal) to the political situation of Jordanian women, before and during the 

transition to democracy, and to make explicit the role of women’s civil society 
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organisations in increasing the participation of women in politics and affecting institutional 

change.  

Furthermore, Waylen (1994) focuses on the women’s movement as one of the key actors 

operating in civil society outside the political arena enabling a focus on many gendered 

issues during the period of transition to democracy, including women’s rights, the impact 

of democratisation on gender, and the improvements in women's political representation.  

In Jordan, as will be demonstrated below, it was women’s organisations that lobbied the 

government, successfully, to include six quota reserved seats in 2003, and to increase the 

number of quota reserved seats to twelve seats in 2010. 

As such, this research defines women’s civil society organisations (WSCO) as 

organisations seeking to increase women’s political representation and influence in all 

sectors of society. The organisations included in this study have as their main objective to 

promote the acceptance of women’s political participating in public life at the grassroots 

level through to the national level. They support women with their campaigns, and support 

the promotion of democracy and political participation through their connections with both 

the state and society. These organisations share culturally-based norms (beliefs about 

changing women’s reality by improving their political status), and more formal rules (the 

published guidelines and strategies adopted to improve women’s status) to achieve goals 

such as changes in the electoral system to increase the number of women as candidates. 

Jordanian women’s organisations have sought to improve and expand their activities over 

time and have continued to build their networks. As this research describes, the latter acts 

as a crucial channel for sharing information by developing activities between individual 

actors involved within women’s organisations nationally and internationally.   

Civil society organisations have played an important role in lobbying for policy change in 

order to promote the development of human rights for the well-being of the citizens in 

general (Zuidberg, 2004; Schwedler, 1995; World Economic Forum, 2013). Civil society 

organisations have also fostered incremental changes to improve society and the 

community life through the action of volunteers and charity groups (Al-hamarneh, 1995; 

Hammad, 1999; Abu-zayd, 2002). Moreover, civil society organisations are known to be 

crucial in promoting democracy by encouraging and mobilising their members to support 

the democratic process as noted by Bratton (1994) and Sajoo (2002). The transition to 

democracy in Jordan reflects the effectiveness of civil society organisations’ actions in 
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improving change incrementally rather than by revolution (Al-Nawaisheh, 2011; Al Akash, 

2006).  

WCSOs aim to improve women’s lives in different ways across economic, social, cultural 

and political arenas so that people throughout the country might become more accepting of 

women in political leadership roles. The third phase of women’s movement in the 1990s in 

particular has been credited with the growth of the intellectual dimension of the women’s 

movement along with the growing presence of the various national organisations. Over the 

last four decades, since the early seventies until the 2000s, WCSOs have been active in 

almost every important sector; social, educational, financial, and political (Jad, 2007; 

Ferree & Martin 1995). Moreover, it is evident that WCSOs have had an important role in 

increasing women’s representation and pushing for greater gender equality during the 

process of the transition to democracy. This reflects the argument put forward by Bratton 

(1994), McIlwaine (2009), and Lauti and Fraenkel (2006) who have conceptualised civil 

society organisations as being critical mechanisms for mobilising women to demand their 

social and political rights. What this thesis demonstrates is that Jordanian WCSOs, through 

their focus on both formal institutional change and informal norms and individual 

strategies, have helped women to improve their self-confidence, their ability, and ultimately 

their participation in public life. 

To date, there has been limited systematic research on the ways these organisations took 

up this challenge, and the extent to which they have succeeded. In response, this research 

examines the work of local women’s organisations as well as their links to international 

organisations, and the extent to which the transfer of knowledge, information and resources 

has shaped and supported the process of building up women’s political participation during 

the process of democratisation. This research builds on Waylen’s research, which has been 

influential in the case of Latin America and Central and Eastern Europe in examining the 

role women’s movements play in the transition to democratic rule, the impact they have on 

a return to competitive electoral politics and the effect they have had on women and 

women’s movements. More specifically, this study examines the role that women’s 

organisations in Jordan play and have played before and during the transition to democratic 

rule. It also seeks to understand how women’s civil society organisations have worked 

towards enhancing women’s political involvement between the periods of non-democratic 

rule and the elections that brought democracy to the state of Jordan. It is notable that the 
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activists associated with women’s organisations since the 1990s played a critical role in 

this crucial juncture in Jordanian history. 

The findings presented here demonstrate that women’s civil society organisations have 

been important mechanisms in terms of improving the political participation and 

representation of women. The participation of women within their communities has 

increased and this is linked to improvements in the quality of life for many Jordanian 

women, as they have started to gain access to decision-making positions at almost all levels, 

by winning elections or through appointments. 

Significance of the Study 

This thesis demonstrates that women’s civil society organisations1 have been an important 

mechanism for increasing women’s participation in political life, and by extension, 

changing the political status of women in Jordan. The importance of this study is that it 

examines and explores the progress and the evolution of the role of women’s civil society 

organisations in improving women’s political representation and equality opportunities 

before and during the transition to democracy in Jordan. While studies exist of other 

countries in the region, there has been limited research addressing women’s issues in the 

Jordanian context. Whereas previous research has focused on the general situation faced 

                                                 
1 A critical women’s organisation in my study was the Jordanian National Committee for Women, which 

operates as an umbrella for different women’s organisations. This umbrella organisation is sponsored by 

Princess Basma Bit Talal and includes, for example, the twelve provinces in the Jordan National Forum for 

Women that made up a critical part of my case study. The Jordan National Forum for Women is also 

sponsored by Princess Basma Bit Talal.  There are also other examples, but these do not feature as part of 

this research, nor are they sponsored by Princess Basma Bit Tala. They include organisations such as Etihad 

Al-Marra’ Al-Urduneh, Etihad Al-Nissai Al-Urduni. Also included are women’s networks such as Candle 

Network, and Al-Nashmiyyat Network. WCSOs became better organised in part because of the presence of 

the umbrella organisations such as the JNCW. It has also made connections with women’s committees in 

different ministerial offices and government institutions. Since 1992, the leader of JNCW, Princess Basma, 

has pursued a vision and aspired to achieving goals in line with key interests of Jordanian women. The JNCW 

also attempts to create public awareness relating to the importance of women’s public roles, and strives to 

increase women’s participation in social development activities and enhance job opportunities for women in 

the public and private sectors (Al-Atyiat, 2003).   
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by Jordanian women, as well as the ways in which civil society has developed to date in 

Jordan, up until now there has been little systematic analysis that evaluates the development 

of women’s organisations’ claims for political representation during these significant 

periods of institutional change. Moreover, this thesis builds an understanding of the way 

women’s activism in civil society intersects with the processes of institutional change to 

promote the political representation of women. 

Hence, the importance of this study is in its scholarly and practical contribution to our 

knowledge of how best to enhance the level of women’s representation in politics in Jordan, 

and how increased representation is intimately tied to improving the participation of women 

in their communities and in women’s organisations.  Moreover, the thesis reveals that 

WSCOs are both, theoretically and in reality, significant in the promotion of women’s 

representation. It provides an analytical examination of the factors that constrain Jordanian 

women’s participation in politics and how WSCOs have sought to undermine these and 

circumvent them in ways that politically empower women.  This study fills a significant 

gap in the sub-field that focuses on the role of women’s organisations in promoting 

women’s political representation before and during the transitional phase to democracy.  

The study also focuses on understanding the interests of Jordanian women in becoming 

more engaged in the different networks that have been created via domestic and 

international organisations, and the role of women’s networks in improving women’s 

status, particularly in political life. This research reveals how these organisations help 

women to share experiences and discuss pressing issues with the aim of facilitating greater 

political involvement.  

Finally, this research intends to fill the gap in studies of Jordan, and provide resources that 

can help Jordanian women to understand their issues and move towards improving their 

political position. The research findings will be made available to civil society 

organisations who are engaged in working for women’s issues and to domestic and 

international organisations, to assist their understanding of how to improve the political 

lives of women in ways that will work for Jordanian women. It will also provide important 

information on the impact of the transition to democracy with regards to gender equality in 

different institutions of the government; specifically, the contributions of the women’s 

movement on changing and enhancing the political position of women in Jordan.  
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The findings presented in this research are drawn from the insights provided by 46 

participants, 38 of whom were from women’s organisations, domestic and international, 

and the remaining 8 were made up of women parliamentarians, candidates, party members, 

and female ministers. This range gave me insights into what women activists thought were 

important and what women already working in politics thought was necessary to improve 

their status and position.  In addition, 29 of these participants were from the provinces, to 

balance the opinions of the female politicians. This included the leaders of the twelve 

branches of women’s organisations in the provinces, and women who have been working 

in different projects. The sample of interviewees also included other actors such as 

coordinators in the main offices of the international and domestic women’s organisations. 

The fieldwork focused on four women’s organisations located in the city centre of Amman, 

and twelve branches located in the twelve provinces in the north/east, middle and south. 

The branches in the north and the south ensure the inclusion of the women in the area of 

Clans, Bedouin.  

What becomes apparent is that women’s organisations through their training programmes 

and other strategies have had active roles in promoting women’s political participation both 

in municipalities and the national parliament. This was achieved through raising awareness 

regarding the importance of women's participation in public and political life. Nevertheless, 

the role of women’s civil society organisation has been to positively affect the status of 

elite women; that is women MPs, women members of parties, women ministers and women 

candidates, more than women from the provinces. In short, in the Jordanian context, 

women’s organisations have played an important role in assisting women to increase their 

ability to participate politically by improving their skills and understanding of their rights 

to take up roles in public and political life, as well as supporting their participation in 

national and international conferences. 

Research Design and Thesis Outline 

As already mentioned, this qualitative case study draws on the HI approach, which has been 

utilised to document the history of the role of women’s organisations, focusing on an 

explanation of women’s challenges to traditional political institutions prior to and during 

the transition to democratisation. I employ a feminist-inspired research methodology, 

integrating interviews to understand women’s issues, especially those related to women’s 

political participation. My background, experience and personal history, having worked 
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with women’s organisations in Jordan, grants me insights that were used to guide my field 

work as it allowed me more precision and awareness of gender relationships and power 

dynamics. Data collection methods focusing on primary research via interviews, reports, 

and newspapers, allowed me to more adequately describe the relationship between 

domestic and international women’s organisations and women’s political participation. 

The research consisted of three stages. The first stage was the literature review which 

provides an overview of prior research that is relevant to the thesis topic. The second stage 

involved the collection, description and analysis of data, followed by the third and final 

stage of drawing up conclusions and recommendations. A detailed chapter breakdown 

develops the content of these stages.  

First, this thesis investigates the strategy of Jordanian women’s organisations in relation to 

increase the number of women who are taking part in decision-making, and the way the 

government is going about improving the country’s electoral laws. With respect to this 

research, it will address the history of women’s representation. It will discuss the formal 

and informal barriers women face in their quest to create the necessary change in 

government policy and institutions so that their issues can be addressed and laws updated 

and reformed that pertain to women’s issues. The history of the women’s movement and 

the way in which women have organised their organisations is also discussed. 

Second, this research examines the precise role of women’s organisations in assisting 

women to participate in public life and politics. By recognising the issues and how they 

affect women’s representation, this research uses the narratives of the members of the 

twelve branches of a women’s organisation in the provinces. This allows for an analysis of 

the idea that the impact of the women’s organisation has not yet significantly improved the 

status of women in the provinces, but it has helped advance the participation of elite 

women. The empirical data collected as part of this research from interviews with women 

participants, elite women, members and staff of women’s organisation, and relevant 

literature in the field, to obtain a clear perspective from political women about their 

experience and views on political life and what is needed for more women to participate in 

politics.    

Third, as Cook and Fonow (2007) argue, feminist methodology focuses on women’s issues, 

and it also aims to change male-controlled social institutions through research by requiring 
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contributions to social change via the collection and specification of strategic suggestions 

relating to women’s issues (pp.17-18). This research has been conducted to identify and 

explain women’s issues from a gender-related perspective and the role of women’s civil 

society organisations in the modernisation of women’s lives in ways that are considered 

appropriate by the women concerned, which sometimes involves retaining important 

traditions.  

Fourth, in examining the role of women’s organisations in promoting women’s 

representation, this research considers the role of women’s organisations at both the 

international and domestic level. The United Nations and other international women’s 

organisations have promoted increased connections between women globally over time, 

and the extent to which these connections facilitate knowledge transfer is examined in this 

thesis.    

As such, the thesis comprises eight chapters. Chapter One includes a review of scholars 

whose work relates to this research and from which the research questions outlined above 

are derived. Specifically, Chapter One discusses the development and the concept of civil 

society, the growth of civil society organisations and women’s movement. Furthermore, 

this chapter focuses on the application of Waylen’s framework in order to investigate the 

gendered institutional dynamics in the development of political reforms in Jordan before 

and during the transition to democratisation (Waylen, 2007, 1994). 

Chapter Two clarifies the study design and methodology that underpins this research. The 

first part summarises briefly the qualitative case study and feminist approach employed and 

justifies my choice in this regard. The chapter also includes discussions of the sampling 

and the experience of the respondents, transcription, translation, and ethical considerations. 

It also defines the data collection and analysis process, and discusses the trustworthiness 

and transferability of the findings of this investigation to other contexts.   

Chapter Three examines the changing nature of women’s political participation in Jordan 

and looks closely at the representation of women during the transition to democracy. It 

focuses on the level of women’s political representation, and the situation with regard to 

women’s status after the electoral laws were reformed to include women at the national 

level in the House of Representatives, and in the local Municipalities. Moreover, it reviews 

women’s participation in the Jordanian National Assembly (Senate), and in various 
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political parties, to understand the changes in women’s representation and participation 

over time. This material sets the scene for the more detailed material on the women’s 

movement and its organisations that follows.   

The sequences that constitute the historical phases of the women’s movement have been 

highlighted by other scholars that focus on the women’s movement in Jordan including 

Abu Rumi, (1995), Al-Atiyat (2003), and Al-Tal (2013). Chapter Four explores the history 

of the activities of the women’s civil society organisations prior to the transition to 

democracy by focusing on the aforementioned first phase (1940-1960) and second phase 

(1970-1980) of the women’s movement in Jordan. In regards to political participation and 

the focus on women’s political rights, I argue that the activities of women’s civil society 

organisations during the first and second phase of the women’s movement, before the 

transition to democracy, were latent. 

Chapter Five focuses on the ways in which the women’s movement and the activities and 

organisations that resulted from it have evolved during the third phase from the 1990s until 

2012, and the various influences that influenced these changes. To answer the questions 

regarding the role of women’s civil society organisations during the transition to 

democracy, this chapter includes discussion with women in public arenas who have sought 

to advance and promote gender equality during this time. It also explores the impact of the 

third phase of the women’s movement, in terms of mobilising women to call for their rights 

during the transitions to democracy. I argue that women’s organisations, during the third 

and current phase, of the women’s movement, had and still have an important political role 

to play.  

Chapter Six examines the macro-level formal institutional rules, such as the role of the 

government, electoral system, the organisation of political parties, and how these 

institutional arrangements shape and influence political opportunities to achieve the goal 

of further increasing the representation of women and to ensure greater political 

participation of women at national and local level. This focus will allow a greater 

understanding of how both formal and informal institutional rules and norms interact and 

influence the political representation of women. I argue that women’s political 

representation has been affected at different junctures of time, for example in 1957, when 

the educated class of women were granted the opportunity to vote during the first phase of 

the women’s movement. Then in 1974, during the second phase of the women’s movement, 
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all women were granted the right to vote and to run for elected office. In the 1990s, during 

the third phase, women started to run for elected office. In 2003, a gender quota was 

implemented in order to help women increase their political representation and create more 

opportunities for women to participate in the public sphere.   

Chapter Seven examines the goals and strategies employed by women’s organisations that 

support and promote women’s political representation, in addition to discussing the formal 

rule changes noted above. This involves investigating four women’s civil society 

organisations nationally and internationally. In order to answer the question regarding the 

role women’s civil society organisations have played and continue to play in improving 

women’s political participation in Jordan in particular, I review the way these women’s 

civil society organisations have worked to increase the awareness of women’s rights, and 

train women with different skills to have the ability and capability to work towards 

increasing women’s political involvement. This chapter argues that women’s organisations 

have been able to have a significant influence in increasing women’s political participation 

between the periods of non-democratic rule and the elections that brought democracy to the 

state of Jordan. 

Chapter Eight focuses on the outcomes achieved by women’s organisations in the way 

women’s networks coordinate and transfer information and enable women to become more 

actively involved. This includes a focus on those who participate in a variety of activities 

that women’s organisations sponsor in relation to key issues of concern for these women. 

It discusses the aim and the role of women’s networks, during the transition to democracy, 

and gives specific examples of the work of women’s networks, local, national, regional, 

and international. What becomes apparent is that these networks contribute to addressing 

and sharing ideas about women’s issues. Furthermore, how international and domestic civil 

society organisations cooperate to assist local women is analysed. I argue that women’s 

networks have played a significant role in influencing the role of the women’s organisations 

and their participants to inform and translate their concerns, matters and issues to the public. 

 In Chapters Seven and Eight, the focus is on the outcome of the women’s organisations 

and the creation of women’s networks to transfer the knowledge and information necessary 

for women to understand their issues. In conclusion, I argue there is sufficient evidence to 

demonstrate that women’s organisations have played an important part in influencing the 

government to update laws specifically related to women’s lives, in order to improve 
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gender equality. Women’s organisations have been effective because the transition to 

democracy has allowed women’s organisations more opportunities to organise and 

influence institutional arrangements. Specifically, the emergence of women’s organisation 

demonstrate that issues relating to women’s political representation have gained increasing 

importance in Jordan’s traditional culture and that fundamental change in gender relations 

is beginning to take place in Jordan, although progress is slow. These organisations have 

played a critical role in engaging both the public and the government on these issues. 

Understanding how they have done this can therefore shed light on pre-transition politics 

and on the process of transition itself.  
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CHAPTER ONE: The Development of Women’s Civil Society Organisations 

This chapter investigates the development of civil society organisations and explores the 

women’s movement in the context of the evolution of women’s civil society organisations 

in particular. In addition, it will provide a discussion of Historical Institutionalism (HI), 

which will be the framework for analysis used for understanding how Jordanian women’s 

role in politics has developed over time through collaboration with women’s groups. 

Furthermore, by taking cues from the research conducted by Waylen (2007) on Latin 

America, this chapter will analyse how activities before the transition to democracy phase 

affected the transition period itself. Waylen’s study tracks the development of women’s 

organisations in Latin America and women’s movements during the transition to 

democracy in order to illustrate how gender equity informs the advent of democratic 

processes. This insight appears to apply to the Jordanian case and will be used to frame the 

discussion of the various phases of the Jordanian women’s movement discussed in later 

chapters. 

Based on the definition offered by Bunbongkarn (2004), civil society organisations (CSOs) 

can be social, religious, educational and civic rights groups that are either formal NGOs or 

informal associations. According to Biglang-awa and Bestari (2011), CSOs have acquired 

significant power in recent years and now have the ability to unite society and encourage 

all citizens to pursue a common goal in changing attitudes toward many different social 

phenomena. However, the effectiveness of these groups varies widely and is largely 

dependent on each group’s expertise, network and organisational competency (Biglang-

awa & Bestari, 2011).  

According to Al-Hourani (2009), civil society organisations in Jordan, many of which grew 

out of women’s societies or groups, first began to greatly influence Jordanian life in a 

salient way in 1995. It was at this time that these groups began to undertake development 

and political work as opposed to volunteer work, which had been their main focus for the 

previous 50 years. In addition, these groups began to address sensitive issues directly, 

particularly in relation to women’s rights, human rights and Jordanian citizenship. These 

groups gained credibility and became accepted as mainstream features in Jordanian society 

and were accepted by the majority of Jordanian people (Shteiwi & Hourani, 1996). 

Following Waylen (2007) then, this thesis gives consideration to how the activities of 

women’s organisations in Jordan have positively influenced political gender equality 

during the democratic transition.  
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The extent to which women participate in society is a fundamental aspect of public 

participation as many women’s groups have traditionally not been encouraged or even 

accepted to operate within the nation’s political framework. Civil society organisations in 

Jordan have nevertheless begun to influence and guide public policy changes in recent years 

as their impact on society continues to grow and Jordanian civil society as a sphere for 

policy debate distinct from the government evolves (Jarrah, 2009). The growth in number 

and the development of the capacity of civil society organisations (CSOs) in Jordan has 

also been facilitated by increased cross-border collaboration (World Bank, 2005).  

The Concept of Civil Society 

The concept of civil society has been understood in different ways depending on the 

theoretical perspective, context and historical time period studied. Understood as being 

made up of tangible organisations, Diamond (1994) argues that civil society includes both 

formal and informal organisations, and includes ethnic associations or networks as well as 

groups such as unions and women’s organisations. When described in theoretical terms, 

civil society can be understood as “the realm of organised social life that is open, voluntarily 

bound by a legal order or set of shared rules” (Diamond, 1999, p.221). Kohler-Koch and 

Quittkat (2009) argue that civil society articulates and represents the interests of the public 

and operates within a sphere of social networks (p.1). Arendt (1958), and Cohen and Arato 

(1994), argue that civil society is comprised of both public and social life. The concept of 

civil society has also been conceptualised as a societal sphere which encourages voluntary 

association within social networks for the purpose of organising political interest groups 

(Habermas, 1989). Diamond (1994) sees civil society as an intermediary entity or space 

between private and government spheres where citizens come together to influence 

economic, social, and political life. As such, civil society is an arena in which citizens 

communicate with each other and construct a social frame that helps people to achieve their 

goals in changing policy, regardless of the issues or how they define them, or whether the 

organisation is a group, syndicate, or religion (Walzer, 1992).  

Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith (2002) have drawn a distinction between the formal and 

informal institutions that make up civil society. They note that formal institutions included 

ministry buildings, the legislature and sittings of parliament, public events such as 

elections, city council meetings and legal proceedings, while informal institutions are based 

on implicit and less clearly articulated socio-cultural norms, and the impact of 
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socioeconomic factors on political behaviour (Brinkerhoff & Goldsmith, 2002, p.1). The 

focus on civil society organisations as the site for informal political practices places great 

emphasis on personal network building and highlights the interplay “between formal and 

informal political institutions” (Bjarnegard, 2013, p.29). Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith (2002) 

found the informal institutions are key contributors to political participation, the rule of 

law, and support networks which will be difficult to identify and to remove.  

Thus, we can take civil society in the contemporary era as comprised of various networks 

of individuals, communities, non-government organisations that share information and 

communicate in order to assist in opening up the space of power, with a view to influencing 

new configurations of actors (World Economic Forum, 2013). A strong civil society 

endeavours to build and shape organisations to influence the state in order to create 

institutional change. Zuidberg (2004) argues for creating a strong civil society by building 

organisations, networking, and pro-actively lobbying for policy change as a means of 

influencing positive change to enhance everyday life for citizens throughout society at all 

levels. Civil society actors argue that institutions are one of the most important mechanisms 

for enhancing life and humanity throughout the world (Keyman and Icduygu, 2003). 

With respect to the relationship between democracy and civil society, Mahmoud (2011) 

argues that civil society enhances democracy by promoting citizenship rights and also plays 

a role in shaping economic reforms and relations within a democracy. Jaber (2011) asserts 

that in order to develop the necessary institutions desirable to nurture and support the 

democratic process, it is necessary for the civil society of a country to maintain the 

infrastructure of democracy in a manner that suits the specific cultural and socio-economic 

features of a given society. Moreover, Bjarnegard (2013) argues that with regard to 

institutional strength “it is important to employ the definition of democracy as a political 

system, such as free and fair elections, associational rights such as the right to vote, as these 

confirm people’s participation in and influence over the political process”(p.56).  

Civil society’s value can also be identified in its propensity to increase the networking, 

coalition building and collaboration of social associations, for example unions, charities, 

community groups, and so forth. Other scholars argue that civil society should help with 

the process of building the framework of democracy, as institutions within civil society 

often supplement formal processes such as voting, and thus help citizens shape their culture 

and politics (John, 2012). Scholars have also argued that the purpose of civil society is to 

“serve as a space to referee between the individual and the state” (Mahajan, 1999, p. 3471). 
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These insights and definitions, will guide this study’s research hypothesis with a view to 

better understanding the changing role of women’s organisations during the transition to 

democracy and the various strategies they have employed to enhance women’s political 

participation.  It also explores how women’s organisations have sought to change women’s 

access to formal political institutions advance more female-friendly informal practices, 

networks and communication strategies in order to create institutional change. 

Civil society organisations 

Civil society organisations with their own objectives and motivations are key actors in 

advancing social change. CSOs consciously attempt to change private and government 

spheres of society as well as the functioning of society itself through social development 

(Al-hamarneh, 1995). In this sense, they are not simply organisations that passively 

facilitate societal discussion of important social issues. Rather, the growth of civil society 

organisations represents a key to understanding the interactions between various social 

networks directly linked to knowledge generation. These organisations also increasingly 

play a role in the transformation of national and international spaces and venues, and so it 

is important to understand how NGOs take advantage of new national and transnational 

circumstances (Bach & Stark, 2002).  

In the case of Jordan, the period of political instability that was evident from 1940s to 1970s 

affected the development of civil society organisations, as well as the capabilities and 

resources of CSOs. Such resources that could be used to improve the political participation 

of its citizens were limited during this period as they were mostly directed towards 

humanitarian and volunteer activities focused on helping citizens as well as refugees2. Bint 

Talal (2004) found that the political circumstances surrounding the region of Jordan 

hindered the growth and expansion efforts of local civil society organisations. Other 

challenges include the issue that CSOs have not been able to attract media attention to their 

issues of interest. This reflects Poskitt and Dufranc (2011), who argue that the space for 

CSOs to operate and influence change has decreased over time. In their report the World 

                                                 
2 The various wars in the regions surrounding Jordan, such as the wars in Palestine in 1948, and 1967, and 
the exodus of refugees form Palestine have affected and changed the goals of Jordanian civil society 
organisations from being directly engaged in politics to focusing on helping the refugees to find a stable life 
in Jordan. 
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Alliance for Citizen Participation,3 Poskitt and Dufranc tried to answer the question of what 

CSOs supporters can do to limit the effects of weak governance. They found that civil 

society organisations face challenges in terms of building their ability in the context of 

divided societies, particularly at times of conflict while media relations were a key factor 

enabling and informing their work on critical issues (BCSDN, 2007). Poskitt and Dufranc 

(2011) also found that even though civil society creates space for activism during times of 

instability, CSOs in Jordan have not been able to capitalise or take advantage of the 

opportunity to take the necessary action required to improve political representation, and 

help change the lives of citizens for the better.  

In the mid-1990s, civil society organisations became a notable force in Jordan and built a 

relationship between civil society and other political actors, including state organised 

religious groups and foreign donors (Al-Hourani, 2009). Jordanian civil society 

organisations pursued three general strategies and goals with regard to shaping government 

institutions during the transition period. First, the role of CSOs was seen as encouraging an 

interest in politics, as noted by Bratton (1994). Second, as civil society organisations 

worked with the governments on the legislative issues, they were able to build capacity via 

public awareness programmes and education as well as monitoring government institutions 

(Touq, 2006). Third, in order to strengthen civil society, the growth of civil society 

organisations required democratisation (Fowler, 2008).  

As noted above, civil society organisations play a role in promoting democracy by 

encouraging different groups in society to support the rules of democratic competition 

(Bratton, 1994; Sajoo, 2002). Sydow (2013) and Keyman and Icduygu (2003) argue that 

civil society organisations are an essential ingredient in the process of democratisation. 

CSOs have been involved in the fundamental work of building a wider community that 

supports active citizenship and participation (Sydow, 2013). The emergence of civil society 

organisations involves more than the possibility of democratisation, as democratic systems 

assert a certain kind of positive pressure on authority and influence outcomes relating to 

various political decisions.  

                                                 
3 World Alliance for Citizen Participation: presents critical findings on the dynamics of conflict and 
challenges to the development and performance of civil society organisations. It combines desk-based 
research; three in-country consultations; and an online survey in 46 countries. Through dialogue with civil 
society organisations and contains the testimonies of over 200 activists working in situations of conflict across 
the global. 
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Civil society organisations can serve to improve the performance of democratic policies by 

expressing the concerns of inhabitants from different sectors (Luckham & White, 1996). 

The relationship between civil society organisations and democracy as it relates to Arab 

countries depends on the power of the civil society organisations as noted by Sa’d El Den 

(1998). In Jordan, this applies to the issue of the monopolisation of state institutions versus 

nascent civil societies that have yet to make a big impact upon society, such as tribalism. 

With regard to democracy in predominantly Arab nations, Mahmoud (2011) in her case 

study of Arabic countries explains that CSOs could assist in reforming the electoral system, 

and democratise political parties. In Jordan, Al Akash (2006) highlighted that CSOs also 

could enhance the process of democratization and found the spread of CSOs affected the 

progress of the transition to democracy in Jordan, as CSOs promoting the concept of 

democracy played a role in Jordan adopting greater democracy in practice. Setiyono (2010) 

argues that CSOs do offer significant roles in structure and strengthening a democratic 

political culture and a tradition of public liability.    

By examining the goals and objectives of the civil society organisations in Arabic countries, 

Rishmawi and Morris (2007) found that civil society organisations did have some influence 

in promoting civic and community interests. They found CSOs have increased greatly in 

number in Arab World, and that CSOs have been active on a range of different issues. 

Firstly, CSOs have engaged with new themes in their actions such as “human rights, 

women’s rights, good governance, and democratisation” (Rishmawi & Morris, 2007, p.13). 

Norton (1993) argues that Jordanian civil society “certainly found its voice during the 1990-

1991 Gulf crises 4  as illustrated by their activities in organising congresses” (p.210). 

Second, the importance of establishing female-focused CSOs is to develop women as 

leaders and build up support for issues of gender equality as well as the concept of 

empowerment of women. The latter objective tends to be one that women’s civil society 

organisations (WSCOs) in recent decades have been concerned with. 

Of importance to this thesis is the role of civil society organisations in promoting women’s 

political participation.  Civil society organisations are linked to political participation, and 

are important in regards to their role specifically in the preservation and advancement of 

civil rights and freedoms (Bunbongkarn, 2004). Second, civil society organisations have 

                                                 
4 Civil societies; for example the professional associations “they were very active in organising congresses 
and demonstrated against the allies’ actual goals of dominating the Arabian Gulf and of destroying Iraq on 
the one hand, and in collecting donation to help Iraqis to face the blockade imposed over them on the other 
hand” (Odhibat,1992, p.18). 
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played a role as a fundamental instrument supporting political participation and 

mobilisation (Schwedler, 1995). Bunbongkarn (2004) argues that civil society 

organisations have been active in inspiring political awareness and encouraging people’s 

political participation and mobilisation. Ghosh (2009) also examined NGOs as political 

institutions and noted that they worked in political areas such as human rights, politics, and 

have contributed to improvements in the quality of participation. Ghosh did note, however, 

that they have not had as much success in promoting democratic practices in institutions in 

developing countries. Nevertheless Wiktorowicz (2002) found that most of the research on 

NGOs views formal grassroots associationalism5 as a mechanism of collective 

empowerment and promoting political development that facilitate political participation. 

The development of civil society organisations can extend beyond the dimensions of social 

activities to allow them to function even more effectively as they continue to pursue social, 

economic and political development. In Jordan, the number of CSOs doubled during the 

political reform (transition to democracy) period from 1989 onwards, even though these 

CSOs were not considered to have significant influence over either the policy or the 

political sphere at that particular time (Jarrah, 2009). Overall, in relation to the role of civil 

society organisations in promoting democracy in Jordan, expectations should be tempered. 

Nevertheless, they have proved to be important to the growth and development of women’s 

political participation.   

The Women’s Movement 

Scholars have defined the women’s movement as a type of social movement with 

distinctive features. First, Hourigan (2001) notes that the development of the women’s 

movement and increase in the profile of associated activities occurred concurrently with 

the emergence of sociology as an academic discipline in the 1950s and 1960s. A second 

feature is the evolution of a stance where “social change [is achieved] even by individuals 

or groups who share collective identity developed on the basis of common opposition to 

dominant norms” (Sawer and Grey 2008, p.5). Third, as Abu Rumi (1995) argues women’s 

movements have incorporated a variety of measures comprised of women’s collective and 

individual actions, and through women’s organisations that seek rights and reforms, both 

                                                 
5 According to Kaufman (1999) associationalism is “vital component of political life and that it poses” (p. 
1297), and it “may increase public awareness and provide an effective counterbalance to passive reliance on 
the state” (p.1303).  
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civil and political for women (p.22). Fourth, the women’s movement as a tool for 

mobilisation has focused amongst other things, on demanding the vote for women in order 

to include them in politics. The women’s movement thus can be seen as an instrument that 

places emphasis on creating social and political opportunities to change structures to 

promote gender equality and women’s rights (Derichs, 2014; Kuttab, 2012; Molyneux, 

2002; Al-Atiyat, 2003). Fifth, the women’s movement aims to achieve women’s rights by 

removing the inequality between men and women in (but not limited to) the political, social 

and economic sphere (Krolokke & Sorensen, 2006, pp.1,6). Krolokke and Sorensen (2006) 

argue that the women’s movement often provides a platform that enables women to utilise 

their skills and creativity to efficiently contribute to society.  

Further, the aim of activists in the women’s movement has been to inspire collective 

behaviour so that women can, as a group, express their ideas and change public attitudes 

and opinion about women’s roles, whereas individuals, or as an organisation (McBride & 

Mazur, 2010). The aim of activists in the women’s movement has often been to address 

issues related to gender awareness, gender equality and to support women’s rights 

(Outshoorn, 2010; Kuttab, 2012). Rochon and Mazmanian (1993) have argued that the 

women’s movement has succeeded in three areas: gaining access to the policy process, 

changing policy, and changing social values. As such, Rochon and Mazmanian have 

suggested that the most effective path to having an impact on policy outcomes is where the 

authorities and organisations are included in the political process.  

Berger (2006) noted in her research that democratisation has led to the institutionalisation 

of the women’s movement and has encouraged it to turn from protest politics to policy 

work and to helping the state implement a gender equality agenda and complementary 

strategies. The women’s movement has similarly had important long-term effects on the 

democratic political system by helping to change social values to influence governmental 

institutions to change policies. This has changed the reality of women’s experience and had 

the effect of initiating and promoting debates related to women’s political representation, 

which can help prioritise women’s interests to be more active in public life (Berger, 2006, 

p. 1).  

More generally, scholars have argued that the women’s movement form that strategy is 

necessarily influenced by “the ways in which gender ideologies and identities are 

embedded in the framing and in the construction process of the social movement’s identity” 

(Kuumba, 2002, p.517). To be more specific, Kuumba (2002) stated that a lack of gender 
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equality has encouraged the development of women’s organisations whereby women often 

focused their activism more at the grassroots level rather than targeting community leaders 

(p.509). 

The women’s movement has also utilised human rights discourses to promote the 

achievement of women’s rights in the interrelated areas of political, social and cultural 

activities. It has been common to see women’s organisations making demands regarding 

the rights of women to take part in public debate and in policy arenas by focusing on gender 

differences as a crucial point (Outshoorn, 2010; Molyneux, 2002). This reflects the 

argument put forward by Peters and Wolper (1995) who have suggested that women within 

the women’s movement have recognised the importance of moving on from an exclusive 

focus on the elaboration of alternative programs within women’s organisations to placing 

women’s issues on the mainstream agenda.  

In Arab countries, women’s movements generally share similar histories and issues related 

to politics. Most of the organisations lived through the challenges of the 1948 and 1967 

Arab-Israeli war, and 1990-1991 Gulf War (Abu Rumi, 1995; Al-Ali, 2002; Chatelard, 

2010). During the period of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the tensions between secular and 

religious tendencies created different visions for transforming the existing gender order 

(Al-Ali, 2002). However, Alrenfeldt and Golley (2012) argue that in some cases “different 

religious discourses were invisible, and some groups continue to claim a monopoly on 

religious interpretation that seeks to justify existing inequalities” (p. 29). The first and 

second phases of the women’s movement in Jordan took place during the historical period 

from the 1940s to the 1980s. During this period, women’s organisations helped women to 

focus their attention on the effects of gender inequalities and pointed to the need for gradual 

institutional change (Findlay, 2012). There were some successes in Jordan as in 1957 

educated women gained the right to vote, and then later in 1974, all women gained the right 

to vote and be elected to parliament. 

In the first and second phases of the women’s movement Arab women have played crucial 

roles in political demonstrations by discussing political issues in meetings, conferences and 

forums, both informally and formally. As many Arab countries obtained their 

independence, they created new national identities, and modernised their states (Albanane, 

2005). As an example, the women’s movements in Tunisia and Egypt have been a 

consistent voice speaking out and calling for democracy. In Lebanon, Palestine, Yemen 

and Syria, the women’s movements have been active and organised despite the challenges 
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affecting their country (Regan, 2012). In Jordan, the early women’s movement and its 

constituent organisations were dedicated primarily to issues related to refugees as the state 

had been critically affected by outside Arab nations, which suffered many losses, and also 

due to the Palestinian refugees who were expatriated to other Arab countries after the 1967 

war (Chatelard, 2010). The women’s movement established the Arab Women’s Union in 

the 1950s (Regan, 2012), and in order to help the refugees who participated in efforts to 

achieve national aspirations for their respective countries’ independence. Consequently the 

overall issues that were addressed by the women’s movement in the Arabic region in areas 

such as education, health, and job creation were similar in Jordan and in Iraq and Syria 

(Alrenfeldt & Golley, 2012; Vinson & Golley, 2012). 

The impact of the women’s movement can be seen through the activities of groups of 

women who have been trying to create women’s civil society organisations (WSCOs) in 

order to achieve their goals of improving women’s status and improving the laws that affect 

women’s lives. Alrenfeldt and Golley (2012) focus on women’s movements throughout the 

Arab world, highlighting the beliefs held and activists involved with women’s 

organisations and informal women’s groups across a range of Arab countries.  Their 

volume includes contributions by women from Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Iraq, 

Egypt, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Yemen, and the Arab diaspora in the United 

States. Alrenfeldt and Golley (2012) note however, that they found it challenging to find 

full discussion and descriptions of the women’s movement in Jordan and Syria. It seems 

that there is a notable gap in the literature related to the women’s movements in some parts 

of the Arab world, and Jordan and Syria in particular. This research study is an attempt to 

fill this gap and in this sense provides an investigation of the women’s movement in Jordan. 

It will investigate and detail the impact of women’s groups that are trying to organise 

themselves into viable civil society organisations that will focus on furthering women’s 

representation. 

Jad (2007) and Ferree and Martin (1995) argue that the development of women’s 

organisations has enabled significant progress in women’s lives in relation to health, 

education, and rights’ advocacy, in that they have worked to change laws at the local and 

national level. A women’s movement exists not just because societal attitudes are changing 

but because women organisations are working to meet the needs of women and providing 

outlets for women to voice for calls for change. Gilman (2007) also found that the women’s 

movement is characterised by women’s organisations exchanging information and sharing 
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knowledge to enhance their sense of community through the continued sharing of ideas, 

values, and beliefs.  

The women’s movement and women’s organisations in Jordan 

With regard to the development of the women’s movement in Jordan, as this study will 

describe in greater detail, there have been incremental changes in the position of Jordanian 

women over time. Abu Rumi (1995) focuses on attempts to unite the activities of the 

women’s movement, and found that the women’s movement has played an important role 

in Jordan and has made some progress in improving the status of women in Jordanian 

society with regard to women’s social life, work, and education. Abu Rumi indicated, 

however, that women‘s organisations still lacked cooperation and collaboration between 

them in relation to women’s issues. Nevertheless, as the women’s movement evolved along 

with the development of Jordanian civil society organisations, government policy, and the 

legislative process, there has been increased consideration of women’s issues and a 

heightened awareness of human rights (Al-Tal, 1985). 

The study of women’s movements at different periods in time is significant for 

understanding the way it has led to the creation of a range of women’s organisations, which 

in turn have sought to direct the energy of the women’s movement and sought to assist 

women in claiming a range of rights.  Al-Tal (2013) and Abu Rumi (1995), in their 

discussions of the Jordanian women’s movement at different historical stages, note the 

institutional context has itself affected the way the women’s movement has dealt with 

different political, social and cultural issues, from the time of independence to the 

contemporary period.  

The first phase of the women’s movement lasted from the 1940s to the 1960s, when the 

first women’s organisations were established. Al-Rawashdeh, Al Arab and Al-shboul 

(2012) and Al-Tal (2013) document the creation of women’s organisations, the first of 

which was created as early as 1944. Since the 1940s,  a range of women’s civil society 

organisations that originally were started by women from the elite class or ruling families 

became increasingly prominent and was involved in independent public work (Al-Tal, 

1989). Al-Atiyat (2012) notes, however, that prior to the 1960s these organisations focused 

was primarily on families and on women performing perceived traditional women’s roles 

in education and health. In this sense, the activities of the women’s movement in Jordan 

were mostly voluntary in nature rather than activist and the idea of an emancipatory 
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women’s movement was not salient as the role of women was confined to charitable work 

with women’s civil society organisations working primarily as charitable organisations. 

Nevertheless, this was the first time women were gathering for political mobilisation 

(Sahliyeh, 2005). Then, in the 1960s, Al-Attiyat, Shteiwi and Sweiss (2005) argue that 

women’s organisations became subsumed by the pan-Arab nationalist struggle, and 

demonstrations by women were organised. The organisers of these demonstrations did not 

focus exclusively on women-specific issues and did not raise women’s issues and concerns 

as a primary component of their work. Nevertheless, there had been a shift from a focus 

solely on volunteerism to one that was increasingly activist. 

The second phase was from 1970s to 1980s, where activists within the women’s movement 

started asserting themselves through women’s organisations. In this second phase, the 

rebuilding of an independent national state was critical to further development (Al-Tal, 

2013). In the 1970s, the trend characterising the activities of women’s organisations was 

stronger focus on women and women’s rights, most notably the desire to have the 

opportunity to be elected and run for office, and the opportunity to engage with government 

in policy making (Al-Ali, 2002). In the early years of the 1970s, women’s activities also 

began to look more intentionally organised. Al-Ali (2002) highlights that an international 

agenda appeared to induce a kind of a domino effect on the Arab women’s movement. For 

example, the United Nations declared the year of 1975 to be the “International Women's 

Year”.  

During this second phase, as Jordanian women participated in the International Women’s 

Year in 1974, Al-Tal (2013) highlights an increased tempo in activities related to women’s 

issues and women’s rights, particularly in Jordan. International and domestic sentiment 

encouraged the government to re-establish the women organisations that had previously 

been dissolved. These women’s organisations had been dissolved because of the political 

issues that surrounded Jordan particularly the War in Palestine. Members of these early 

women’s organisations were from both Jordan and Palestine, so the objective was to have 

Jordan-specific organisations, and these re-commenced their activities capitalising on the 

political openness brought on in 1974, where women obtained the right to vote and to run 

for office for the National Advisory Council. 

In order to participate in the First UN Women’s Conference in 1975, women’s 

organisations adopted every possible means to highlight women’s rights and issues and 

gain prominence. This reflects what the report of the United Nations (UNDP, AFESD & 
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AGPUNDO, 2006) noted in that the purpose of developing contact with other international 

women, intellectuals, and political authorities has been to create and organise dialogue 

channels with a number of prominent political figures and to make development and 

women’s issues mainstream topics for discussion in countries like Jordan. The main 

achievement of 1975 was the re-establishment of the Jordanian Women’s Union, “Ithad Al-

Mara Al Ourduni”, which was concerned primarily with highlighting the reality of 

Jordanian women’s lives, and the limitations that prevented women from enjoying their 

rights. This demonstrated a changing phase in the Jordanian organisations as a number of 

branches across Jordan were established. They situated their offices in the major cities of 

Jordan (UNDP, AFESD & AGPUNDO, 2006) and they held seminars to raise awareness 

among women. They organised media campaigns to record their protest against 

discrimination. Also they organised and held conferences to highlight issues of violence 

against Arab women (Al-Tal, 2013). 

In the third phase of the women’s movement with the transition to democracy during the 

1990s, the development and evolution of a new emancipatory concept characterised the 

movement (Sahliyeh, 2005). There was a rise in awareness of issues of particular interest 

to women throughout society with support and inspiration from the international 

community in relation to women’s liberation. The movement addressed the issues of 

empowerment and integration of women into Jordanian society. Women’s civil society 

organisations became a public space wherein women could assemble, debate and formulate 

diverse opinions that ultimately form what could be called a public opinion about women’s 

issues. In this context, during the third phase of the women’s movement, women’s civil 

society organisations and women in general had more interest in the deeper dynamics that 

shape the political and social life of Jordan. Touaf and Boutkhil (2008) specified that 

women’s civil society became a “public space where gender equality can best be measured 

in a given society” (p. X). They argued that a discrete public space for women’s civil society 

organisations in Jordan would help encourage people to share their ideas. This Jordan-

specific finding reflects the arguments made by Castells (2008) who argues that women’s 

civil society is about using “the public sphere as a space” (p. 78)  of communicating and 

presenting emerging social theories and projects to the decision makers.  

Thus, women’s organisations became an important mechanism enabling them to act as 

political agents for empowering the political mobilisation of more women, and in 

challenging the responsibility of state and society in relation to gender equality in 
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representative governance (Nzomo, 2011). Okello (2010) argues that women's 

organisations have functioned in order to increase women’s general participation in the 

process by proposing laws and regulation that help women throughout society achieve their 

goals, and also to work towards preventing discrimination against women. This reflects the 

argument put forward by Weldon (2002) and Rochon and Mazmanian (1993) who 

identified that women’s organisations were the necessary first step in defining  strategies 

and undertaking activities that might assist more women to gain access to the policy process 

and affect female-friendly legislative outcomes. 

According to Hammad (1999), the goals of Jordanian women’s organisations were first and 

foremost to serve the community, at least in the early 1990s. Hammad identified that they 

also aimed to enhance women’s opportunities in society, economically and socially, and to 

give women a greater chance to become upwardly mobile, gain a profession, and to fulfil 

their ambition to enter a career related to their skills and interest through training. These 

organisations also attempted to raise the political awareness of women. This was in addition 

to the goals of finding more opportunities for women to work, increasing their education, 

promoting greater access to health programs, and implementing programs to enable women 

to achieve equal opportunity in relation to all of their rights, political, economic and social. 

As such, the remit of women’s organisations was broad in scope and, in recent decades at 

least, has sought to advance gender equality across all spheres of women’s lives. 

Jordanian women’s organisations have both formal and informal strategies in their pursuit 

of the creation of more gender equality in both government institutions and public policy 

(Jordanian National Commission for Women Report, 2011). In terms of formal strategies, 

women’s organisations attempted to create an environment that offers equal opportunities 

for everyone, and also attempted to influence the government to work toward instituting a 

quota system to enhance the level of women’s political participation (JNCW, 2008). With 

respect to their informal strategies, women’s organisations have implemented a variety of 

intensive education programs that serve to connect them to influential authorities (including 

the legislature and the executive) that have the power to substantively improve women’s 

rights and change the status of women. WCSO’s role as service delivery agents has given 

them greater credibility with the government and assisted in making them appear to be 

mainstream organisations.  
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The Jordanian National Commission for Women (JNCW) has been notable in this sense 

for their activities and strategies. The JNCW’s organisational mission has been to lobby for 

women’s campaigns and to create public awareness of the increased opportunities for 

women to become educated regarding their rights by offering training (JNCW, 2008). It 

has also been beneficially important for women’s organisations to maintain contact with 

various media in order to build a public focus on women’s organisations. The JNCW played 

a critical role in supporting gender-equality through improving the status of women and 

enhancing their role in national development, increasing and encouraging the participation 

of women in the economy, as well as in politics and decision-making (JNCW, 2008). Also, 

the JNCW has lobbied to improve laws related to women’s participation and to strengthen 

and enhance the status of women in the family and society (Al-Tal, 2013). More generally, 

women’s organisations have collaborated to codify public policies for women in all areas, 

participating in developing national plans and programmes that positively affect women, 

and they have represented their country at conferences and meetings related to women’s 

issues, locally, regionally, and internationally (JNCW, 2008).  

Al-Suyoufi (2007) notes that women’s civil society organisations (she studied seven) that 

have worked with the JNCW have been able to effect changes in the reality of women. She 

found that women’s organisations have worked to empower women economically, socially, 

legally (in regard to their legal rights) and politically through the provision of training 

programs, whilst individual women were more interested in attending sessions specifically 

related to improving their situation financially and economically. As indicated by the 

findings in this thesis, women mentioned that if they want to have more options, for 

example, to run for politics, they are aware they must learn to be financially independent 

and learn how to effectively fund-raise for elections. The programs of the organisations 

studied in this thesis are also aimed at empowering women to take up leadership roles in 

different programs, as they recognise leadership skills are one of the essential influential 

factors that can effect necessary change for improving women’s lives and their social 

reality. This diversity in strategy reflects Mahmoud’s (2011) research, which highlights the 

role of civil society organisations in advancing political reform through the empowerment 

of local women, as members and individuals.  

Thus, the importance of civil society organisations is that they constitute a sphere that 

encourages voluntary action that has played and continues to play an essential role in 

sharing information in order to assist in opening up the space of power, and effect new 
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structures to improve the lives of citizens. The literature above reveals that women’s civil 

society organisations are channels that facilitate opportunities for society to expand 

women’s participation in order to promote success in a certain area of identified political 

importance. With regard to activists in women’s organisations, it is important for them to 

have access to powerful institutions. Even though critical actors can initiate necessary 

change, it cannot be achieved in isolation as non-feminist and feminist actors have 

important strategic positions in the policy making community. 

Civil society organisations have played an important role in interacting with the 

government prior to the transition to democracy, but they have continued to play a 

prominent role during and subsequent to the transition. This is reflected in the development 

of women’s organisations during the period of the transition to democracy in Jordan, and 

helps to explain why women’s organisations in the transition to democracy came 

increasingly to focus on structural and cultural women’s issues as opposed to issues related 

to caring and voluntary work. The wide reach of women’s organisations and the democratic 

movement in Jordan demonstrates that the empowerment of women continues to be an 

important goal of women’s organisations even after the implementation of democratic 

reforms. 

As the JNCW (2011) reports with regard to the activism of women’s organisations in 

Jordan, one of the main strategies is continuing to lobby to influence policy outcomes to 

take women’s issues into account by increasing public awareness. First of all, women’s 

organisations discuss cultural issues that affect women’s participation. Second, women’s 

organisations organise activities in order to inform and influence the government regarding 

the issue of gender in institutions to gain more equal representation. Thirdly, they provide 

input into women’s public discourse in everyday politics and attempt to change behaviour 

related to legal matters, through everyday activities.  

Alongside these lobbying and representational activities, WCSO’s are supportive 

organisations within the women’s movement which allow women to meet and discuss 

women’s issues in detail. The responsibility of women in leadership positions who claim 

to represent women on women’s issues is to gain the opportunity to discuss achievements 

in terms of progress of women’s goals with governmental leaders. Public spaces, according 

to Stone (2008), allow for deliberation and the evaluation of creative responses that have 

increasingly been sought in association with non-state actors in Africa and elsewhere. This 

is relevant for both domestic and international women’s organisations. Such forms of 
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interaction (from local to national) and between civil society organisations (also local to 

global), reflects the argument put forward by Stone and Maxwell (2005) that the interaction 

between domestic and international organisations helps in the sharing of ideas about 

policies and opportunities for institutional change, which in turn have proved critical to 

women’s activism in recent decades. The goals and the objectives of women’s 

organisations have evolved through the activities of the women’s movement. The women’s 

movement has been successful in building women’s organisations, and it has worked to 

support their objectives and strategies in order to achieve their aims of improving gender 

equality and the status of women. How this process has developed in Jordan will be 

discussed in the next section.   

Framework for Analysis 

Waylen’s research (1994, 2007) on the opportunities provided to women during transitions 

to democracy provides useful insights for this research. In her case study of Latin America, 

Waylen (2007) found that actors in the women’s movements and organisations shape and 

are shaped by historical factors; that the role that women’s movements have historically 

played, impacts on the role they continue to play in the transition to democracy. She 

analysed “one key variable the role played by women's movements which is a necessary 

but insufficient focus for any gendered analysis of transitions” (p2). She found “women did 

play an important part in the activities that helped to bring an end to non‐democratic rule. 

And many women activists were keen to ensure that women's claims were taken seriously 

in the post‐transition phase” (p.2).  

In the Jordanian context, Waylen’s work will assist me to analysis the importance of the 

transition to democracy and the activism of women’s organisations to transfer their focus 

onto women’s social and political issues compared to the pre- transition period when they 

were unable to focus on women’s issues. This analysis can be employed to assess the level 

of women’s participation in political life during the transition to democracy and during the 

time after women won the quota system in 2003; both were times of transition and change. 

It is notable that women’s involvement in societies’ transition to democracy both furthers 

and runs concurrently to their own progress. Reading off Waylen’s findings then, we might 

expect that the role of women in the transition process, both in Jordan and more broadly, 

could have a positive impact on the democratisation of gender relations and societal 

relations more generally.  
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In particular, Waylen (2007) argues that women’s movements played an important role in 

process of the transition to democracy. She explores gender issues and the opportunities 

provided by the processes of democratisation, and conversely, the constraints, as they 

sought to take on a more prominent social role and become a mainstream element of 

political life. She shows that during such a transition it is important to affect a significant 

level of women’s participation especially in political life. Waylen does, however, note that 

the impact of that transition toward democracy, especially as it pertains to gender 

institutions, might nevertheless pose difficulties for achieving women’s rights. It can be 

easier, nevertheless, to achieve fairer outcomes for women during the transition to 

democracy, than to pursue direct change by confronting powerful and entrenched 

institutions. In the case of Jordanian women, the research will analyse the role of women’s 

civil society organisations in affecting political change in Jordan measured here as the 

impact on women’s representation in politics prior to and after the transition to democracy. 

This is similar to the focus taken in Waylen’s study, where she identified women’s 

organisations taking on more prominent social welfare roles before the transition to 

democracy during early women’s movements. Focusing on the periods before the transition 

to democracy helps to gain an understanding of the role played by women’s civil society 

organisations in advancing political equality and institutional change, and the extent to 

which recent political reforms (1989-2003) have facilitated the substantive representation 

of women. 

Second, Waylen (1994) examined why women chose to organise or not organise in 

different contexts in Latin America and Eastern Europe. She found that the women’s 

movement was active within the process of transition (p.335), and that “these movements 

have included both groups made up primarily of women and groups of women organising 

specifically as women”. Waylen further notes that they “made different demands on the 

state, and have influenced and been influenced by the transition” (1994, p.335). Women’s 

organisations have organised around both practical and strategic gender interests, and 

different forms of connected groups became active, such as human rights groups (Walyen, 

1994, p335). In the Jordanian context, Waylen’s argument assists me in understanding the 

way in which the women’s movements have established women’s organisations in Jordan, 

and how and why these women’s organisations have promoted the need for women to 

demand women’s rights so that they can influence Jordanian policy and enhance women’s 

political participation within the political process. 
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Finally, Waylen (2007b) explored how women mobilised and the conditions and results of 

their mobilisation in the process of the transition to democracy, and the impact of 

democratic transition on gender relations. She found the conditions allowing women to 

mobilise depended on the relationship between different women’s organisations and the 

state. Mobilisation also depends on women’s movements focusing on gender issues rather 

than just social welfare and whether they are able to place their goals on the government 

agenda and therefore achieve better gender outcomes. Waylen (2007b) focused on the 

conditions of mobilisation in order to explore the relationships of the transition movement 

and gender institutions, such as “political parties and the state during various stages of 

transitions” (p.3). She analysed the “the ways in which the polities and policies instituted 

in the post‐transition phase of democratisation are gendered (measured for example in 

terms of the numbers of women in representative institutions, gender policies, the role of 

women activists, and political parties) (Waylen, 2007b, p.3). In the case of Jordan, 

Waylen’s contributions guided me to focus on the conditions of women’s mobilisation and 

what prompted women’s organisations to generate a specific interest in gender issues. 

Based on the insights of Waylen’s work, it will be important to consider how Jordanian 

women’s organisations have sought to transfer these issues to the government agenda in 

order to achieve and enhance women’s political participation and representation.  

This research will also examine the challenges faced by women in contemporary Jordan, 

and will seek to analyse key variables, that is, the role played by women’s organisations in 

building a political presence and their strategies to undermine economic, social and legal 

barriers to women’s political participation. It does this by focusing on the period prior to 

the transition to democracy and the contemporary process of the transition to democracy. 

In particular, I will examine the non-democratisation period before 1989, and the 

subsequent period of democratisation, and focus on the role played by the women’s 

movement and women’s organisations both prior to and during the transition to democracy, 

formally and informally. In doing so, I will explore how the transition influenced, and was 

influenced by women’s civil society organisations.  Finally, the analysis will bring deeper 

understanding of how women mobilised at different stages both before and during the 

transition to democracy in order to advance women’s political participation. A more 

detailed discussion of Waylen’s approach now follows. 

Waylen (2009) found that Historical Institutionalism was an approach that enabled the 

creation of knowledge that focused on the nature of institutional change and how this might 
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be utilised to advance successful outcomes for women. It considers to what extent there are 

opportunities for institutional change and policy reform at key moments that may be 

exogenously or internally created; during a period of democratic transition, for example.  

Such a critical juncture took place in 1989 in Jordan. HI in this case allows for a focus on 

the history of women’s political organisations and their constituent parts, which have their 

origins and outcomes in increasing women’s political participation, and the development 

of these over time. The HI framework provides an understanding of how societal 

institutions such as governments and political parties have shaped and influenced the role 

of women as actors in women’s civil society organisations, when they seek to implement 

certain goals during periods of transition (Waylen, 2009). The HI framework also 

recognises that formal institutions are influenced by the actions of interest groups; thus 

there are co-constitutive effects. Women as actors in women’s civil society organisations, 

and their attempts to achieve certain goals during the transitional period, have been 

analysed through this framework with a view to understanding whether particular 

institutional changes might result that advance gender equality (Waylen, 2009).  

Kenny (2013) says that for Historical Institutionalists, in-depth single case studies are the 

optimal research strategy. Several other scholars have found historical approaches to 

institutional analysis that examine the configuration of constellations of elements over time. 

They are particularly well-equipped to deal with the empirical complexities of gender 

institutions and the political processes over time (Waylen, 2009, 2011; Mackay, 2009). 

Findlay (2012) observed that Historical Institutionalism as an approach sheds light on the 

effectiveness of women’s groups in promoting societal gender equality as well as women’s 

participation in political institutions. Such an approach gives insight as to why certain 

trends and practices have evolved within women’s organisations and whether these in turn 

have impacted on formal institutional rules.  

As such, it facilitates the analysis of the development of women’s organisations and how 

their changing strategies can have an impact on government institutions due to the actions 

and activities of their members and the relative strengths and positions of various groups 

and institutions, in this case in Jordanian society. Such changes come about through various 

initiatives that have focused on creating both institutional change and social change at a 

local level.  This reflects the argument put forward by scholars, Freidenvall and Krook 

(2010), who found that changing norms and supporting concomitant actions to select 

women’s candidates, would positively impact equality in politics and the practices that 
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shape formal and informal institutions.  

This HI approach is considered to be a useful tool for an exploration of the role of women’s 

organisations in Jordan over time, and the extent to which their activities have advance 

women’s political participation and representation. During the periods of historical change 

between the first and second phases of the women’s movement, the establishment of 

women’s organisations in the second phase (1970s) helped women to focus on the impact 

of including women and encouraging them to take part in the various institutions of 

government. First, HI will be useful to identify the sequence and developmental pathways 

with respect to women’s civil society organisations as they occurred during the period of 

study. It is also necessary to examine how successful women’s civil society organisations 

were in increasing female political participation over time. In this case, the success of 

women’s organisations is measured in terms of the increasing number of women’s 

organisations, and the number of the members of these organisations. Second, the role of 

women’s organisations during the period of non-democratisation before 1989 will be 

analysed as well as the activities of women’s organisations during the transition to 

democracy that began with the first elections in 1989. Finally, the thesis will analyse and 

explore the Jordanian women’s movement in order to consider the extent Jordanian women 

have become more active in political participation, and whether or not more women are 

represented in political life as a result of path-dependent processes during the transition to 

democracy.   

Analysing the periods before and during the transition to democracy helps to further our 

understanding of the role played by women’s civil society organisations in advancing 

political equality and institutional change. It also highlights whether the political reform in 

1989 has increased the political representation of women. In this way, the thesis seeks to 

extend Waylen’s analysis to the Middle East, where significant cultural and political 

differences will enable us to explore the applicability of her approach to women’s political 

participation in Arabic countries.  

Sequencing the development of the changes chronologically is important for analysing 

social outcomes, timing, and unintended consequences. According to Pierson (2004c), 

breaking down the process in this manner can be valuable to understand the wider 

outcomes. Waylen (2009) has also argued that, by focusing both on formal and informal 

institutions, the Historical Institutionalist approach can be useful in examining historical 
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change in the transitions to democracy and how the outcome of this change affected the 

gendered nature of government institutions.  

Guy Peters argues that a single case study can be “one of the more theory-driven forms of 

comparative analysis” (Peters, 2013, p.65).  As such, with an N of 1, in this case Jordan, 

the objective is not necessarily to suggest it is representative of other, larger countries, but 

the argument and findings may nevertheless inform the study of other countries that share 

similar issues. Thus, this single case study analyses changes in women’s political 

participation and representation by analysing the importance of historical changes, in order 

to understand the dimensions of specific cases (Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991). According 

to Pierson (2004c), the intensive investigation of temporal issues is critical to understanding 

the social process that brings about change. So in this case I am interested in examining the 

processes that have led to changes in women’s political representation, and the extent to 

which an increase in women’s political participation in civil society has been critical to this 

process of change.  In addition, using a single case study provides scope for analysing 

conventional wisdom about certain aspects of political history. Examining historical 

changes over time affords greater understanding of the influence of political and social 

context during a given time period.  

An analysis of critical junctures provides a useful starting point for comparative history 

with regard to the periods both before and during the transition to democracy. It also helps 

with understanding the basis for institutional change in 1989, when Jordanian women 

started to run for elected office. Another significant change took place in 2003 when the 

electoral law was changed to include quotas to improve women’s participation. This 

reflects the argument put forward by Ruth and David Collier (1991) who define a critical 

juncture as “a period of significant change, which typically occurs in distinct ways in 

different countries (or in other units of analysis), and is hypothesised to produce distinct 

legacies” (p.29).  

This historical approach has included an important examination of all three phases of the 

women’s movement to highlight their unique significance in modelling the Jordanian 

reforms. This reflects the argument put forward by Meriwether and Tucker (1999) whose 

findings illustrate that historically, the women’s movement has been a national struggle 

connected to anti-colonial independence movements and has thus developed more slowly 
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in the Middle East due to these connections as women’s movements have not been able to 

break away and assert societal independence.  

In order to adjust the gender power structures of institutions, women’s interaction needs to 

be persistent and long-term, collective rather than individual, and target various interlinked 

institutions at the same time. This interaction with political institutions can cause both 

major and minor changes to the institution (Waylen, 2009, p.245), and can be either formal 

or informal.  Incremental achievements can be made through continuous campaigning and 

mobilisation. By revealing the political opportunities available to women, my evaluation 

of the activities of women’s organisations will assess the extent to which they have been 

able to have a major or incremental impact.  

This analysis of women’s organisations focuses on their mission, goals, and values, as well 

as the ways they work (formally and informally). It is expected that as they become 

institutionalised, organisations strategic goals are developed while engaging with other 

purpose-focused institutions (Pierson & Skocpol, 2002). Wyche, Sengers, and Grinter 

(2006) argue that historical enquiry attempts to uncover how new ideas and concepts come 

to emerge, and how these influence both institutional and policy reform (see also Waylen 

2009; Torfing, 2009). In this way, past traditions and ideas will necessarily impact on the 

strategies and behaviours deemed suitable or workable by women’s organisations. For 

example, this study examines the role of Jordanian women’s organisations, particularly 

those that advocate for gender equality in the policy sphere. It seeks to narrow the gap 

between the formal acknowledgement of women’s rights that took place in 2003 and the 

role that the substantial involvement of women has had in advancing women’s political 

participation.   

To summarise, using HI as a framework to analyse the case of women in Jordan provides 

explanations about the historical issues that women’s civil society organisations have 

worked on to improve female political involvement. HI can help identify the causal 

mechanisms that lie behind particular processes in improving and enhancing the status of 

women in political life, such as the electoral system and how the mobilisation and the 

activism of women’s organisations improves women’s political participation over time. For 

example, the improvement of the electoral law to give the right to vote to educated women 

in 1956, which then included the right for women to vote in 1974, and implementing quota 

reserved seats in 2003, are all important historical developments. An overview of the 

chronology of changes in women’s political status can also provide evidence of how 



40 
 

women’s organisations successfully improved women’s political participation before and 

during the transition to democracy. In Historical Institutionalism, political process is not 

just considered to be the combination of decisions made by individuals, but also a result of 

numerous variables pertaining to the role of women’s organisations in the transition to 

democracy and the interlinking effects of these variables in enhancing the level of women’s 

participation. HI studies how institutions develop and emphasises path dependence and 

unintended consequences (Hall & Taylor 1996). Moreover, path dependence characterises 

historical sequences that consist of contingent events. As path dependence has deterministic 

properties that set institutional patterns in motion, a focus on developments at key moments 

in history highlights how events can have contingent occurrences that cannot be explained 

by earlier historical conditions. Consequently, using HI allows examination of different 

time periods and the political changes that happened during each era. Specifically, this 

research is focused on determining the extent of the activities of the Jordanian women’s 

movement in enhancing women’s organisations’ defence and advocacy of women’s rights 

in recent decades. The HI approach is an appropriate method of analysing political changes 

in Jordan during the transition to democracy, with a particular focus on women’s political 

participation. 

Conclusion 

The level of research into how CSOs influence politics in the Middle East is continuing to 

grow. Thus, the present study aims to facilitate this growth by investigating the impact of 

domestic and international women’s organisations in order to evaluate how they provide a 

platform upon which women’s issues can be discussed and facilitate an increasing level of 

female participation in the political arena over time. In the past, domestic women’s groups 

were not focused on debating women’s issues with the public. In addition, this study also 

aims to explore the challenges faced by these groups and to determine whether these issues 

have been adequately resolved. However, there is currently a limited amount of research 

data available on this topic in relation to Jordanian women’s organisations at both levels, 

national and international. Thus, this study aims to analyse the role played by women’s 

networks in expanding the power and scope of women’s organisations.  

Generally speaking, the primary purpose of this study is to examine the development of 

women’s organisations during the transition to democracy and to investigate the power of 

these groups in stimulating change in collaboration with other women’s networks. 



41 
 

Furthermore, this study aims to analyse the significance of actions taken by women’s 

networks in Jordan and internationally to establish the extent to which there is a correlation 

between these actions and the development of women’s organisations based in Jordan. The 

findings of this study will also provide an alternative viewpoint on women’s issues in 

Jordan and will highlight how Jordanian women can unite in the pursuit of social 

development through collaboration with women’s organisation and an increased 

knowledge of the challenges faced by women in contemporary society.  

More specifically, this study investigates the impact of women’s organisations on the role 

played by women organisations in the political arena and will analyse their contribution to 

gender equality and the implementation of more equitable policies, particularly during the 

transition to democracy. As these groups only began to acquire a public voice once the 

transition was underway, this study examines how these organisations have encouraged 

women to assert their rights to play a more active role in public life over time, and whether 

these organisations have assisted women in overcoming the barriers that they have faced. 

In effect, this study seeks to substantiate or refute the hypothesis that women’s civil 

organisations have increased the extent to which women take part in political activities 

since the democratic transition.  
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CHAPTER TWO: Study Design and Methodology  

As discussed in previous chapter, Historical Institutionalism (HI) as a theoretical 

framework enables a focus on the conditions of the institutional past that might then help 

us to explain changes in women’s representation. Used in the context of a qualitative case 

study, HI allows an understanding of the actions and initiatives of women’s organisations 

and their work involved in realising women’s political participation in the context of the 

broader political institutional arrangements.  The choice of this approach necessarily 

informs the research design and the choice of methods used in this thesis, and these will be 

now discussed. Methodology is defined as “a strategy for doing research which involves 

an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life 

context using multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 1993, p. 146). The conduct of the 

interviews and the analytical approach to analysing the data collected from the interviews 

make up the key methodological components of this case study. As a qualitative case study, 

it seeks to incorporate in-depth and detailed descriptions into the analysis.  

Qualitative Research Methods 

Qualitative research attempts to facilitate a deep understanding of the emotional and social 

aspects of the subjects of study, and is concerned with opinions, experiences and feelings 

of individuals (Hancock, 1998). The perspective of the participants is central to qualitative 

research. By identifying the importance and relevance of the actors, social and human 

behaviour, and the reasons behind this behaviour, a thorough understanding of the case 

study can be acquired (Stroh, 2000; Hoy, 2010c). According to Mack, Woodsong, 

Macqueen, Gust, and Namey (2005), qualitative research is defined by its ability to provide 

complex descriptions of the ways individual experiences may contribute to the 

understanding of the research subject. Words are often used in lieu of numbers for data 

analysis in order to achieve the goals of the research (Patton & Cochran, 2002). Engel and 

Schutt (2005), and Hoy (2010c) further testify that qualitative methods are most beneficial 

in exploring new issues by favouring the inductive development of ideas to understand the 

social context. Gerring (2004) also supports that claim with his view that qualitative 

research is well suited to a case study, as it can be used to examine both individuals and 

groups alike (see also Simons, 2009, p.5).  
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From this viewpoint, the qualitative approach is appropriate for this study of the role of 

women’s civil society organisations in improving the political participation of women in 

Jordan. This approach enables me to organise and to present a description of the behaviour 

and values of a group of women in society committed to women’s political participation 

(see Bentz and Shapiro, 1998). As such, I focus on individual female participants while 

analysing the broader, more encompassing theme of women’s organisations and political 

representation in Jordan. Qualitative data collection combined with in-depth interviewing 

methods allows for a deeper understanding of the strategies used by Jordanian women’s 

organisations to engage with powerful actors and address current issues. In addition, 

qualitative methods with a reliance on in-depth interviews bear more resemblance to 

conversations than to formal events (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). During conversations, 

I was able to obtain considerable detail with regards to the lives and political involvement 

of the individuals in the study. I also gained access to original information and knowledge 

that aided in the understanding of women’s positions with regards the policies of the state 

over four decades (before and during the transition to democracy). 

Data generated by the qualitative method is usually rich and detailed, and facilitates a 

thorough understanding of the relationship between the variables in the study. In this 

research, two variables have been identified: the role of women’s civil society organisations 

in Jordan (the independent variable), and women’s representation in politics (dependent 

variable). I hypothesised that there a range of mechanisms that inform the relationship 

between these two variables (internal strategies and networks, as well as exogenous shocks 

or junctures such as the opportunities and institutional changes provided by democratic 

transition).  Data drawn from interviews and other primary and secondary research sources 

in both English and Arabic have allowed me to investigate the connections between the 

changing nature and shape of women’s organisations and the political representation of 

women.  

The data collated in this research is, in the process of analysis, reconfigured and then 

displayed in charts and tables. This will allow an examination of the responses provided 

and a greater understand of the themes of this research. It will also show clearly necessary 

primary data such as the number of women who have been in politics and hold positions 

such as MPs and ministers in Jordan. The number of women’s organisations that have 

become prominent in the period before and during the transition to democracy, as well as 

the interaction of organisations related to the women’s movement at the domestic and 
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international level, is also documented. This will provide a greater understanding the 

changing levels of political interest and engagement with society of women’s 

organisations’ in Jordan.  

Feminist Research Methods 

Williams (1991) argues that the use of qualitative methods among feminist theorists has 

contributed to the growth and development of the field of women’s issues (p.240). 

Subsequently, feminist researchers have accepted the use of qualitative methods as a way 

to develop and guide their research and achieve a clear vision on women’s issues 

(Sarantakos, 2012, p.70). Reinharz (1992, p.6), and Sarantakos (2012) argue that the 

feminist research method is employed in research centred on women by researchers who 

identify themselves as being feminist. Feminist research can contribute to social change 

through the data collected and plays a part in the formulation of strategic actions with 

regards to women's issues (Reinharz, 1992). Scholars Reinharz (1992) and Cook and 

Fonow (2007) argue that feminist methodology focuses on empowering women and not 

just studying them as objects of research (see also Landman, 2006). According to Hesse-

Biber (2011), feminist research attempts to establish social research instead of emulating 

examples from traditional research. Traditional models have focussed their research on the 

society of men and their areas of interest rather than that of women. Feminist research, 

meanwhile, attempts to incorporate women's lives, experiences, issues and rights. Hesse-

Biber (2011), argues that feminist research helps resolve women’s issues by bringing the 

knowledge and experiences of women into public view where before it has been invisible 

or otherwise synthesized from a male perspective. 

Feminist research is thus distinctive in that it aims to aid in the transformation of patriarchal 

social institutions through research by committing to make a contribution to social change. 

It does this through the collection of relevant and original information that can be used to 

create strategic suggestions on the basis of this information, which will in turn empower 

women’s organisations and assist in identifying and addressing pressing women’s issues. 

Feminist research is thus built on and grounded upon women’s experiences and recognises 

both emotions and the importance of social equality in its approach to collecting research 

information.  

Through this feminist methodology, female subjects are given the chance to express their 

viewpoints on gender issues, and, by giving prominence to these voices, it is hoped that 
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this may encourage the public to think about social change (Sarantakos, 2012). Sarantakos 

(2012) also notes that feminist research takes account of the fact that differences in the 

social status of men and women exist and may lead to differing views of life and society. 

Feminist research perceives gender to be an important organising principle which acts to 

shape the conditions of women’s lives, skills, and institutions in addition to addressing 

imbalances of power and privilege between men and women. That knowledge is essential 

in achieving results pertaining to social life - specific personal experiences (Lather, 1988; 

Landman, 2006; Kirby, Greave & Reid, 2006; Cook & Fonow, 2007). Therefore, 

employing a feminist methodology will enable me to identify with and comprehend the 

experiences of women of different generations.  

During my fieldwork6, I believed that I shared the same circumstances of those women 

especially those from the provinces. I come from a rural province in Jordan and I have a 

similar background and have faced similar issues as a number of the women from the 

provinces including in this study. I have also participated in women’s organisations and 

have been elected as a member of parliament. I have experienced some of the difficulties 

and barriers I uncover in this research, in particular, the invisible issues often faced by 

women and the reasons behind their very limited presence in formal politics. According to 

Simons (2009) the importance of examining the “self” in case study research is that the 

researcher’s beliefs, whether consciously or unconsciously, shape to a certain extent the 

situations and interpretation of information in the case study. The researcher is central to 

the process of enquiry as their personality and preferences can shape the research (Simons, 

2009, p.82). From this perspective then, my personal experience cannot be separated from 

the research. Indeed, some of the interviewees made direct mention of me in their quotes. 

I did, nevertheless, try to avoid pressuring the interviewees to conform to my opinions 

during the interviews and was careful to listen to their opinions without intervention. 

During my analysis, I was careful to avoid interpreting the meaning of the information too 

quickly in line with my own personal assumptions and reflected upon the data. Ultimately, 

the responses from the women participants was personally as well as intellectually helpful 

as they taught me new things and gave me a better and deeper understanding of women’s 

                                                 
6 The fieldwork was carried out in Jordan between December 2011 and September 2012. I would categorise 
myself as a feminist with a belief that women organisations could help solve women’s issues with a particular 
focus on improving laws and increasing women’s awareness of their rights. 
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roles in women’s civil society organisations. The interviewees left an impression on me 

and gave me the opportunity to learn about women’s social experiences. 

Methodological Framework: Single-Country Case Study 

In this research, the single case study (known as N=1) of Jordan, examines “the effect on 

Y (women’s representation) of a given change in X (women’s organisations)” (Gerring, 

2004, p.343). This single case study focuses on the effect of the role and the changing role 

and tactics of women’s organisations in promoting women’s political participation and 

representation.  According to Stake (1995), this involves the study “of the particularity of 

single cases, in order to attain an understanding of its activity within larger, more inclusive 

circumstances” (p.xi). It also “allows investigators to retain the holistic and meaningful 

characteristics of real–life events such as individual life cycles, small group behaviour in 

organisational and managerial processes” (Yin, 2003, p. 5).  

This case study of Jordan draws on the country’s history with a specific focus on the growth 

and development of the women’s movement over time. The qualitative nature of the study 

requires a combined deductive and inductive approach to make explicit the development 

roles of women’s organisations by comparison with each other. Deductive processes 

involved the use of second order literature to identify what patterns of behaviours might be 

likely to appear. Once in the field, and during the post-fieldwork interviews, more 

inductively-focused processes ensured that the data provided by the women themselves, 

through interviews, was not forced to fit existing theory.  As such this research seeks to be 

both exploratory and empirical, with a view to helping others to further build theory on the 

promotion of women’s political participation. 

In terms of the case studies analysed within the HI framework, it is important to recognise 

how historical processes and institutional arrangements constrain and facilitate women’s 

organisations’ strategies and roles (Bucheli, & Wadhwani, 2014, p.118). The HI framework 

acknowledges the fact that institutions are founded within evolving cultures. The type of 

case study employed within this research is the deep exploratory case study with rich 

description methods, which helps in interpreting and describing both the research and the 

results thereof (Babbie, 2010c, p309). According to Lim (2006), case studies help the 

researcher advance toward stronger and more coherent explanations, which is the goal of 

this analysis. In offering a thick descriptive analysis of the role of women’s organisations 

in Jordan over time (Engel and Schutt, 2005) this research seeks to identify a series of 
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possible explanations and factors that matter to women’s political representation and 

political participation.  For it is evident that women’s participation has increased, albeit 

incrementally, but it will be useful to understand the extent to which women’s organisations 

can claim credit for this outcome. 

Why use Jordan as a case study? 

The development of feminist issues initiated by women’s movements in regions around 

Jordan has been particularly notable in the Middle East. Furthermore, determining the 

relationship between women’s organisations and the women’s movements is important to 

an analysis of the role of women in Arabic region (Al-Ali, 2003). While scholarship on 

civil society organisations has focused largely on the range of organisations concerned with 

public matters (Bunbongkarn, 2004; Biglang-awa and Bestari, 2011), this case study adds 

an important regional dimension by offering insights into the ways in which women’s 

organisations provide opportunities to increase women’s representation. Jordanian 

women’s organisations mushroomed much later than similar organisations within the 

region. Women in Egypt and Palestine were actively building their organisations during 

the 1920s, but Jordanian women only established the first women’s organisation in 1944 

(inspired in part by the work of women in their two countries; see Al-Ali, 2002; Al-Tal, 

2013).  

The HI-informed case study approach requires attention to institutional change, social and 

political context and key historical circumstances. As such, this research takes into account 

key events and issues faced by women’s organisations in Jordan including the war between 

Palestine and Israel, the norms associated with the traditional social culture, and economic 

development issues. Exploring how women’s organisations responded to the external 

challenges will help to explain the degree of progress made in terms of women’s political 

participation and representation. More specifically my exploratory study will help to 

explain the changing status of Jordanian women in politics over time and the issues faced 

by these women in their political lives. 

Methods of Data Collection: In-depth Interviews 

The case study approach is flexible and gives researchers the opportunity to select topics 

and produce diverse research outcomes. As such the case study “can be used in various 

ways from within different research perspectives using a variety of data collection and 
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analysis methods” (Darke, Shanks and Broadbent, 1998, p. 278). The main data collection 

techniques used in this study were semi-structured, face-to-face interviews and analysis of 

extant literature. In this case, I also consulted Jordanian newspapers and press releases as a 

form of primary research. Information was also collected from women’s organisations’ 

reports, which were easily accessible from their respective websites. Nevertheless, the 

purpose of the qualitative research interview is to understand the themes of daily life “from 

the subject’s own perspectives” (Kvale, 1996c, p.27) and so the interview data will be a 

key part of the analysis undertaken in this in research.  

Holstein and Gubrium (2004) argue that using “[an] active interview [approach] transforms 

the view of the subject behind participants; the respondent is transformed from a repository 

of opinions and [knowledge]” (p150). Face-to-face individual interviews were used to 

obtain information from women of various standings in society, and to comprehend their 

opinions with regards to the subject of political participation. Driscoll (2011) argues that 

one of the key strengths of face-to-face interviews is that the interviewer “can ask follow-

up questions” (p.165). This leads to stronger communication with the participants, allowing 

some of them to express their opinions more freely. In my investigation, the interviewees 

were asked to describe the roles of their organisations and their own personal involvement 

in how the organisations promoted women’s representation. The interviews utilised follow-

up questions and were designed to target three major groups of women, such as 

international organisations, domestic organisations, and women politicians, and candidates 

(see Appendix 1). 

Waller (2005) notes that interview methods offer the most direct observation of feminist 

values and beliefs. In this research, interview questions were drawn from the theory on civil 

society organisations and women’s movements as discussed in Chapter One. The 

independent variable is the role of women’s civil society organisations in assisting women 

to improve their public and political standing (and the range of strategies employed to 

achieve this), while the dependent variable  is women’s participation in politics and the 

ability of female representatives to run for offices at both the local and national levels. This 

research examines the role of women’s organisations in enhancing the level of women’s 

representation in politics before and during the transition to democracy. This serves as an 

intermediate variable, and as such, the thesis explores the way it guides or shapes the impact 

of the work of women’s civil society organisations over time. 
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The method of recording interviews with a digital voice recording machine provides a 

unique opportunity for analysing the interaction between individuals in an interview 

(Kvale, 1996c; Simons, 2009). When I conducted the interviews during my fieldwork, I 

gave the women respondents my full attention by keeping eye contact when they were 

speaking both as a sign of respect and to gain their trust, as successful interviewers must 

have a warm personality in order to facilitate an open conversation (Oakley, 1981, pp. 32, 

33). Trust encourages participants to speak openly and honestly about their experiences. 

Simons (2009) stated that researchers should establish and develop trust-based 

relationships with the participants (p. 97). When I first interviewed the women using a 

sound recorder, I was concerned as to whether they would allow me to record their voice 

due to cultural issues, as it was important that trust was established during the interviews.  

As the interviews included discussion of sensitive cultural issues, I needed the women to 

trust that their information would not be shared with a third party. Information about the 

role of the domestic women’s organisations in the provinces was also treated sensitively. I 

explained how the information they shared would be protected, by giving them anonymity 

and keeping the materials secure. 

Many interviewees preferred to be interviewed in their slang words, and also adopted a 

more colloquial language style7. My background - sharing a similar culture and language - 

helped to establish rapport and conversation flow, which helped in my data collection (see 

also Westmarland, 2001; Johl and Renganathan, 2010). As I was brought up in a 

community that embraced an Arabic culture which is based on tribal traditional values and 

customs, I am familiar with the cultural norms of Jordanian women whose autonomy is 

restricted by tribalism. As such, I was able to gain the trust of the interviewees who would 

reveal information without any hesitation and I could effectively understand and interpret 

the politics of the particular region where the interviews were taking place. All the 

participants agreed to have the interview recorded; some of the interviewees expressed their 

views openly, while others were a little reserved. I believe myself to be a feminist with a 

familiar grasp on issues that plagued the interviewees in getting involved in public life and 

could both understand and empathise with the interviewees’ troubles. I retained a clear 

                                                 
7 I transcribed the interviews by listening to and typing the exact words of the interviewees, including slang 
words. The slang Arabic words are sometimes hard to translate perfectly into English. 
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vision of the goals of this research, and managed to forge good relationships with the 

interviewees which enabled me to access important insights.  

Research Sample 

In my research, my positionality and experience,8 particularly at the national level in 

Jordan, allowed me to access women holding parliamentary positions, minister and other 

female politicians. This reflects the argument put forward by Herod (1999) who found the 

positionality and experience of the researcher may significantly influence their access to 

information. Thus my feminist positioning and my political experience enabled me to go 

directly to women’s organisations that label themselves as such, and gave me a clearer 

focus in terms of the data to be collected and the methods by which the data collected might 

be best organised and subsequently analysed.  

In this research, over 46 participants were selected from three different groups. 

A. Women’s civil society organisations (38 participants): 

• Two domestic women’s civil society organisations (3 participants); 
• Two international women’s civil society organisations (6 participants); 
• Members of domestic women’s civil society organisations from twelve 

provinces (29 participants). 

B. Female politicians (4 parliamentarians, 1 minister and 1 party member). 

C. Female candidates who have run for political office (2 participants). 

The WSCO participants were chosen from the two main domestic women’s organisations 

that have considerable experience in advocating on behalf of women and coordinating 

activities targeted at women.  These were the Jordanian National Commission for Women 

and the Jordanian National Forum for Women. Both organisations have been working on 

creating greater awareness of women’s issues. Discussion of the work of these two 

prominent and important organisations will come in later chapters, where I will consider 

their expertise in women’s rights and their contributions to Jordanian civil society. The 

                                                 
8 My experience as former MPs and worked with women’s organisations will influence the results of this 
research to a certain degree as I support certain viewpoints. As I was raised in the same background and have 
faced similar issues, I have similar views and expertise as the women from the provinces. Women’s issues 
are central to this study; therefore, I uncovered and examined the invisible issues faced by women and the 
reasons behind women’s negligible presence in politics. I tried to focus on the participants’ perspective and 
responses, to shape the research from their experiences and as much as possible did not impose my own views 
on them. The participants expressed gratitude that I had been a Member of Parliament of Jordan, and that I 
had conducted several programmes in training women for political participation. 

http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CBwQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.women.jo%2Fen%2Fhome.php&ei=xjuqVNmNHqHTmgXP74G4BQ&usg=AFQjCNHTaQ6eBMo2uz9qWOvHqPFJu9Vyhw&sig2=tk0MgMwxMifKDHKbJobKKw
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participants from international women’s organisations, meanwhile, worked as programme 

coordinators, organised different projects for women’s organisations and were experts in 

Jordanian women’s issues. To interview women of different standings in society, I 

contacted one of the women’s organisations which had branches in twelve provinces 

(Appendix 2). The participants had different type of jobs in these branches, and were in 

close contact with women in their provinces, in addition to being experts in training 

programs and coordinating the abovementioned programs.  

Female parliamentarians, female candidates, and females who were members of political 

parties who shared the same cultural background provided descriptive narrative responses 

that supported statements made by members of women’s civil society organisations. These 

samples demonstrate the power of interviews as women’s issues could be understood in 

terms of the personal experiences of women who took part in this research (Mittman, 2001). 

Interactions with these women provided me with valuable information about the social 

experiences of these women. This allowed me to arrive at an understanding of the roles of 

women’s civil society organisations in different provinces. Focusing on women’s 

experiences is a crucial step in understanding the reality of women in Jordan from their 

own perspective.  

Women’s experiences were explored by reference to their work in women’s organisations. 

This moves women to the centre stage alongside men (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). Waller 

(2005) once noted that participants reveal their stories and experiences when trust and 

friendship is built during the research process. According to Nielsen (1990), oral interviews 

not only allow women to articulate their own experiences, but also to reflect upon those 

experiences (p.102). When I did the transcriptions after the interviews, I realised that most 

of the women were willing to share their experiences and knowledge to a degree that more 

than answered the interview questions. This in turn motivated me to focus on the 

participants’ experiences and how it brought change to their lives.  

The impact of implementing this method is that it may help in the acquisition of previously 

inaccessible information on issues faced by women. Women who are experts in their field 

are often better positioned to provide more information, and thus interviewing them would 

allow an in-depth understanding of the status of Jordanian women. They are also more 

articulate in explaining the issues and struggles faced by women. This gives me a clear idea 

about the important issues that those women have dealt with in order to improve their status 

and position. The level of education of the members of provincial women organisations are 
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relatively high, with 2 of 29 members having a PhD (doctorate), 14 having a bachelor 

degree, four having a diploma and the nine remaining members having finished high 

school. Meanwhile, of the 4 women from the main organisations, one held a PhD 

(doctorate), two held a Master’s degree, and one had a bachelor degree (see Table 1) 

Table 1. Female participants’ experience and level of education 

Categories No. of 
interviewees 

Highest Academic Degree9 Women’s Work 
Experience H D B M PhD 

1-Two 
international 
organisations 

6   3 2 1 1-5 years 

2- Two domestic 
organisations 

3   1 2  1-9 years 

3 – Female 
Politicians 10 

6 1  4  1 3-45 years 

4- Female 
candidates 

2   2   10-17 years 

5- Members 
DSCWOs 

29 9 4 14  2 1–17 years 

TOTAL 46 10 4 24 4 4  
Source: Data from the author based on information from interviewees who participated in this research 
during the fieldwork (December 2011 – September 2012). 
 

Through the interviews,11 the women were open about the way they valued their positions, 

their needs, and their relative importance. This was often dependent on their respective 

social locations and occupations. The background data enabled me to contextualise the 

issues raised by the participants and the importance of gender equality in both social life 

and politics. As shown in Table 1 that the women I interviewed attained a high level of 

education and were rich in experiences that had hitherto been neglected by the public. This 

was especially true of those women who lived and worked in the provinces. 

Transcription is the process of translating recorded material (usually in the form of audio) 

to text. Transcription was necessary to enable a deep analysis of their words and checking 

back on common themes (Kvale, 1996; Simons, 2009). I transcribed the interviews by 

                                                 
9 Highest Academic Degree: H (High School), D (Diploma), B (Bachelor), M (Master), PhD (Doctorate). 
10 Female MPs, Ministries, member of political parties.  
11 The women who I interviewed clearly identified themselves and their organisations, some of them were 
happy that their names would be included. I highlighted to all my interviewees that maintaining anonymity 
was necessary and that none of the participants would be identified (see appendix 3). Therefore, I gave the 
participants the Participant’s Information Sheet (PIS) (see appendix 4) and explained that the data was not 
going to be shared with third parties, and that electronic data and transcripts would be kept in a locked cabinet 
in the Department of Politics and Public Relations at The University of Auckland in New Zealand. All of this 
data will be deleted, shredded, or destroyed six years after this project has concluded. 
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listening to and typing the exact words of the interviewees, including slang words, as this 

was a form of analysis in itself. Transcribing the interview as I conducted the research 

allowed me the opportunity to update my information immediately, based on the 

information provided by the interviewees. As the interviews were conducted in Arabic and 

English, the process of transcription included the translation of Arabic to English, with each 

word being scrutinised thoroughly so that is meaning was not missed (Heritage, 1984). This 

research was given an ethics approval by the department of Human Participation Ethics 

Committees on 21st October 2011 and has the reference number 7726.12  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure and meaning to the mass of 

collected data. It is a messy, ambiguous, time consuming, creative, and fascinating process. 

Qualitative data analysis in particular is a search for general statements about relationships 

among categories of data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 154). After the interviews were 

conducted, I placed respondents into categories and used numbers to further identify the 

participants. For example, the participants were categorized in terms of whether they were 

from a domestic women’s organisations (JNCW, and JNFW), or were female politicians 

(MPs1, PWs- minister, party members). For members of provincial organisations, their 

answers were clearly identified by both the provinces that they were from (JNFW, prov1).   

The next step involved classifying the relevant information in terms of overlapping and 

common themes. Related information from the transcripts was classified by joining the 

relevant words, sentences, and ideas. The purpose of processing data into categories is to 

understand “what is happening” (Strauss & Glaser, 1967, p. 2). Coding is about developing 

conceptual categories (see Appendix 5) to build on each conceptual category upon which 

the research is structured. Marshall and Rossman (2006) argued that the “coding of data is 

a formal representation of analytical thinking” (p.212). In this study, participant categories 

are used, such as DWCSOs (JNCW, JNFW), and IWCSOs (IWSCOs A, IWCSOs B). The 

information was classified using an analytical framework guided by theoretical and 

                                                 
12 I obtained ethics clearance by considering the ethical aspects of my project in detail and including the risks 
that might be faced during the research in relation to cultural sensitivity, confidentiality and anonymity of 
participants. In accordance to the requirements of this research, before the interview, each participant was 
given a participant information sheet (PTS) see appendix 3&4. 
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empirical interests that assisted in obtaining a novel understanding of the main ideas of the 

research topic. 

The main analytical techniques of the qualitative case study process involve triangulation 

and respondent validation, evaluation and understanding things from different perspectives 

(Simons, 2009). In this research, triangulation is achieved by checking the perspective of 

women of different standings who were working in the main organisations, against the 

views of members in the provinces, women who had been female candidates, elite female 

politicians, MPs, ministers and party members. This triangulation was in order to validate, 

generate and strengthen evidence in support of key claims. It often allowed more 

viewpoints to be obtained in support of a particular idea. Triangulation methods allow for 

the identification of significant similarities in data collected via different methods, drawing 

information from different responses to attain an understanding of the issues faced by 

women (Simons, 2009). Included in the narrative and analysis is my own voice as well as 

my perception of the standings of women and this represents a reflexive position. 

According to Zeeman, Poggenpoel, Myburch, and Linde (2002) meaning is also produced 

via a process of reflexivity. Simons (2009) also notes to be reflexive is to think about “how 

your action, value, beliefs, influences the research outcome” (p.91).  

I strongly believe that women should have the opportunity to be involved in politics, and 

that work should be done to increase the number of women holding highly-paid positions. 

During the fieldwork, I empathised with the circumstances of those women I interviewed, 

especially those from the provinces, as I had a similar upbringing. My method is feminist 

in that when I was a former MP of Jordan I wanted to create an awareness of women’s 

issues for future generations. I have used my connections with women’s organisations to 

further propagate the need for women’s rights and gender equality by offering lectures 

about women’s rights and the opportunities for training women within international 

organisations (NDI). Simons (2009) argues that the primary consequence of gathering data, 

interviewing and interacting with people in the field (p.81) is influencing the researcher’s 

observations and, subsequently, the declaration of the manner of the interactions. Thus it is 

evident that my own experiences and normative positions enabled me to create a good 

working relationship with women’s organisations in Jordan that I hope will be of benefit to 

them (through furthering their awareness and understanding of their own capacities and 

achievements, through the findings of this research which I have begun to share with them, 
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and through the additional sense of motivation their input has given me to pursue further 

mobilisation and change on my return to Jordan). 

Transferability: The results of qualitative case study research are seldom generalisable, but 

the findings could be redefined and transferred to other contexts; used to investigate another 

set of circumstances. Transferability in qualitative case study research provides researchers 

with the option of applying results to contexts beyond that of the original research, although 

precise generalisability is fundamentally impossible (Sinkovics, Penz, & Ghauri, 2008). 

Thus the researcher should acquire as much detail as possible about a particular case study 

in order to enable others to gauge whether the methods and findings are transferable. As 

such, a single case study (N-1) in this case Jordan, is not necessarily representative of other, 

larger countries, but the concept and the research topic may be used in the study of other 

countries that share similar issues, as noted by Sinkovics, Penz, and Ghauri (2008).  

To summarize, this chapter has described my research design as being a qualitative case 

study that uses a feminist approach in order to investigate Jordanian women’s civil society 

organisations. I explained the choices of methods that would allow me to answer the 

research questions drawn from previous scholarship. The feminist approach gives an 

opportunity to comprehend the contribution of women's organisations to political and social 

change in regards to women’s issues and their political representation. In terms of 

qualitative case study and HI framework, these methods and approach guide my analysis 

of “how and why institutional change occurs” and to “understand how positive gender 

change” (Waylen, 2009, p.245) over time in gendering institution. By exploring the role of 

the women’s organisations in different women’s movement phases over time the HI 

approach “take[s] history seriously” (Waylen, 2009, p.246). This historically-focused 

approach is complemented by my contemporary fieldwork findings, thereby offering an 

analysis that reveals the relative importance of institutional arrangements and critical 

junctures to the development and growth of women’s participation and representation in 

politics. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Women’s Political Representation in Jordan 

This chapter provides a description of women’s political representation as the dependent 

variable in this study. It focuses in women’s political representation at the local level in the 

form of local municipalities, and at the national level in the form of the Jordanian National 

Assembly (Majlis al-Umma), which is comprised of the House of Representatives, (Majlis 

al-Nuwaab), and the House of Senate (Majlis al-Aayan). The analysis of Jordanian national 

politics will also include a description of the extent of women’s political representation on 

the executive council of government. This will provide a basis for understanding the 

political conditions with women’s civil society organisations (WCSOs) have had to deal in 

their own efforts to enhance political participation of women and the status of women in 

Jordanian society. By understanding how the implementation of the reserved seats or quota 

system, and the importance of political parties in increasing women’s political participation 

and candidacy as intermediate variables, we can determine the degree of influence that can 

be attributed to women’s civil society organisations and the relative importance of their 

work. This chapter will conclude with a summary of how institutional changes have 

improved women’s political participation. 

The impact of recently-adopted policies supporting the appointment of women and 

implementing quotas to reserved seats for female politicians is that it serves as a mechanism 

to increase the number of women political representatives.  These policies have been 

implemented at both the local and national level. The quota system has proved to be a 

particularly important amendment to the current legislation and to efforts to improve 

women’s political representation and attempts to raise the status of women in public life. 

Various modifications to local and national electoral laws in Jordan have been made over 

the last two decades in the form of reserved seats to increase women’s political 

participation. The modifications have helped to increase the number of women standing for 

office. Women’s enhanced political involvement gives them greater power to shape public 

policy, although decisions ultimately remain with the government. 

Ism'iel (2005) argues that women’s political participation can be thought to be equivalent 

to political empowerment, and entails the removal of all obstacles, social norms and 

institutions that prevent or hinder women’s involvement in politics. Tremblay (2008) 

argues that an evaluation of formal political representation involves paying attention to 

institutional rules and procedures by which representatives are designated, including 

electoral regulation and the voting system. As such, an investigation of the formal and 
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informal rules in the political system, and how they have changed over time helps to explain 

the effects of the Jordanian monarchical framework and how the current regime helps or 

hinders women's representation (Lucas, 2005c). It is these formal and informal rules that 

women’s organisations have needed to target in order to advance women’s political 

participation and representation in local, national and executive politics. 

Participation in Local Government: Municipalities 

Female representation in municipal elections is a critical form of political participation that 

women have achieved in Jordan. At the level of municipal elections, women in Jordan 

could be elected or appointed to hold reserved quota seats. Collet, Tauch, and Beck (2010) 

note that participation at the local level exposes ordinary citizens to the process of decision-

making, which in turn helps them to prepare for positions at the national level. This reflects 

the report of the Jordanian National Commission for Women (2011) which emphasises the 

significance of women holding positions in municipal councils. The findings of JNCW 

report revealed that this will instil an awareness of the importance of female participation 

in both public and political life. It is argued that being successful at the local level will 

provide women with many opportunities which will likely pave the way towards taking up 

parliamentary roles. Involvement at this level includes winning roles in municipal councils, 

which are determined by elections once every two years (IDEA & ANND, 2005). 

The first municipal election in 1995 came after a difficult period in Jordan, which was the 

sixth year of political liberalisation that began after the transition to democracy in 1989 

(NDI, 1995).  Princess Basma bint Talal13 aided efforts by offering to appoint women as 

members of municipal councils throughout Jordan (NDI, 1995; JNCW, 2011). This offer 

further encouraged women to participate in elections as evidenced by the fact that 19 

women ran for the elections in 1995. One of them was elected mayor, and nine others 

obtained roles as members in various municipalities (see Table 2). 

 

 

 

                                                 
13  Princess Basma’s involvement in and formation of women’s organisations has been done through her 
leading the main domestic women’s organisations in Jordan (JNCW, JNFW). She has been pushing the 
government to improve the status of women and to change election laws, and she has in turn received support 
from the members of these organisations. 
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Table 2. Female representation in municipal councils: Local elections 1982-2013 

Election 
Year 

Number of 
female 

candidates 

Number of  
women elected 

Number of women 
appointed 

Winner by 
quota 

Total of 
selected 
women 

1982 2 0 0 0 0 

1986 0 0 1 0 1 

199514 19 10 (1 mayor) 23 0 33 

1996 0 0 20 0 20 
1999 43 8 25 0 33 

200315 46 5 99 (1 mayor) 0 104 

200716 380 
 

20  7 211 238 

201317 481    56 12 270 338 

TOTAL      767 

Source: Data from Jordanian National Commission for Women ( 2011), Haddadin( 2014),  IDEA & ANND 
(2005), Jordanian legislation( 2007). 

 

Table 2 above shows the number of women’s representation in municipalities in the years 

from 1982 to 2013, that is, from the first municipal election that enabled the voting by and 

election of women. Prior to the 1982 election, two women were elected even though the 

circumstances did not favour women, whereas between 1982 and 1995, no women won 

seats. The number of women who were appointed in different municipalities increased from 

23 in 1995 to 99 in 2003, with 98 members and one mayor being appointed. After the 

implementation of a reserved seats quota for women, as noted in the Jordanian National 

Commission for Women report (2011), women’s participation rose to 20 percent in 2003 

and then increased to approximately 30 percent of the total number elected in 2013. 

Women’s participation at the local level has therefore been particularly notable. For 

instance, the number of hopeful candidates increased from 19 in 1995 to 481 in 2013, whilst 

                                                 
14In 1995: At the municipality level, women have started to be appointed on seats that come by the quota 
system served seats at the local level.   
15 In 2003: At the municipality level, the highest number of women was appointed (99 in total). 
16 In 2007: The number of women candidate after the implementation of the quota reserved seated system, 
374 candidates as member of the municipality, and 6 candidates as mayors. The result was 339 elected; 211 
under the quota system, and 7 women have appointed, where 20 member selected as 19 members in different 
municipalities, and one member as Mayor.   
17 In 2013: The number of women candidate in 2013 was 481 candidates; 473 candidates as member of the 
municipality, and eight candidates as mayors. The result was 338 women elected; 270 won as members under 
the quota system 56 members have been selected, and 12 have appointed.  
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the total number of women who were successful by appointment and election increased 

from 33 in 1995 to 338 in 2013. This significant increase highlights the importance of the 

reserved seats quota to women’s participation in local government politics.  

Participation at the National Level: Jordanian National Assembly (Majlis al-Umma) 

Jordanian women were granted the right to stand for national office in 1974. They 

nevertheless did not participate actively in the elections until 1989 as direct elections to 

national government did not take place for either gender until this point, which marked the 

beginning of the transition to democracy period. Jordanian women began to enter as 

parliamentarians by appointment18 in the 1970s. The National Assembly structure in Jordan 

is divided into two houses, with the House of Representatives being one, and the House of 

Senate being the other.  The members of the House of Representatives are elected by 

citizens and retain their membership for four years (Jordanian National Assembly, 2014). 

The speaker of the House of Representatives (HR) is elected by members of the HR at the 

beginning of each ordinary session to hold the post for a year (Parliament of Jordan Web, 

2014). Senate members are on the other hand appointed by the King via a Royal Decree 

under the terms of the constitution, and the number of the members of the House of Senate 

(including the Speaker) should not exceed by half the number of the members of the House 

of Representatives. 

Although Senate membership lasts four years, members who have reached the end of their 

term can be reappointed. Senate meetings take place concurrently with the meetings of the 

House of Representatives and sessions for both Houses are held at the same location. In the 

event that the House of Representatives is dissolved, the Senate meetings are suspended.  

In Jordan the House of Senate has the final word on legislation and the King of Jordan has 

the independent ability to dissolve and to extend the term of the House of Representatives 

(Husseini, 2010). The King also has the right to appoint senators without considering the 

opinions of the elected political leaders. Thus, as with the municipalities, there are two 

means by which women can enter national politics in Jordan – through election or through 

appointment to the Senate. 

 

                                                 
18The appointed was recommending it through the monarchy. 
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The House of Representatives (MPs) 

Before the discussion of women’s political participation in the House of Representatives, 

the following tables (3 & 4) set out the key institutional and rule changes that are pertinent 

to women and to the political system generally. As can be seen, 1989 is a key critical 

juncture in the changing of the level of women’s political participation. Law changes have 

continued during the transition to democracy, and have resulted in further increases in the 

number of women participating politically in the Jordanian political system. 

Table 3. Key institutional rule changes 

Year Key Event 

1989 The transition to democracy and universal suffrage 
2003 The implementation of quota reserved seats (six seats) 
2010 Increase in the number of quota reserved seats (twelve seats) 
2013 Increase in the number of quota reserved seats (fifteen seats) 

 

Table 4. General Electoral Law changes (1989-2013) 

Year The type of electoral system  Electoral Law Number of 
women 

candidates 

Number of 
women 
elected 

1989 Block Vote Plurality Voting 
(BV) System 

 

Act No. 22 1986 
and its amendment 

in 1989 
 

12 0 

1993 Single Non-Transferable 
Electoral System 

 

Temporary Act No. 
15 of 1993 

 

3 1 

1997 Single Non-Transferable Act No. 15 of 1993 
 

17 0 
 

200319 Single Non-Transferable 
with implementation of quota 

seats 
 

Act No. 34 of 2001 54 6 

2007 Single Non-Transferable Act No. 34 of 2001 
 

199 6 

2010 Single Non-Transferable 
 
 

Act No. 9 of 2010 
 

134 13 

2013 Mixture of the Single Non-
Transferable Vote System 
and Closed-List System 

Act No. 25 of 2012 217 17 

                                                 
19 The Electoral Law of 2001 states that “women candidates are ranked according to their share as a 
percentage of the total votes cast in their respective constituencies, and those with highest winning 
percentages are declared to be elected under the quota system” (Act 34/45/2001).   
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Women obtained the right to vote and to run for office for the National Advisory Council 

in 1974, but there were many informal barriers to their election or receiving candidacy 

nominations, such as social cultural and economic barriers as will be discussed in Chapter 

Six. In 1978, the National Advisory Council, which is called the House of Representatives 

today, had no women successful in being elected. They nevertheless participated in this 

National Advisory Council through appointment by the King. Three women were 

appointed in the first session, which approximated 4.9 percent of the total parliament. In 

the second session, held in 1980, the number of female appointments increased from three 

to four, with the corresponding percentage proportion of the number of parliamentary 

members increasing from 4.9 percent to 6.7 percent. In the third session in 1981, the number 

of women appointed remained at four (Abu Ghazaleh, 2007).  

The Constitution of Jordan, written in 1965, and amended in 2011, mandates equality for 

all citizens. Article No. 6 is most notable in that it states that all of the people in Jordan are 

equal, to not be discriminated in terms of rights and duties (The Hashemite Kingdom of 

Jordan, 2011). Despite this, due to the unusual political conditions in Jordan during the 

period between 1981 and 1989, citizens were not able to enjoy their implied rights to be 

elected to the House of Representatives as direct elections were not held prior to 1989. 

Political participation was not realised until the transition to democracy was initiated in 

1989, when the first election was held under a block vote Plurality Voting (BV) system. 

This system allowed for the voting for more than one candidate in a district to parliament.  

12 women were selected for the popular ballot, but none won enough votes to enter 

parliament 

In 1993,20 new elections for the 12th House of Representatives under the Single Non-

Transferable electoral system were held on 8 November after the dissolution of parliament 

in accordance with the Temporary Election Law Act No. 15 of 1993. This law stipulated 

that every citizen could only vote for one nominee (Studies and Research Centre, 1993). In 

that year, three women were elected as members of parliament from a total of 534 

candidates. Two women ran for the same seat (it was part of an ethnic quota for Circassias 

and Chechens), with one emerging as the winner (IDEA & ANND, 2005; Joint Working, 

2008). The unexpected success in the 1993 election of the aforementioned woman 

encouraged a number of other women to stand for seats at the next election in 1997, where 

                                                 
20 The election in 1993 was held on the basis of one person, one vote. Previously in 1989 it had been under 
the block election system.  
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17 women ran for election, although none of them was successful (IDEA & ANND, 2005; 

Joint Working, 2008). Although the 13th HR in 1997 elections ran under the same law 

Single Non-Transferable vote law and electoral conditions as the 1993 elections, the 

political parties boycotted this election, in which each voter could cast their vote for one 

individual candidate in multi-member districts, returning six candidates per district. 

For the 14th HR in 2003 election, under Electoral Act No. 34 of 2001 (Single Non-

Transferable Law), the electoral system was modified to reserve six electoral seats for 

women, up from zero in the previous election (Tahboub, 2011). The total number of seats 

in the House of Representatives increased from 80 to 110. In the subsequent elections, the 

number of female participants showed a marked increase, a fact that can be attributed to 

the modification of the electoral system that introduced a gender quota. The number of 

female candidates that stood for the six reserved seats increased from three in 1997 to 54 

in 2003 (IDEA & ANND, 2005). The election for the 15th parliament was conducted in 

2007, but this parliament was then dissolved by a royal order in November, 2009. A year 

later, Jordan underwent new elections for the 16th parliament.21  

In 2010, under electoral Act No. 9 of 2010 Single Non-Transferable law, a further 

amendment to the quota system was implemented, and 12 seats were reserved for women 

(one seat for each province). One woman was also elected for a general seat independent 

of the quota system, resulting in 13 women holding positions in the House of 

Representatives (Tahboub, 2011). Interestingly, three candidates who had been elected at 

the local level were subsequently nominated as potential candidates for the House of 

Representatives, and in 2010 one of them was elected to the House of Representatives. 

Moreover, in 2013, two woman members of HR had previously held positions in their 

respective municipalities. This suggests that there may be a link between women’s political 

participation at the local and national levels, enhanced in part by the establishment of the 

quota law. However, it is important to note that Jordan is still in the process of the transition 

to democracy and is not yet a fully established democracy, with incremental law changes 

used to manage and control the evolution of the electoral process.  

The numbers outlined above indicate that the changes to the Jordanian electoral system 

helped to markedly increase the number of women elected for parliamentary positions 

between 2003 and 2013. The increasing participation of Jordanian women in the 

                                                 
21The election in 2010 was held on the Single Non-Transferable, Jordanian legislators amended laws Act 
No. 9 of 2010 which increased the number of women seats from 6 seats to 12 seats.  
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parliamentary elections occurred in stages; due to law changes and amendments to the 

number of reserved seats for women. Specifically, the reserved quota seats have led to 

increases in the number of women who were nominated and also elected as members of 

parliament. Table 5 below illustrates the number of women present in the HR, the number 

of reserved seats at the national level between 1974 and 2013 and the change over time.  

Table 5. Women’s representation in House of Representatives from 1974-2013 

Year No. of 
MPs 

No. of 
candidates 

No. of 
reserved 

seats 

No. of 
female 

candidates 

No. of 
female 
elected 

Female 
candidates 

(%) 

Female 
selected 

(%) 
1974 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 0.0 
1978 3 61 0  3  4.9 
1980 4 61 0  4  6.7 
1981 4 75 0  4  5.3 

198922 80 647 0 12 0 1.8 0.0 
1993 80 534 0 3 1 0.56 1.25 
1997 80 574 0 17 0 2.96 0.0 

200323 110 819 6 54 6 6.5 5.45 
2007 110 885 6 199 724 22.4 6.36 
2010 120 763 12 134 1325 17.5 10.83 
2013 150 1484 15 213 1726 14.8 11.3 

 
TOTAL     55   

Source: Data from the Jordanian National Commission for Women, 2011; Jordan Parliament Monitor, 2010, 
http://www.jpm.jo/index.php?type=news&id=873&_print; European Union, 2013.  

 

From 1974, the year in which women obtained the right to vote and to run for election, up 

until 2013 the total number of women who have been elected or appointed stood at 55. The 

implementation of the quota system has been crucial in assisting women to make these 

gains. As shown from the table above, prior to the transition to democracy, women did not 

succeed in electoral contests. In the years 1978-1981, the government appointed women to 

serve on the National Advisory Council. In 2003, six seats were reserved for women 

through the quota system. The inclusion of these seats changed the situation in Jordan by 

improving the chances for women to run for office and win elected office. The 2003 

election was the first election run under the new quota system, and 54 (6.5 percent) women 

                                                 
22 In 1989, it was the beginning of the transition to democracy. 
23 In 2003, the quota system was implemented.  
24 One candidate selected without quota. 
25 One member of the parliament previously held positions in their respective municipals. 
26 Fifteen members selected to the parliament by quota system. One member selected without quota, and one 
member selected by the closed-list system. Two members of the parliament previously held positions in their 
respective municipals. 

http://www.jpm.jo/index.php?type=news&id=873&_print
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vied for seats in this election from a grand total of 819 candidates. The 6 quota seats made 

up 5.4 percent of parliament at that time. In 2010, there was a further increase, and the seats 

allocated for women doubled from 6 to 12 seats. In Jordan, the implementation of the quota 

rule meant that women candidates who received the highest percentage of votes from all 

areas in Jordan would be qualified to serve their seats as a Member of Parliament (Krook, 

2005, 11). The reserved seats were “offered” by King Abdullah of Jordan in a royal decree 

in 2003 that reserved six seats for women in the House of Representatives (Husseini, 2003). 

In 2007, there were 199 female candidates, seven candidates were elected as members of 

Parliament. This represented a threefold increase from the 54 candidates who had 

participated in the previous election. However, the most significant milestone in this 

election was that a woman won a seat through competition without assistance from the 

quota system.  

According to Table 5, the number increased from 7 to 13 Members of HR and the 

percentage of female representation increased to 10.8 percent in 2010 from 6.4 percent in 

2007. From the perspective of Jordanian women, this was considered an important 

achievement (JNCW, 2011). A newly enacted law effectively doubled the number of seats 

reserved for women. For example, the number of female candidates in 2010 was lower than 

in 2007, 134 out of a total of 763 (17.5 percent). Even so, the new law ensured 13 women 

were able to win seats in parliament, 12 won through the quota system and one via election 

outright. In 2013, under a newly adopted election law Act No. 25 of 2012, which was a 

mixture of the Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system and the closed-list system 

(CLS), the quota reserved seats increased to 15, 12 quota seats for 12 provinces and also 

one seat each for the three Bedouin areas. It can be surmised that, during the last four 

elections, the quota system has proven to be an effective measure to help raise the political 

representation of women. While it is not close to equality, this is still a significant 

achievement in the development of the operation of the Jordanian House of 

Representatives.  

House of Senate (Senators) 

The 1989 elections that allowed for the election of the members of the 11th House of 

Representatives represented a new stage of political reform, even though the members of 

the Senate were still appointed by the King of Jordan. During the transition to democracy 

in 1989, the King of Jordan appointed one female senator to take part in decision-making 
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(Jordanian National Assembly, 2014). Even though senators, female or otherwise, do not 

need to run for office, as they receive appointment, the level of women’s participation in 

the Senate was less than ten percent until 2003 (Table 6).  

Table 6. Female senators from 1989-2010 

Year Number of senators Number of female 
senators 

Women in the  
House of the Senate (%) 

1989 40 1 2.5 
1993 40 2 5.0 
1997 40 3 7.5 

2003- 200527 55 6 10.9 
2005-2007 55 7 12.7 

2010 
2013 

60 
75 

9 
9 

15.0 
12.0 

Source: Data from Jordanian National Commission for Women, 2011; Abu Ghazaleh, 2007 

As Table 6 above shows, the total number of Senators in 1989 was 40, with only one woman 

appointed. In 1993, the number of women in the Senate increased to two, raising the 

percentage to 5 percent. The trend continued in 1997 and the number increased to three. 

The percentage of women’s representation increased to 10.9 percent in the years between 

2003 and 2005, where the number of women Senators was six. The increase in size is due 

to the expansion of the House of Representatives to 110 members, which resulted in the 

number of members of the Senate, which is half of the number in the House of 

Representatives, to increase to 55 senators during this period. Between 2005 and 2007, 

seven women were appointed (12.7 percent of total seats). In 2010, the number of members 

of parliament increased to 120 seats, with a corresponding increase in the number of 

senators to 60 members. Nine women were appointed, raising the percentage of women 

representatives to a new high of 15 percent. Nine women were again appointed in 2013, 

but as the size of the Senate had again increased (to 75 members) the proportion of women 

appointed decreased. Nevertheless the presence of women in the Senate remains important 

because this is the chamber where committee work is done for final decisions on the laws 

that came from the committees of the House of Representatives. These appointments 

demonstrate that the King considers the representation of women to be of some importance. 

The women who were appointed had political positions and ministerial experience, or had 

actively worked in women’s organisations. Most of the women appointed were from the 

city of Amman, and came from a political family. It is the case that the women’s 

                                                 
27 The period 2003-2005 saw an increase in women’s political participation due to the implementation of 
quota reserved seats.   
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organisations reviewed in this thesis were likely to have been involved in the process and 

influenced these appointments.        

Women’s Representation in Government - The Executive Council of Ministers 

The political system in Jordan has been traditionally a monarchy. The system of the 

government is parliamentary with a hereditary monarchy with an important constitutional 

role. The highest power is vested in the King of Jordan as the head of the country (Al-

Urdun Al-Jadid, 1997). The King appoints the prime minister28, who then forms the 

government and chooses his (or her) ministers from both the houses (IDEA & ANND, 

2005; Library of Congress, 2006). The government, as the executive branch, has the 

responsibility to develop strategies and policies in order to assist the citizens. The 

participation of women in the government as executives in the Council of Ministers is 

considered by one Jordanian NGO to be the main gateway to ensure equality between men 

and women (JNCW, 2011). They argue the presence and performance of female ministers 

has helped change the stereotypical image of women and their role in society (JNCW, 

2011), which has in turn led to positive changes in society's perception of women, their 

skills and abilities. The participation of women as ministers has been relatively uncommon 

over time.  The first appointment was made prior to the transition to democracy, with one 

woman appointed in 1979, and another in 1984 (Naqshabandi & Makhadmeh, 2000; 

JNCW, 2011). Table 7 shows the number of female members in the Council of Ministers 

over time.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 The prime minister is chosen by the king, and usually the prime minister is not related to any political party 
because in Jordan the political parties have generally not been active until now.    
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Table 7. Women representation in the Executive Council of Ministers (1979-2011) 

Year Number of members of 
the Council of 

Ministers 

Number of women in 
the Council of 

Ministers 

Percentage of female 
representation 

1979 22 1 4.5 
1981 21 1 4.7 
1984 20 1 5 
1993 27 1 3.7 
1996 30 1 3.3 
1999 23 1 4.3 
2000 29 1 3.4 
2002 27 1 3.7 
2003 21 3 14.2 
2005 26 4 15.3 
2005 24 1 4.1 
2007 28 4 14.2 
2009 29 2 6.8 
2010 31 3 9.6 
2011 27 2 7.4 
2011 30 2 6.6 
2012 30 1 3.3 
2012 21 0 0 
2013 19 1 5.2 
2013 21 2 9.2 

Source: Data from, Jordanian National Commission for Women, 2011 

The year 2003 represented a critical juncture in the history of Jordanian women, with a 

significant increase in the percentage of women’s representation, initially from one minister 

(3.7 percent) to 3 ministers (14.2 percent). In addition to having a positive symbolic effect, 

the presence of women in executive positions also made it easier for other women to 

become involved in development plans, policies and government initiated programs. This 

is important because when women are provided with the opportunity to take up government 

positions, they have the opportunity to improve government policy related to women while 

at the same time increasing further the range of opportunities for other women to be 

involved in decision-making positions. Over time this may decrease the gap in women’s 

representation. For example, in 2009 when four women were ministers, a woman was 

appointed to the position of governor.  However, the numbers of female ministerial 

representatives decreased after 2009, which the JNCW (2011) attributes to the decision of 

the prime minister, as he has the sole right to decide on appointments to his cabinet. And 

2012 the only year since 1979 that there were no women in the executive council of 

ministers. This was clarified by a parliamentary member, as she noted: 
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The government does not help women to increase the level of women’s representation 
in Jordan, the government will not help us and we hope His Royal Majesty will draw 
on the government to support women at this stage (WP1, 2012).  

 

More generally, the government has been described as being relatively weak in supporting 

women. For example, in 2012 the prime minister did not include women in his government, 

therefore, that year women were not represented. Even though the King has shown support 

towards increasing women’s representation by approving the implementation of the quota 

system, the support the King provided was less than the expectations held by many women.  

In short, women’s political representation has increased at all levels of the political system 

in Jordan, but these increases have been incremental rather than dramatic and also 

fluctuating over time. The changes in representation can be categorised as appearing in 

three venues. The first is localised, namely election for municipal office. Women have been 

appointed at this level since 1982. This served as a measure to accord women’s 

participation in public life until the modification of laws in 1995 enabled them to run for 

elected office at the local level “municipal”. Second, at the national level, increases in 

women’s representation continued in part as a result of the modification of the electoral 

laws that led to an increase in the number of reserved seats allocated to women.  Alongside 

this there has been incremental growth in the appointment of women as Senators. The third 

form of formal political representation is the appointment of women to ministerial positions 

in the executive branch. The explanation for the increase is in part related to two key 

mediating factors that I explore in the sections that follow. The first is the role of political 

parties as organisations that support the election of candidates through their selection 

processes (formal and informal). The second factor is the adoption of new formal gender 

quota rules. Both of these institutional arrangements are relevant to the work of women’s 

organisations seeking to develop and promote an increase in women’s political 

participation and representation.   

Women’s Participation in Political Parties 

Henig and Henig (2000) argue that political parties are central to political systems (p. 43). 

Parties are the key gatekeepers to political office as they effectively determine the 

candidates that will be allowed to run in elections with a realistic chance of winning 

(Kenny, 2013; Norris & Lovenduski, 1995). According to Kenny (2013), the attitudes and 
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ideology of political parties are key factors that act as gatekeepers to political recruitment, 

indirectly determining political representation. Political parties have not, however, been 

historically active participants in the political system of Jordan, although they have made 

proposals to the government in order to modify the laws in Jordan (JNCW1, 2012). For 

example, the 1997 election was held without the participation of any political party, as the 

changes in the election laws had effectively disadvantaged political parties. 

In Jordan, political parties are formed for the purpose of participating in political life to 

achieve specific goals concerned with political, economic, and social affairs (Ben Tala, 

1996). In 1989, political openness was expanded to include both political and social 

participation. This influenced political life in Jordan which entered a new phase, and the 

partisan currents of Jordan became more varied both intellectually and ideologically. In 

1992, after customary law29 was lifted, the Jordanian government reformed the political 

parties (Ministry of Interior Jordan, 1992; Ottaway & Choucair, 2008). By merging the 

ideological political parties, for example, the members of the Arab nationalist, the Leftist 

and the Islamist parties, political parties could receive more support and take advantage of 

the single vote electoral system. However, even during the transition to democracy, 

political participation was limited as the Jordanian government continued to discourage 

people from joining political parties. For example, some party members were refused jobs 

in the government; others were interviewed by government officials about their political 

activities (JNCW, 2011, p102).   

Waylen (1994) has argued that during the transition to democracy political parties will often 

resume their core activities in order to work “towards more conventional forms of 

institutional politics” (p.339). However, this has not been the case in Jordan.  Rather, the 

combination of government suppression of party activity and the laws governing parties 

and elections have been such that the development of the former has not been particularly 

robust.  The government has either disregarded or not taken enough notice of political 

parties when they have made requests for certain law changes. In addition, the boycott by 

political parties at various times has threatened the progress of political reform (Da'jah, 

                                                 
29 According to Article 3, Law No. 32 (1992): A party “is every political organisation which is formed by a 
group of Jordanians in according with the constitution and the provisions of the Law, for the purpose of 
participating in political life and achieving specific goals concerning political, economic and social affairs, 
which works through legitimate and peaceful means” (Ben Tala, 1996, p.294).  
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1996); as a result, the political parties are less actively involved in the political process, 

which has in turn affected the pace of political reform in Jordan.   

The electoral system also influences the way parties operate and campaign within the 

political system (Electoral Knowledge Network, 2012). For example, when the Block 

Plurality Voting system changed to the Single Non-Transferable electoral system, it 

affected the candidates affiliated with political parties because the new system made it 

considerably more difficult for political parties to get their candidates elected. This is 

because voters tended to give their single vote to the prominent tribal candidates. As a 

result, in 1993, the parties requested that the government change the electoral system to 

replace the SNTV with a mixed system in which every citizen is given two votes, one vote 

for the national party and one vote for individual candidates (Ottaway & Choucair-Vizoso, 

2008). However, this amendment did not succeed. Ottaway and Choucair-Vizoso (2008) 

argue that the proponents of political reform recognized that serious electoral reform was 

unlikely because it was too contentious and they expected only superficial modifications to 

the law (p.55).  

The weak development of political parties has impacted on women’s political participation 

within them. For example, after the Union between the East and West Banks, the Jordanian 

Communist Party was the only party that had a woman member, who joined in 1954 (PW1, 

2012). It appears that she was the only Jordanian woman to join a political party until the 

1970s, when the Jordanian Communist Party recruited 5 females to its ranks. Several 

women interviewed for this research have argued that the weakness of political parties has 

limited women’s participation as successful candidates: 

Political parties are analogous to a school in which to learn politics, economics, and 
sociology and to deepen the loyalty of the people. However, political parties should 
not overshadow the role of the media […] unfortunately, political parties do not give 
women enough time and resources in order to explain the issues that women face 
within the parties (PW1, 2012). 

Political parties do not support candidates to be elected (PW2, 2012). 

The impact of political parties in Jordan is not strong. Political parties are weak and 
include low participation of women (JNFW1, 2012). 
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It remained rare to see women joining political parties in these early years.  Women became 

more connected to political parties30 after the lifting of the customary law in 1992 and the 

reformation of the political parties by the Jordanian government (Al-quds Center, 2007). 

The Jordanian National Commission for Women (2011) argues that political parties have 

become more open to the notion of equality between men and women, in that the number 

of female party members is used to increase the number of the parties approved and 

registered at the Ministry of Internal Affairs (parties require at least 500 members). 

However, despite increased membership, women are only given a marginal role within the 

party and the level of female participation is still well below that of men.  

A JNCW report (2011) found that there was still significant discrimination towards women 

in political parties, and women were given less opportunity to take up decision-making 

positions within the parties. This reflects an ongoing weakness in the participation levels 

of women in politics and in the parties, even if there have been incremental changes. The 

low level of participation by women in political parties has in turn affected the progress of 

changes in policy toward the development of women’s political participation in Jordan 

(JNCW, 2011). Htun (2005) argues that political parties are shareholders that control 

women’s progress to power and are able to increase the number of women holding 

leadership positions that would eventually result in women becoming successful candidates 

in elections. The data on women’s position in Jordanian political parties is outlined below 

(Table 8). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 Appendix 7 contains a list of the parties established after 1992, and the percentage of women’s participation 
within these parties. Table 8 displays the extent of women’s participation in these parties during the last two 
decades. 
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Table 8. Women’s representation by political parties (1989-2013) 

 
Year 

 
Number of 

female 
candidates 

 
Political Parties 

No. of female 
member of 
the parties 

(A) 

Females 
candidate

s by 
parties 

Females 
elected by 

parties 

% of female  
elected as a 

proportion of 
(A) 

1989 12 - - - - ----- 
1993 3 - - - - - 
1997 17 The Communist Party 

of Jordan 
161 1 - - 

2003 54 The Islamic Action 
Front Party 

64 1 1 1.56 

2007 199 The Islamic Action 
Front Party 

64 
 

1 
 

- 
 

- 
 

National Current Party * 1 1 * 

2010 134 The Jordanian People’s 
Democratic Party 

282 
 

1 
 

1 
 

0.35 
 

National Current Party * 1 1 * 

2013 217 The Jordanian People’s   
Democratic Party 

282 1 - - 

National Current Party * 2 2 * 
The Islamic Wasat 

Party 
79 1 1 1.26 

(*) No information available / Source: Data from Ministry of Interior Jordan, 2012; Jordanian National 
Commission for Women, 2011; Abo Elbeh, 2013. 
 
Through the political reform undertaken in 1989 at the time of the transition to democracy, 

the number of female members of political parties has increased, from 64 members in 1992, 

to 300 members in 2012, while the corresponding percentages were 7.7 in 1992, and 30 

percent in 2012 (see appendix 7). Table 8 also indicates the extent of the female 

representation in political parties for elections between the years 1989 and 2013. In 1997, 

the number of women in The Communist Party of Jordan stood at 161, yet only one woman 

from this party was elected in Amman. In 2003, only one woman was elected from a total 

of 54 candidates. She was a member of the Islamic Action Front Party31.  

In the 2007 election, two women were elected from National Trend Party, while two gained 

seats via the quota reserved seats, but they did not hold the seats as members of party. 

During the elections between 1989 and 2013, ten women were elected who were members 

of political parties, which is only 3.6 percent from total instances of women winning seats. 

Seven women won through the quota reserved seats, but did not hold the seats as party 

representatives. This indicates a low level of participation of women. Abo Elbeh (2013) 

                                                 
31  Female member of political parties who were elected to quota seats, despite running on the ticket of a 
political party, often emphasised women’s and popular public issues rather than represented their political 
parties’ ideology or supported the political parties’ strategies 
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notes that in Jordan only four women have been selected by their parties and put in charge 

of chairing the programs of their political parties during elections. Of these four, in 1997, 

one woman did not win despite leading the policy programs for the party. Two women won 

election in 2003, and one in 2010. Other women who have been elected under the party 

banner did not actively participate in drawing up the parties’ policy programs.  

From the previous discussion and from the analysis of the outcome of the elections, the 

success of the women in political parties appears to be mainly due to the implementation 

of the quota system. Thus, it is evident that modifications to the electoral system, 

particularly the implementation of a quota, is an important component permitting women’s 

presence in elected office, whilst opportunities provided to females by political parties are 

still somewhat limited. This will serve as a guide to understanding the period of the 

transition to democracy in order to answer the question: to what extent has the institutional 

change worked towards promoting female representation?  

Institutional Change and Women’s Political Participation 

In Jordan, women’s political participation has been affected by the various institutional 

changes that have accompanied democratic transition. As noted above, during this period 

there have been a number of changes made to the electoral system some of which aim to 

support and promote changes to the level of participation by women. Perhaps the most 

significant of these was the adoption of a new quota rule designating a number of seats to 

be reserved for women.  

Transition to democracy and the advent of a gender quota 

The adoption and implementation of the quota system is considered by many scholars to 

be amongst the most important contributing factors in increasing women’s representation 

(Krook 2008; 2009). In Jordan, before the transition to democracy, women did not have the 

ability to run for office, even though they had the right to be appointed. The concept of 

women’s political representation first entered Jordanian governmental policy around the 

late 1980s; however, it was not until the early 1990s that the quota was actually 

implemented. Waylen (2007b) states that for women “the transition from non-democratic 

to democratic rule has been one of the most important global political developments” (p. 

1). This is echoed by Lowrance (1998) in the Jordanian case, who argues that democracy 
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in Jordan has benefitted women by helping them attain more freedom and increasing their 

roles in society, including in politics. 

Women’s political participation was not revolutionised overnight in Jordan. However, the 

incremental institutional changes that have occurred over time provided opportunities for 

women to get involved in politics and gave them a new perspective of the possibility of 

political participation (Wiktorowicz, 2002). As Jordanian women became more aware of 

their political rights, they were able to take up more positions both nationally and locally. 

Furthermore, the transition to democracy has helped Jordanian women influence 

governmental policy which in itself has expanded their roles in political life through 

changes to national laws32 that affect women’s affairs (Lowrance, 1998). As a result of the 

transition to democracy, twelve female candidates vied for seats in 1989, although none 

were successful at that time (IDEA & ANND, 2005). Prior to the implementation of the 

quota system in 2003, there had been some small increases in women’s representation at 

the national level.  In 1993 one was selected under the ethnic quota for Chechens and 

Circassians. After the success of these women, it appears that more women felt encouraged 

to run for office and there was an increase in the number elected in 1997 (from three to 17).  

The adoption of a reserved seats gender quota in 2003, constituted a significant institutional 

change in potentially advancing women’s political representation. In Jordan, the quota 

system allows for a certain number of seats to be reserved for female representatives and 

this reservation is enforced in the constitution (Dahlerup & Freidenvalla, 2005). The 

reserved seats are awarded to female candidates who have received the highest percentage 

of the total number of votes in their respective districts, thus electing them to parliament 

(Shvedova, 2005; Dahlerup & Freidenvalla, 2005). As a result of the quota, the first decade 

of the 2000s witnessed an increasing presence of women’s representation in the national 

House of Representatives (Al Zubi, 2005; Prime Minister, 2002). The quota system and 

how it benefitted women was later analysed by the government’s law committee (Al-

Doqme, 2008). This committee was organised by Jordanian National Commission for 

Women, and included different groups, women’s organisations, representatives of 

ministries, and representatives from civil society. Its main focus has been to discuss how 

                                                 
32 National laws such as Labour Law No 8/1996 and Personal Status Law No 36/2010 introduced changes to 
family rights which included increasing the age of marriage for girl to 18 years, and amending property and 
inheritance laws. 
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women can reach the parliament. A report was written up and passed to the government 

during their meeting (Al-Tal, 2013).   

At the national level, a change in the electoral law in 2001 introduced the quota system, 

and ensured the reservation of six seats for women out of total of 110. The number of seats 

also increased from 80 seats from the previous election to 110 as part of the political reform 

to increase opportunity of other geographic areas to be represented in the House of 

Representatives (Beck & Collet, 2010). Al-Doqme (2008) and Hussainy (2014) have 

shown that the Jordanian quota system has had some influence in battling against 

discrimination on the basis of sex in general, and also has slowly influenced the discourse 

surrounding parliamentary elections making it more inclusive of women. As such, the quota 

system compensates women for limitations that previously prohibited their political 

participation.  

The most significant goal of the quota system was to increase women’s participation by 

adding temporary amendments to the electoral law at the national and local levels. In 2003, 

six MPs female were drawn from 110 Parliament members. By 2007, seven members were 

drawn from 110 candidates. This change has increased the number of women elected, and 

reflects the method of appointing women as shown in Table 5. The number of women 

candidates increased from 17 in 1997 to 54 in 2003, and two women who were members 

of political parties, one from the Islamic Action Front Party, and the second from the 

Communist party of Jordan, were directly elected. During the 2010 election, the electoral 

law changed, raising the quota of reserved seats from six to 12, one seat for each province 

(Beck & Collet, 2010). The number of allocated seats then increased to 15 in 2013. At this 

point, each province had a reserved seat for a woman, and the area of the Bedouin had three 

seats under the electoral mixture of the Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system and 

Closed-List System CLS (European Union Election Observation Mission Final Report, 

2013). 

In addition to increasing the numbers of women elected to the Jordanian national 

parliament, there have been other benefits gained as a result of the quota. First, it has 

encouraged women who have been elected to take a stance on issues related to gender and 

equal rights for women (Miqdad, 2006, p.317). The quota system has had an immediate 

impact in allowing women to participate in the political decision-making process, but over 

time, it may also result in policy changes that impact on women’s socio-political standing. 
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The allocation of quota seats can directly affect the nomination practice and recruitment 

policies and encourage political parties and government bodies to change their informal 

practice of ignoring women that had previously been the norm. Finally, quotas can lead to 

cultural and behavioural shifts amongst the citizenry, and result in demands for greater 

representation of women, despite the resistance of more traditional politicians (UN, 2007). 

This reflects the claims by Pettygrove, Nasser and Fauss (2006) that the quota system gave 

Jordanian society the opportunity to accept the idea of new gender roles for women in 

politics and society. Even though the traditional predisposition towards women does not 

see women excelling in politics, if women do succeed, there is the potential to see the status 

of women raised drastically as a result of the demonstration effect (Ryan, 2002; Al-Attiyat 

et al., 2005).  

The quota system in Jordan can be seen as a form of compensation for the variety of barriers 

that prevent women from fairly competing in the political arena (Jamal, 2012). If 

“implement[ed] properly [the quota can] overcome the most critical obstacles to women’s 

equal political representation, such as male succession patterns, [and] women’s lack of 

power in the parties, especially in the nomination processes” (Dahlerup and Freidenvall, 

2005, p.42). Women are also free to compete with men throughout the country for other 

seats, whether locally or nationally (Abu Rumman, 2007).  

However, as Dahlerhup (2005) reminds us, a reserved seats quota system tends to enable 

only a very few women to hold office (Dahlerup, 2005), and it is therefore an insufficient 

mechanism.   In the case of Jordan, Beck and Collet (2010) have found that it is women 

who come from small communities and from tribal families who are most likely to win 

parliamentary seats. Women who won their seats by quota system attained the higher 

percentages of votes, and the women who have got the highest levels were usually from the 

tribal regions and clans gathered around Jordan, because their population is less than the 

cities. Jamal (2012) argues that despite its limitations, the quota system is nevertheless seen 

as an effective means to achieve the beginnings of real equality for women. In addition to 

giving women a more equal footing with men in terms of representation, it also allows 

women to present issues to Parliament (HR) from their unique perspective (Pettygrove, 

Nasser & Fauss, 2006).  
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Electoral system change 

Al-Attiyat, Shutaywi and Sweiss (2005) argue that certain electoral systems have the 

potential to enhance the political participation of women and facilitate the use of gender 

quotas. In the case in Jordan, the 2001 electoral law change led to a municipal level quota 

for female representation and this had significant benefits for women (Act 34/45/2001). In 

2003, through Electoral Act Amendment No. 11, six seats were allocated for women by the 

quota system within the single non-transferable vote (SNTV) electoral system at the 

national and local levels (Al-Doqme, 2008; Beck & Collet, 2010; Al Zubi, 2005).  

In 2013, a new trend began to emerge in which a different system of proportional 

representation was introduced to replace the previous SNTV system with the mixed system 

of the Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system and Closed-List System CLS. Each 

voter was given two votes, one for district-level candidates and another for national 

candidates. This proved to be an effective measure in combating tribalism (Al-Khasawneh, 

2013). The SNTV method, where voters have just one vote, usually leads to voters 

preferring to vote for the candidates from their tribe. The mixed system of the Single Non-

Transferable vote (SNTV) system and the Closed-List System CLS mean that voters have 

the opportunity to vote for two candidates, usually one from their tribe, but a further 

opportunity to vote for candidates from other regions. The mixed system is likely to result 

in a marked increase in the percentage of elected female candidates as women believe that 

they can get more votes when the voters have opportunity to vote for two candidates. 

Indeed, the number of women candidates increased from 134 in 2010, to 213 candidates in 

2013. The adoption of a mixture of the Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system and 

Closed-List System CLS allowed women to gain more parliamentary seats as 17 members 

have selected. Fifteen candidates gained seat through the quota system, one was directly 

selected by the electorate, and one was selected from the Closed- List.  

Conclusion  

Women’s election to political office in Jordan has gained more acceptance since the early 

days of political reform in the 1980s. Although some women were appointed prior to the 

transition to democracy, and in 1989, female candidates took part in the elections; the early 

results fell short of expectations. During the transition period, however, the number of 

female candidates standing for election and selection at different levels of the political 
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system has increased. The municipal level has the highest number of total women elected 

over this period (767)33 whereas there have been 55 women elected nationally over the 

same period.  Both of these results can be attributed to the implementation of the reserved 

seats quota.  By contrast, there have only been 37 women senators over the past ten years, 

suggesting that appointment is less likely to lead to improvements for women’s political 

representation in Jordan. Unless there is a possibility of lobbying to increase the number of 

women appointed as well. Moreover, there is still much to be done in terms of reforming 

political parties and enabling them to become more inclusive of women as party members 

and as candidates for elected office. Although there is still a long way to go before parity 

is reached, possibilities to institutionalise gender equality have been opened, and women’s 

representation continues to matter to the public agenda and to the government (JNCW, 

2011).  

It is evident that a range of institutional changes undertaken during and subsequent to the 

transition to democracy have assisted in increasing women’s representation in Jordan. This 

aligns with the arguments of Waylen (2009) and Torfing (2009) who have argued that 

analysing women’s participation during the transition to democracy helps to understand the 

dynamics of gendered institutional change over time. For instance, in Jordan, the 

incremental but dynamic changing of the electoral laws and implementation of the quota 

system during the transition to democracy has increased the level of women’s 

representation, and women’s organisations have been active in programmes related to 

women’s issues. That said, the change has been notable but not necessarily rapid or socially 

destabilizing, which aligns somewhat with the arguments of Findlay (2012) that women’s 

organisations helped women to focus on the effects of gender and the possibility of gradual 

institutional change. However, as the women and politics literature has shown, it is not just 

about “demand”; it is also about the supply of women (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995). It is 

not enough for example for parties and the government to demand more women as 

candidates for selection; it is also necessary for individual women to put themselves 

forward as candidates. Thus the increased representation of women may have an additional 

impact in that it leads more women to believe they can supply themselves as candidates 

and stand for election and selection. The question addressed later in the thesis is how 

                                                 
33 The degree of women’s representation at the local level municipality was higher number than at the national 
level. This is because, first, there are more seats and more council (venues), which gives women more 
opportunities to engage. Moreover, women are increasingly appointed and elected as this level.  
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relevant women’s organisations are to this corollary affect; that is, to what extent is the 

supply of women as candidates and political participants dependent on the work undertaken 

by women’s organisations in civil society in Jordan. 

In conclusion, women’s political participation has been affected and influenced by 

institutional changes that took place as part of the transition to democracy – specifically the 

resultant implementation of a gender quota. However, these institutional changes did not 

happen in a vacuum.  As such it is important to understand the extent to which women 

organised themselves, and mobilised around the issue of women’s political participation in 

order to explain the advent of the gender quota, and the consequential increase in women’s 

political participation. This is the subject of the next chapter.  Specifically, it examines how 

women’s civil society institutions have worked towards improving women’s political 

involvement between the periods of non-democratic rule, and how women’s organisations 

sought to implement changes that have enhanced women’s ability to take part in public and 

political life prior to the transition to democracy.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: First and Second Phases of the Women’s Movement: Women’s 

Organisations before the Transition to Democracy 

 

This chapter explores the history of the activities undertaken by women’s civil society 

organisations in Jordan. It will focus on the first and second phases of the women’s 

movement before the transition to democracy. Historical review is necessary in order to 

provide a background context for understanding change and to demonstrate the way 

women’s organisations have organised in the context of the women’s movement in earlier 

periods. Initially in Jordan, women were not provided with their basic rights through law. 

They were not allowed to undertake education, paid work, or any other activity that men of 

that time were able to do. Women were not even provided with the basic right to vote. The 

study of each phase is therefore important for understanding the evolution of the women’s 

movement and how women’s organisations during each phase approached the issue of 

women’s social rights and integration into society in a different way. The role of the 

women’s movement in Jordan has over time been significant in changing women’s social 

realities in Jordan, and the movement can be seen as an important factor in allowing justice 

to be attained by the women living in Jordan and highlighting the need for women to gain 

greater social rights.  

This chapter first examines the activities of women’s organisations in Jordan by describing 

how and why women have chosen to organise their work and activities in the way they 

have, and what has changed over time. Focus will be placed on their role in seeking 

institutional and political status changes related to women’s rights, laws for women, and 

changes to electoral laws. The chapter also deliberates on how the mobilisation of women 

has improved the status of women, and has assisted them in becoming increasingly 

accepted as participants in public life in Jordan. Ghosh (2009) observes that civil society 

organisations, such as NGOs, are political institutions that facilitate the discussion of how 

their work can help to improve the quality of political participation, mobilise political 

actors, and potentially influence the government to change laws. What becomes evident 

here is that the activities of women’s organisations in Jordan have progressed in an 

incremental way for the purpose of increasing women’s participation in public life within 

their communities.  
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It is important to note that women’s organisations originally grew out of activities pursued 

by women from the elite and political class. These organisations have included members 

of the Jordanian royal family, and their leadership. In these early phases, women’s 

organisations worked on social activities, voluntary work and charity, and seldom focused 

on the political sphere until the transition to democracy in 1989. Internally, Jordanian 

society did not allow women to take part in any public role in public life, which were 

traditionally reserved for men. Externally, the political issues surrounding Jordan, such as 

the wars related to Palestine and Israel in 1948 and 1967, affected the work of women 

organisations namely by increasing the number of external refugees in Jordan, which 

women’s organisations sought to care for. Due to the external developments and slowly 

changing societal attitudes, some progress for women was seen during the pre-transition 

period, as women started to play an important role in providing social welfare to their 

communities. This in turn would later lead to women having greater opportunities to be 

active in public life. Women’s organisations, nevertheless, continued to bear responsibility 

for articulating the problems with unjust discrimination against women in Jordan, 

especially with regards to employment or education when compared to men.  

The first and second phases of the women’s movement did, nevertheless, lay the 

groundwork for women to begin to focus on political participation to continue institutional 

change and to change the life situation for women (Findlay, 2012). The first women’s 

movement began in the 1940s. This was when women started to organise themselves by 

creating the first women’s organisations. The second women’s movement phase took place 

during the 1970s and 1980s. This was when women’s organisations started to work to 

improve the political status of women by deliberating on the right of women to vote and be 

elected to parliament and other important political roles. Table 9 and Table 10, show the 

key events in the evolution of women’s political participation in Jordanian politics by 

reference to the modification of women’s organisational and electoral laws. Appendix 8 

provides a greater description of the key moments for women during the first and second 

phases of women’s movement.   
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Table 9. Key events relating to women’s political participation 

Year Events 

195534 Electoral Law Act Number 29 for the municipality. 

195735 Educated women got the right to vote for parliament, but not run for election. 

196636 Demand made to the 1957 Law to include non-educated women to vote, and 
have the right to run for office. 

197437 Electoral Law Act Number 8. All women got both the right to vote and run 
for election. 

 

Table 10. Key legal developments related to the establishment of women’s 
organisations 

Year Laws 

1952 Constitution of Jordan guaranteed the right for citizens to establish civil 
society organisations and political parties. 

1953 Act 36: The women’s movement was able to establish a number of different 
organisations under the Ministry of Social Development. 

1957 Martial law imposed. The government restricted Jordanian citizens’ ability to 
be active in political parties. Some women’s organisations disbanded. 

1966 Act 33:  This law gave the Minister of Interior the right of register and 
dissolve the organisations. 

1971 Act 70, 197038: Women’s organisations established under the Ministry of 
Social Development and Labour. 

 

The First Phase of the Women’s Movement (1940s-1960s) 

Historically, the emergence of the Jordanian women’s movement has been associated with 

the work of Charity Houses, which were recognised in 1912 to serve the Orthodox 

community. This association was similar to the Relief Poor Orthodox Society established 

in Palestine in 1903 (Abu Rumi, 1995; Hammad, 1999; Krias, 1985). In 1937, the Freedom 

Red Association was created. This organisation was not unlike its earlier counterparts. 

                                                 
34 Even though women got the right to vote but not to be elected to local office. The participation of women 
in the municipality was not active until the law amended in 1982, Act 22 allowed women to vote and to be 
elected.  
35 In 1954, where all men gained the right to become active members of the National Advisory Council, 
women mobilised to demand the political rights for women to vote.   
36 Prime Minister urged to take another look at 1957 laws and demands made to give the right of voting to 
non-educated women and to gain the right to run for office.  
37 Even though women have got the right to vote and be elected to national office, the participation of women 
in the legislature was mainly through appointment, not election, as explained in chapter Three.  
38 Act 70/1970: This Act amended and cancelled the word of charity in the goal of women’s organisations, 
which give them more opportunity to include women interest. 
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These organisations emerged in order to assist women by connecting and communicating 

with similar organisations in Palestine and Egypt, and to support relationship building 

between women across states (Abu Rumi, 1995; Ashour, Ghazoul, & Reda-Mekdashi, 

2008). Abu Rumi (1995) notes that women became involved in collective voluntary social 

work in Jordan as a consequence of political events in and around the region. The concept 

of voluntary social work for women was concentrated in the cities, as women from elite 

class families took on prominent roles.  However, in the rural areas, where tribalism was a 

major inhibiting factor and clans’ families did not allow women to participate in social 

work, women were restricted from being involved in social activities such as these.  

Jad (2007) has noted that women’s organisations have different agendas relating to 

women’s livelihood, education, and health. At this time, Jordanians were dealing with 

adverse conditions, and many women had limited access to education, and suffered from 

poor economic outcomes (Al Shalabi & Al-Assad, 2011). The tribal nature of Jordanian 

society also meant women were denied an active role in politics (Nahar & Abu Humaidan, 

2013). It was the combination of these conditions and the lack of universal political rights 

for women that prompted the Jordanian women’s movement to become more active, as 

well as agitate for improved health and education. During the 1940s, these women’s 

organisations took up issues that were related to women’s lives, which included safety 

programs related to mother and child health issues (Al-Tal, 1985). Also, women’s 

organisations called for “legal reforms to demand personal status codes” (Alrenfeldt & 

Golley 2012, p.17). Women’s organisations at this time did not explicitly concentrate on 

women’s political rights - political rights were not taken up until the end of this period 

following Jordan’s independence from Britain in 1946.  

Women’s organisations have taken different forms and adopted different agendas 

depending on the conditions of women in particular countries, materially and politically. 

So, for example, in the case of Jordan, the war between Palestine and Israel shifted the 

scope of Jordanian women’s organisations to assisting refugee settlement campaigns (Abo 

Rumi, 1995), providing charitable aid for families, and helping poor women to improve 

their economic life by providing direct financial assistance (Hammad, 1999). While 

Jordanian women’s organisations wanted to intensify their efforts to gain political rights, 

the Palestine War in 1948 meant that Palestinian issues would become very important in 

Jordan (Lowrance, 1998). The war dispersed the efforts of the women’s organisations, 
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prompting them to move their activities from focusing on rights to return to volunteering 

to meet the challenges pertaining to the political situation in the region (Hammad, 1999). 

As a result, many of these organisations joined together. In 1949, the Jordanian Women's 

Union (JWU) joined the Social Association for Women’s Solidarity (SAWS), and created 

the Hashemite Women’s Organisations for the purpose of being be able to consolidate their 

work related to social affairs and women’s social rights (Abu Rumi, 1995; Hammad, 1999). 

Indeed, during this early period the number of women’s organisations established increased 

significantly (see Table 11).   

During the 1940s, the women’s movement in Jordan had already built a network with other 

Arab women’s movements, and started networking with women of other Arabic nations, 

such as Egypt in 1945 and Palestine in1948. This provided Jordanian women with the 

experience necessary to establish the Jordanian Women's Union JWU under the name of 

“Etihad Al-Nissai Al-Urduni” in 1945, which tasked itself with the objective of working 

towards improving the status of women in public life. Members of the women’s movement 

from Egypt had visited Jordan to endorse the establishment of the JWU in 1945, which was 

approved by King Abdullah bin Al-Hussein I (Hammad, 1999). The primary objective of 

the JWU was the class status of Jordanian women. The Union used different methods 

compared to those of the Social Association for Women’s Solidarity (SAWS) had an 

official building where they held their meetings and it aimed at increasing women’s literacy 

rates (Al-Tal 1985; Al Borini & Al Hindi, 1994; Sahliyeh, 2005).  
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Table 11. Women’s organisations during the First Phase (1940s-1960s) 

Year of establishment Women’s  Organisations 
1944 Social Association for Women’s Solidarity (SAWS) 
1945 Jordanian Women’s Union (JWU)39 

(Etihad Al-Nissai Al-Urduni) 
1945 Hashemite Women’s Organisations 
1950 Young Women’s Christian Association 
1951 National Red Crescent Society 
1952 Women's Vigilance Association 
1953 Jordanian Charitable Society for Development of Women 
1953 Women’s Programmes Centre/ Irbid 
1954 Name of JWU was changed to Arab Women’s Union (AWU) 

(Etihad Al-Marra’ Al-Arabi) 
1968 Arab Women Society 
1968 Jordan Forum for Business and Professional Women 

TOTAL 11 organisations 

Source: Data from Phoenix Center for Economic and Informatics Studies PCEIS & Friedrich Ebert 
Foundation FEF, 2013; Al Borini and Al Hindi, 1994; Al-Tal, 1985; Hammad, 1999. 

Moving on from the 1940s up until the 1960s, we see the first women’s organisations 

created were dedicated to more than charity and volunteer work; they had political 

objectives (Al-Atiyat, 2003; Al-Tal, 1985). Jordanian women created the Social 

Association for Women’s Solidarity (SAWS) in 1944. This was encouraged by Princess 

Msubah, wife of King Abdallah I, who invited elite women for a meeting to create this 

association (Al-Tal, 2013). The aim of SAWS was to improve the status of poor women 

with limited resources and education by helping them with certain projects or money to 

assist them in improving their life and wellbeing (Al-Tal, 2013; Hammad, 1999). SAWS 

was the first organisation established in Jordan that created an awareness of the need for 

women to be more educated about public work. It informed women as to how they could 

improve their life through mastering their work in the home and raising children, and it 

taught women handicrafts. In this way, it did not challenge the idea that women’s work was 

in the home and the family, but it did encourage women to think about how they might 

extend this work beyond the home.  

Around the early 1950s, the Jordanian women’s organisations began to shift their interest 

from women’s social life and families, to the right of women’s education. Education for 

                                                 
39 Jordanian Women’s Union (JWU) (Etihad Al-Nissai Al-Urduni) was established in 1945, the members of 
this union were from Jordan. In 1954 the name of the union was changed to Arab Women’s Union (AWU) 
(Etihad Al-Marra’ Al-Arabi) due to political conditions, in order to include other women to be member in 
this union, such as female immigrant form Palestine. 
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women was seen to be of primary importance as it would be an essential development for 

women’s suffrage (Al Shalabi & Al-Assad, 2011). Women were mobilised by the members 

of the Arab Women’s Union (AWU) to demand political rights for women to vote. They 

organised meetings and submitted an agenda and a petition to the Jordanian Prime Minister 

“Sa’id al-Mufti” on 3/10/1955 (Al-Tal, 2013). Act number 29, for the municipality election 

was approved on 25/10/1955 allowing women to vote but the right to stand for local offices 

was not given at that time (Al-Owaimer, 2010). The petitioners also sought an amendment 

of the electoral law to allow women to vote and to stand for parliament election, and also 

sought to fully acquire the same rights to an education as men. As a result of their lobbying, 

the government approved the demand of the women’s request, for example; they amended 

the electoral law, and gave only educated40 women the right to vote in 1957 (Abu Rumi, 

1995; Hammad, 1999; Al-Tal, 2013, p.144). Despite the protests, for example; illiterate 

women were excluded from voting by electoral law in 1957. Thus it was not possible to 

eliminate all legal, economic, social, and cultural barriers against women at this time. 

Furthermore, the Constitution of Jordan, Acts 16 and 25 of 1952 provided the right to 

establish associations, and political parties. Specifically, the Constitution of Jordan in 1952 

safeguarded “the right of Jordanians to hold meeting within the limits of law and 

establishing societies and political parties” (Abu-Karaki, 2011, p.183). In 1953, as a result 

of the passage of a new law for the organisations registration, (Act 36, 195341 ), the 

women’s movement was able to establish a number of different organisations. The new law 

facilitated the setup of legal associations to be registered under the Ministry of Social 

Development (Al-Tal, 2013). The AWU, reflecting a period of change in Jordanian 

organisations, developed a number of branches in rural areas of Jordan in order to include 

women from different areas. It also established offices in the major cities of Jordan in order 

to reach women in different cities (Al Borini & Al Hindi, 1994). In 1955, Jordanian 

women’s groups began working towards attaining full political rights to provide illiterate 

women the right to vote, and to be able to stand in municipality and parliamentary elections 

(Al-Tal, 1985. p.127). In 1956, the Association for the Defence of Women's Rights 

organised a festival in Jericho, Palestine, which was attended by 800 women from the East 

and West Bank. They demanded the right to be elected and vote for the parliament by 

                                                 
40 Educated women are counted as those who had finished primary school (Al-Tal, 1985; Kawaldeh, 2014). 
41 Act 36/1953: This added a charity dimension to the goals of the nongovernmental organisations due to 
the instability of political conditions. 
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organising a celebration under the slogan “equal rights for women” (Haddadin, 2013; 

Naffa, 2004).  

The absence of democratic freedoms and the prevailing repressive policy in the country 

from the 1957 until 1989 due to intermittent periods of martial law reflected negatively on 

the political life of Jordan. In 1957, martial law was declared in Jordan and all non-

governmental organisations and political parties were dissolved (Abu Rumi, 1995). Thus, 

the JWU,  then operating under the name AWU, was forced to disband in 1957. The 

outcome affected political life adversely and influenced the interest and desire of women 

to go into politics, except for the case of women active in banned political parties such as 

Jordanian Communist Party. Within political parties, as noted in the previous chapter, only 

the Jordanian Communist Party had women members, who joined in 1954. Women in the 

Communist Party began to push for political rights, and they gave speeches on the issues 

that surrounded the country (Naffa, 2004; Al Shalabi & Al-Assad, 2011). This was despite 

the fact that the political situation in Jordan at that time was not encouraging increased 

pluralism, and there was a bias against women having public work opportunities, as they 

were excluded from taking part in what was commonly a male dominant society 

(Dababneh, 2012). 

Jordanian women had organised themselves to demand their rights and to contribute to their 

society despite the fact that women were prohibited from being political. After a series of 

demonstrations and the petition of 1954 by women pioneers, educated women gained the 

right to vote in 1957. This right was subsequently enshrined in the electoral laws that 

brought about institutional changes. Women pioneers, who were the leaders of women’s 

organisations and who were from the intellectual and socially prominent classes, 

participated in political action through different demonstrations. For example, they 

demanded the cancellation of the Jordan-UK Treaty. Women pioneers also demonstrated 

against the martial law which was affecting the establishment of women’s organisations, 

and the exceptional laws restricting freedoms that had been imposed to exclude women 

from political action. Their participation was notable in that they distributed publications 

about the political situation that surrounded Jordan (Al-Tal, 1985, pp. 112-115). 

The political reform in Jordan was affected by the political circumstances of the region, 

and politics in Jordan were also affected by the instability of the country. The period of 

1957 to 1968 can be understood as a period of fluctuation which would eventually affect 
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the structure of Jordanian women’s civil society organisations. Martial law was 

implemented in 1957 and did not allow any political parties to be active, or for political 

activities to be carried out by any group in the country. Furthermore, women’s 

organisations started to encourage women to start businesses in order to be more 

responsible for supporting themselves and society.  

Mackay, Meehan, Bonaghy, and Brown (2002), argue that constitutional change may help 

the process of continuing the reform of human rights’ legislation, by increasing the number 

of women in governmental institutions (see also Kenny, 2013). The institutional political 

changes and amended electoral laws in this early period led to the growth in women’s 

activism. This has in turn assisted with the advancement of women’s political rights, such 

as increased voting opportunities and the opportunity to stand for election in municipality 

and parliamentary elections by the end of the 1950s. Even educated women, who had the 

right to vote, were not able to stand for election until they demanded the 1957 law to be 

modified in 1974. However, despite the growth in interest in women’s organisations, a 

focus on political rights is dependent in part on promoting women’s economic and 

educational (social) rights. A repressive regime administrating through martial law in 1957 

limited the kinds of opportunity structures that were available for political parties and other 

political actors. Normally, women might organise through political parties, but this is not a 

window that was open to women during this early period. 

The Second Phase of the Women’s Movement (1970s-1980s) 

During the 1970s up until the late 1980s, Jordanian women’s organisations actively 

changed their activities and focused more on improving women’s political status. Act 33 

(1966) gave the Minister of the Interior the right to register and dissolve public 

organisations, which has affected the growth and the role of women’s organisations (Al-

Tal, 2013). Many women’s organisations, most notably the AWU, had indeed been 

dissolved. The political instability of the late 1960s operated as a political window of 

opportunity for women activists. For example, in 1967 and the beginning of the 1970s, 

advocates for women’s participation employed strategies that were different from earlier 

phases. This period was affected by the Arab–Israel war in 1967, after which many people 

immigrated to Jordan from Palestine. The Jordan-Israel war in 1968 (Al-Ali, 2002) resulted 

in the population of Jordan dramatically increasing due to the number of refugees. Women 

took part in mass marches in Jordan during the war with Jordan-Israel in 1968, which 
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reflected their ongoing efforts for equal rights, and highlighted their struggle against 

inequality in the unstable political situation (UNDP, AFESD& AGPUNDO, 2006). Despite 

Jordanian women gaining the right to vote, women’s organisations again shifted from 

developing women’s political status to assisting new migrants and continuing voluntary 

work. With the increase in the number of refugees, women began participating in different 

marches in villages, cities and Palestinian camps (Miqdad, 2006).  

The lobbying of women’s organisations in the 1960s helped to sway the government to 

give women the right to vote and to stand for office, which was extended to all women (not 

just educated women) in 1974. This legal change was stimulated by the advocacy work of 

women to the Prime Minister Wasfi al-Tal to improve Jordan’s electoral laws in 1966 (Al-

Hourani, 2002; Al-Tal, 2013). In 1966, King Hussain asked the Prime Minister to study the 

demands of all women for the right to vote and to run for office (Al-Tal, 2013). This law 

was eventually enacted in 1974 when all women were allowed to vote and to stand for 

election.  

Due to political reforms undertaken during the second phase, changes in political 

institutions and laws have impacted upon the aims of women’s organisations. These 

changes include the amendment of the goals of women’s organisations in the 1970s, 

including the removal of the word “charity” from the name of organisations. This change 

gave women’s organisations the freedom to focus on issues related to women and political 

rights, and not just charity. Also, the registration process of women’s organisations changed 

with amendments made to Act 33 (1966). This 1966 Act gave the Minister of the Interior 

the right to dissolve women’s organisations which negatively affected the growth of 

women’s organisations. However, Act 70 (1970) then put registration under the authority 

of the Ministry of Social Development and Labour. The significance of this change in 

registering authority gave women’s organisations a more stable environment in which to 

establish themselves (Al-Tal, 2013; Hammad, 1999), because under the Minister of the 

Interior, some of women’s organisations had dissolved many times, and had been unable 

to be active within their activities. 

During the second phase, connections developed between women as individuals, as well as 

between representatives of women’s organisations (Al-Tal, 2013; Hammad, 1999). The 

strategies of activist women started changing from voluntary activities to activities related 

to pursuing institutional change, such as the change in the Electoral Law Act (no.8, 1974). 
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This critical 1974 law was a result of the latter stages of the first phase when women 

demand rights in the form of having the right to vote and to be elected. Women activists 

also became more experienced in speaking out about specific issues, such as women’s 

political rights, and started to work towards achieving women’s rights as voters and 

candidates (Al-Tal, 2013).  In 1974, a delegation of activists from Jordanian women’s 

organisations worked to re-establish the previously dissolved AWU in 1974 under the name 

of “JWU in Jordan” “Etihad Al-Nasa'i in Jordan” in Amman. It continued its activities 

until 1981 when, once again, it was compelled to discontinue its operations by the Minister 

of the Interior. After one year the Union was successful in cancelling the decision of 

Minister of the Interior of dissolving the Union. Women have approved the right to re-

establish JWU after they gained the right from the Jordanian High Court of Justice in 1982. 

This was done in order to enhance the awareness of the role of women in society and 

politics and to communicate women’s voices to the government. This meant their efforts 

were more effective (Hammad, 1999).   

The JWU union aimed to mobilise and sensitise women to participate in parliamentary 

elections as voters and candidates (Encyclopaedia of Civil Society Organisations in Jordan, 

2013). The participation gave women the chance to take on responsibilities involved in the 

decision-making processes, and women have been appointed on the National Advisory 

Council in 1978. In addition, the JWU aimed at eradicating illiteracy for women and 

responded to the various forms of discrimination against women. Therefore, the activities 

of women in the second phase became focused on changing the electoral laws related to 

women exercising their political rights and becoming active, as politically participating 

Jordanian citizens. Even though women combined their activities between volunteering and 

giving charity due to the political issues surrounding Jordan, they started focusing more 

explicitly on improving the level of women’s political participation. Furthermore, the 

number of organisations grew, as seen in Table 12 below. 
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Table 12. Women’s organisations during the Second Phase (1970s-1980s) 

Year of 
establishment 

Women’s Organisation 

1970 Arab Women Society in Jordan 
1971 Jerash Ladies Charitable Society 
1972 Women Society for Combating Illiteracy in Jordan 
1972 Young Muslim Women’s Association 
1974 AWU was re-established under the Jordanian Women’s Union JWU42 

 (Etihad Al-Nasa'I) 
1974 Charitable Society of Aqaba Women 
1980 General Federation of Jordanian Women 
1981 The Feminine Federation – Irbid 

1981-1983 Five charitable women’s organisations in different cities in Jordan (Ain Jannah, 
Aqaba, Mastaba, Alsukneh and Shihan) 

1985 Two ladies societies: Alnaser and Wadi Al-Rayan 
1986 Noor Al-Hussein Foundation 
1986 Jordanian Women Solidarity Institute 
1987 Hayan Al-Meshref Ladies Charitable Society 
1987 Air Force Women Club 
1989 Six Women Programmes Centres Camps (Souf, Al Hussein, Al Wehdat, Al 

Baqa’a, Madaba, Jerash).  
The Jordanian Feminine Federation – Mafraq 

TOTAL 27 organisations 

Source: Data from  Encyclopaedia of civil society organisations in Jordan, 2013; Al Borini and Al Hindi, 
1994; Al-Tal, 1985; Hammad, 1999.  

Most of the women’s organisations that had been formed and spread throughout Jordan 

during this period sought to promote the need to recognise the economic, social and 

educational rights of women. The activities of Jordanian women’s organisations were 

focused on organising specific training programmes to improve and enhance the political 

representation of women. These organisations continued to provide women with other 

services such as healthcare (provided by the hospitals), family care, and training and 

occupational rehabilitation for the purpose of assisting women to find jobs. Such 

organisations also raised the level of awareness of women regarding women’s political 

rights, and arranged a number of training programs to assist them in understanding 

women’s organisational goals. 

During the 1980s, women created a number of women’s organisations aimed at improving 

women’s life which began to spread to different cities. This influenced more women to 

                                                 
42AWU “Etihad Al-Marra’ Al-Arabi” has established in 1945 under the name of Jordanian Women's Union 
(JWU) “Etihad Al-Nissai Al-Urduni”. This Union has dissolved in 1957 by the martial law. In second phase 
in 1974 has re-established, under the of Jordanian Women's Union JWU under the name of “Etihad Al-Nasa'i 
in Jordan”.  
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work towards improving their position in the Jordanian government, and some were 

appointed to prominent political positions. For example, women were appointed as 

members of the National Advisory Council from 1974 to 1981, and for the first time in 

1979, one woman was appointed to a ministerial role. The aim of getting women appointed 

to higher level positions was to show that women could play a responsible political role in 

government. Along with the development of plans and regulations to affect the status of 

women positively, regardless of their social position (Miqdad, 2006), this initiative had a 

symbolic effect.  

In 1981, the General Federation of Jordanian Women (GFJW) was dissolved by the 

Ministry of the Interior. At the same time, in 1981, the Ministry of Social Development re-

established the General Federation of Jordanian Women (GFJW), under the name “Etihad 

Al-Nasa'i Al-Urduni” (Miqdad, 2006, p. 307). This GFJW included women’s associations, 

clubs and social organisations. The GFJW was led by Her Royal Highness Princess Basma 

Bint Talal, the Honorary President. The aims of GFJW were to develop the abilities of 

women to be active in economic and social life, and to enhance their insistence on their 

own rights, and to increase the number of women in politics and economics professions 

(Miqdad, 2006).  

Jordanian women’s organisations also had an international focus during the second phase; 

for example, they participated in the United Nations conference held in Mexico in 197543 

(UN, 1975). Following the declaration of this conference, a female preparatory committee 

was set up to highlight and celebrate International Women’s Year in Jordan. Women 

participated in different conferences and seminars promoted and organised by government 

institutions and non-governmental organisations in collaboration with United Nations 

agencies (Al-Tal, 1985). By the end of the second phase, an international women’s 

conference was held in Nairobi in 198544 (UN, 1985), which showed the importance of 

                                                 
43 The Third Women World Conference was held from 19 June to 2 July, 1975 in Mexico and contributed 
significantly to the removal of obstacles and improving the situation of women at national, regional and 
international levels. This issue was raised for the first time in terms of the acceptance of human international 
rights organized by each state’s parties in order to involve women in the development of communities (UN, 
1975). 
44 The Nairobi strategies were confirmed in 1985. To ensure that government guarantees effective 
participation of women in decision-making processes, with preference for establishing a special office headed 
by women in government departments (Article 87/ 88). The need to promote awareness of women's political 
rights (Article 90).The requirement that all political parties and other organisations make efforts to increase 
female participation in elections and give them equal opportunity with men to join political systems of these 
organisations (Article 91). The last, Article 92 came as an invitation to women to chart and monitor, review 
and evaluate policies, issues and national and local activities relating to their rights, especially those that have 
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women’s political participation, the importance of gaining equality between men and 

women, and the importance of economic independence for women. It also raised the need 

to advance the status of women, offering the opportunity for women to get paid 

employment with a view to eliminating all forms of discrimination in senior positions in 

executive, legislative, and judicial branches of these environments, through election and 

promotion. 

The women’s organisations have faced different internal and external challenges. At the 

internal level, Alrenfeldt and Golley (2012) argue that the lack of democracy in the Arab 

region influenced the women’s organisations to focus on women’s political issues, 

especially in terms of women’s political participation. The lack of democracy caused 

difficulties in establishing women’s organisations. As noted previously, martial law has 

dissolved women’s organisations many times and impacted upon their activities. This 

reflects the inconsistency in laws that enable women’s organisations to register and connect 

with other women in society (Abu Rumi, 1995). Also, the Jordanian women’s movement 

and women’s organisations were led by educated women and women of a high social class, 

which excluded women from the grassroots in the organisational process, and in terms of 

growing membership. In addition, the absence of political reform during the first and 

second phases of the women’s movement in Jordan affected the ability of women’s 

organisations to be effective in dealing with women’s political rights until the end of 1970s.  

At the external level, the emergence and growth of the women’s organisations in Jordan 

was impacted by the women’s movements of other nations. The WCSOs focused their 

efforts or solving refugee problems. Which in turn has turned the interest and capabilities 

of women’s organisations towards focusing more on political participation for women and 

politics in general. In particular, building the awareness of women about their political 

rights helped them to vote and to stand for office after women got their right to vote, and 

were elected to run for the parliamentary election. The awareness of women’s rights has 

been promoted through training programmes that women’s organisations offered to 

enhance and educate women about electoral laws, and exercising the initial rights that they 

had acquired. 

                                                 
not applied their government’s institutional procedures, and did not establish arrangements in order to involve 
them actively in decision-making (UN, 1985). 
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Discussion and Analysis of the Activism of Women’s Organisations 

As discussed, there was growth in women’s organisations and a shift in the types of 

activities that they took up in Jordan up until the transition to democracy period.  Part of 

this growth can be explained by exogenous factors, like war and regional instability. These 

factors offered the women’s movement unforeseen opportunities to mobilise across 

borders. Palestine women went back and forth between Jordan and Palestine in particular. 

Also opportunities formed through connections and communications with similar 

organisations from Egypt in1945.  Alongside this, there were also shifts in the way the state 

viewed the role of women and slow shifts in cultural and societal attitudes.  

The growth of women’s organisations has been affected through institutional change. Due 

to internal political reforms and changes, the Constitution of Jordan in 1952 guaranteed the 

right for citizens to establish civil society organisations and political parties. This allowed 

Jordanians to legally organise political activities within this law and fostered an increased 

norm of pluralism and political participation. These were essential developments for 

women’s political representation and participation to take on greater public salience. As 

result, women were able to establish a number of different organisations and they continued 

to lobby the prime minister and demanded changes to the electoral laws related to women’s 

political rights, candidate rights, and voting rights. This lead to incremental institutional 

changes such as the laws that facilitated, firstly, educated women’s right to vote in 1957, 

and then the right for all women to stand for some elected offices in 1974. These 

institutional developments have simultaneously been affected by and have impacted upon 

women’s activism and WCSOs in a way that ultimately influences and increases women’s 

political participation and representation. 

Evidence of increased mobilisation can be seen in the growth in the number of women’s 

organisations which increased from 11 organisations in the first phase to 27 organisations 

in the second phase. The increased number of women’s organisations in the second phase 

was due to internal factors. One major factor was political reform related to non-

governmental organisations and registration requirements. From 1932 women’s 

organisations were registered on the understanding that their activities would be focused 

on charity work to serve their community. Registration requirements in Act 70 in 1970 

were relaxed and the charity requirement was removed. This has assisted women’s 

organisations in their work as they were able to include explicitly politically-orientated 

women’s programs. This change was established in response to women’s activism who 
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wished to focus on issues related to women and not just charity, such as enhancing their 

access to education, and public relations activities to educate other women in laws related 

to personal status codes and their legal rights. These changes in law led to women’s 

organisations changing their goals from those that they pursued in the initial phase 

(Hammad, 1999; Al-Suyoufi, 2007; Al-Tal 2013). This reflects the argument of Pierson 

(2004c), who claims that, “institutions and policies may encourage individuals and 

organisations to invest in specialised skills, and deepen relations with other individuals or 

organisations” (p. 35). 

At the same time, women’s organisations worked to improve social and cultural awareness 

about the importance of women taking up political positions, and also tried to enhance 

awareness of the importance of their activities in enhancing women’s political 

representation. Women’s organisations began to include existing political activities in their 

goals, after having changed the electoral law to include women’s rights to vote and be 

elected for parliament and municipality in 1974 (Al Borini & Al Hindi, 1994, Al-Tal, 

1985). The goals of women’s organisations moved to enhance women’s rights as “women 

became interested in women’s rights, and have been interested in terms of women’s 

liberties” (Lowrance, 1998, p. 84).  

Women before and during the first phase worked voluntarily as social workers to serve 

society and to help poor people and the refugee population to become settled in Jordan. 

Women in the second phase sought to raise Jordanian women’s awareness of their roles in 

serving their society and to strengthen their participation in all sectors of society and 

eliminate all legal barriers that women faced (Al-Tal, 2013). The activities of the women’s 

organisations have played different roles in the ongoing process of institutional change and 

reform. The first phase of the women’s organisations secured the right of educated women 

to vote in 1957. In the second phase, women’s organisations secured the right for all women 

to vote and be elected in 1974. This change gave some women the opportunity to become 

more active in society as the role of women became more acceptable when the government 

approved the electoral laws.  

Pierson (2004c) asserts that the dynamics and processes underpinning institutional 

development help to explain institutional outcomes and shape the circumstances that affect 

and influence change. The institutional developments related to women’s organisations’ 

activities have created opportunities to enhance women’s political rights to vote and be 

elected, and have led to an increase in women’s political representation.  
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However, there remained many informal social, cultural, and economic barriers to their 

election or receiving candidacy nominations. Thus, no women were successful in being 

directly elected. Women, nevertheless, participated by appointment in this National 

Advisory Council, which is called the House of Representatives today. In 1978, three 

women were appointed, and in the second session in 1980, four women were appointed. 

Four women were appointed in the third session in 1981. A limited number of women got 

the opportunity to participate in government as governmental ministers during the first and 

second phases as well. One woman was appointed in 1979, another was appointed in 1981, 

and another in 1984. At the local municipal level, women’s organisations advocated for 

and supported local electoral law changes that took place in 1955. In this year, women 

gained the right to vote but not to be elected to municipal office. In 1982, women then 

obtained the right to vote and run for and be appointed to municipal office. As a result, one 

woman was appointed to municipal office in 1982.  

Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrated how women’s organisations within the women’s movement 

played an important role before the transition to democracy. This chapter provided an 

examination of the interests of women within their organisations, an understanding of how 

they influenced the impact of governmental policy to improve the status of women, and 

how they affected policy change to enhance women’s political participation. Waylen 

(2007b) found that the efforts of women’s organisations at different stages, before and 

during the transition to democracy, have had an important impact in improving the status 

of women at different levels in various nations, even though sometimes changes were 

partial and dependent on a range of other factors including institutional and cultural changes 

(see also Molyneux, 2002; Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006; and Outshoorn, 2010). Similarly 

to Waylen, this chapter has identified the shift in the aims of the women’s organisations as 

they moved from social activities, voluntary work and charity in the first phase of the 

women’s movement, to enhancing the political status of women in the second phase for 

women and for societal well-being (see also Hammad, 1999; Al Borini & Al Hindi, 1994; 

Abu Rumi, 1995).  However, the traditional women’s movement in the first and second 

phases did not have enough impact to change government institutions to address the deeper 

barriers to women’s political participation. This is why the period of the transition to 

democracy was important in assisting women’s organisations to improve their strategies in 

relation to women’s political representation, as will be detailed in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: Third Phase of the Women’s Movement and its impact (1990s–

2000s) 

This chapter discusses the emergence third phase of the women’s movement and the 

impetus of the transition to democracy period from 1989 to the present. It looks at the 

emergence and the growth of women’s organisations in Jordan and focuses on the 

importance of the public arena for the development of additional strategies for women’s 

organisations to advocate for the enhancement of women’s political status. It also looks at 

the importance of the Beijing Conference in 1995 in improving women’s organisations 

strategies. To understand the influence of the third phase of women’s movement, it is 

necessary to explain the activities of women’s organisations, alongside answering the 

question of whether women’s organisations have had an impact in terms of changing the 

current status and aspirations of Jordanian women. This chapter then goes on to examine 

the activities of women organisations and the ways that they improved women’s political 

representation over recent decades. In particular, the third phase of the contemporary 

women’s movement, in conjunction with the transition to democracy, has resulted in a 

number of developments that have facilitated the growth in women’s political participation 

representation: has led to an increased the number of women’s organisations and their 

activities, the creation of umbrella organisation JNCW, the involvement of Jordanian 

organisations at international conferences, and the establishment of women’s centres. 

The Emergence of the Women’s Movement and the Transition to Democracy 

Al-Atiyat (2012) claims that there were notable differences between the rhetoric of 

women’s organisations in the 1990s and the previous two phases. As noted in the previous 

chapters, prior to the transition to democracy in 1989, civil society organisations in Jordan 

primarily worked on human development and rarely focused their activities specifically on 

increasing women’s political participation. The situation changed, however, following 

Jordan’s transition to democracy and the further advancement of political liberalisation 

subsequent to the first democratic elections in 1989 (Robinson, 1998). Women’s civil 

society organisations in Jordan took advantage of the new situation and embraced a new 

perspective in relation to political participation for women (Wiktorowicz, 2002). 

Beginning in the mid-1980s, the third phase of the Jordanian women’s movement was built 

upon the first and the second women’s movement phases. Activism during these earlier 

phases of the women’s movement improved the role of women in public life. As already 
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identified, the women’s movement in Jordan had been made up of organisations dedicated 

to voluntary participation. The movement offered opportunities for many women who 

began to identify themselves as leaders by assuming influential societal roles and engaging 

in women’s civil society organisations (WCSOs), thus creating more opportunities for 

women to discuss issues of particular relevance to women. One consequence of this period 

was that Jordanian women started to develop their own, independent, organisations (Abu 

Rumi, 1995), and their feminist ideas increasingly focused on gender-specific issues and 

causes (Ray & Korteweg, 1999). During this phase, women commenced work on new 

objectives, such as improving women’s political participation, which provided women with 

an opportunity to focus on the concept of gender equality (Gilley & Columnist, 2005). The 

changes were presented as having the potential to increase the public profile of women’s 

interests, and provided opportunities to further acquire basic rights (Moghadam, 2007). 

As a culmination of the first and second movements (Hammad, 1999; Al-Tal, 2013), the 

third phase movement reflected the political changes in Jordan that surrounded the 

transition to democracy. In particular, the shift to democracy benefitted the women’s 

movement by allowing them more freedom in their activities. Women’s organisations 

became able to influence government policy to allow women to become involved in 

political life (Lowrance, 1998). The changing political landscape allowed greater focus to 

be placed on gender equality at both the local and national level. As women focused more 

intensely on gender-based political representation, a number of changes occurred.  

These changes did not occur in a vacuum.  As with previous periods, the third women’s 

movement was affected by a range of external impetuses. For example, a major external 

factor relevant to this phase was the political disengagement45 between West “Jordan” and 

East Palestine West Bank in terms of Jordanian citizenship. Gabbay notes that: 

Prior to 1988, all Palestinian refugees entering Jordan, with the exception of the 1967 
refugees from Gaza, were granted full Jordanian citizenship. This designation entitled 
them to the rights and responsibilities enjoyed by all Jordanians. However, these 

                                                 
45  Disengagement has a specific meaning in this case.  Article 2 of Jordan’s disengagement instructions reads 
“Every person residing in the West Bank before the date of 31/7/1988 will be considered as [a] Palestinian 
citizen and not as a Jordanian” (Human Rights Watch, 2010, p.17). This article “contains one glaring 
contradiction – there is no legal state of Palestine. Consequently, these former Jordanian citizens were 
instantly relegated to the status of stateless Palestinians under Israeli occupation, even though they continued 
to hold a Jordanian passport ” (Human Rights Watch, 2010,  p.17) 



99 
 

practices have since changed, and thousands of Palestinian-Jordanian people have 
been rendered stateless losing all civil and political rights (Gabbay, 2014, p.1). 

This was accompanied by the rise of a more independent Jordanian women’s movement 

and the separation of Palestinian women from Jordanian women’s organisations. 

During this critical period of transition, Jordan was surrounded by Arab neighbours with 

their own political and social issues, which in turn directly affected Jordan’s internal 

politics. For example, Jordan’s proximity to Palestine remains one of the country’s central 

issues, principally because a majority of the population of Jordan originates from Palestine, 

Iraq, and now Syria. All of these factors continue to cause political instability, which Jordan 

must address. These issues have had an impact upon policies, particularly on matters 

relating to immigration. The influx of immigrants, often refugees, entering Jordan in search 

of a safe haven has put pressure on the country which does not necessarily have the 

resources to help. This situation has led to unstable internal security, as noted by Azzouni 

(2010) and Chatelard (2010), and has had a direct impact on women’s organisations and 

their ability to implement and advance their strategies in Jordan as it diverted their 

resources and moved their focus from enhancing women’s political participation. The 

Jordanian government also discouraged political activism in general during these times of 

instability, making focusing on refugee wellbeing issues more attractive.  

The transition to democracy arguably gave a renewed internal impetus to the women’s 

movement. At the beginning of 1989, the start of the democratic transition enabled the 

women’s movement to move into the third phase and take up the political opportunity that 

was opened to them via new institution building projects being initiated in Jordan. The 

development of the women’s movement during the transition was thus shaped by the 

political and social transformation processes of the time (Al-Atiyat, 2003). The 

improvement of the women’s movement in term of the number of women’s organisations, 

their form, structure, and activism, has transformed the movement. Indeed Al-Atiyat (2003) 

found that the phase after the 1989 led to changes in the level of women’s political interest 

and activism of women’s organisation. Al-Atiyat notes another critical development: 

This phase has witnessed the state taking on an active role in women’s issues and 
actions; the state’s intervention during this phase was represented by the active 
involvement of Princess Basma, and her initiatives in the realm of women’s concerns 
(Al-Atiyat, 2003, p.64).  
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The transition to democracy has given the women’s movement and women’s organisations 

greater ability to expand activities into politics, such as women being able to “send 

memoranda to decision makers, stage peaceful protests”, and engage in other political 

activities (Lowrance, 1998, p.97). At the beginning of this phase, the women’s movement 

struggled to transfer their demands to the government. As Lowrance noted, this was 

“because the policy-making process remains insulated from liberal reforms” (Lowrance, 

1998, p.97). The women’s movement started to slowly benefit and pierce the insulated 

political process, however. For example, it benefitted from the first elected woman member 

of parliament in 1993 (Toujan Faisal). She was able to introduce legislation to amend some 

laws that needed to be discussed, such as “the passport law and nationality law which would 

require men and women to be dealt with equally in these matters” (Ibid, p.98).  

Throughout the transition to democracy, members of the women’s movement have 

developed their experiences by getting involved as members of women’s organisations and 

through active participation in public meetings. Moreover, women have had greater 

opportunities to enhance their level of education. This has in turn, since 2010,46 given those 

women a greater chance to take up paid employment and thus achieve financial security to 

continue their political activities. Women have also organised different projects in the 

community, such as sewing clothes, ranching, and poultry farming, which assisted them 

financially (Al-Suyoufi, 2007).  

The acceptance of their new activism by their families has aided broader societal 

acceptance of women’s political activism. For instance, as noted by one of the interviewees, 

“our family’s consent to be engaged within women’s organisations has given us more 

opportunity to show the importance of the role of women in public life to our community” 

(JNFW2, prov 4, 2012). This acceptance has given women more freedom to participate, 

and has enabled them to discuss issues relevant to their gender, such as the education level, 

labour law, and to further provide an opportunity to agitate to make changes to the electoral 

law to enhance the ability of women to be part of the decision-making process. The marked 

change in status of women, and their increased political presence within the transition - to 

                                                 
46 In 2010, the government implemented a policy to remove the gender gap between men and women. The 
government has seen some success in enhancing the level of women’s education. For example, the number 
of women enrolling in university education has increased by 51.3 percent since 2010, and illiteracy has 
decreased from 86 percent in 1961 to 10.1 percent in 2010 (Nuser, 2013)  
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- democracy period, has successfully resulted in increased prominence in the political 

arena. As evidence of this, there has been an increase in the number of women standing for 

office at both the local and national levels. For example, at the national level, the number 

of women elected increased from zero in 1989 to 17 in 2013.  This trend is also found at 

the local level, where the number of women elected for office has increased from zero in 

1982 to 338 in 2013. 

The development of the women’s movement was aided by the transition to democracy, 

which also changed the relationship with political parties.  Parties’ ability to operate was 

enhanced by the Political Parties Law Act 32 of 1992 (Wiktorowicz, 2002). This law was 

one of the benefits of the period of democracy after more than 30 years of martial law. The 

establishment of and participation in political parties became more open, and parties 

themselves became less hostile to women’s claims for representation as the new laws 

allowed significant freedom of expression. These developments have led to many women 

taking up political action both individually as well as part of political parties (Lowrance, 

2006). The number of women members of these parties has increased in recent years and 

their activism has also increased as shown in Appendix 7. Most parties, registered since 

1992, have a number of women as members.  Moghadam (2007) suggests that having more 

women at all political levels is important for a range of reasons, including, as Ray & 

Korteweg (1999) also note, to help the status of grassroots women, and to change and 

enhance the conditions related to women’s political participation. Women have the right to 

be elected at the local and national levels, and this gives them the opportunity to be part of 

political life since 1974.  

In addition, the 1956 Constitution and the amendment of the Constitution of Jordan in 

201147 both proclaimed that women were equal to men, namely as written in Article 6(2). 

Article 6(2) states that “all the people of Jordan are equal, with no discrimination as to their 

rights and duties, and ensure that women’s work and education are within the limits of 

constitutional authority” (The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. 2011).  While there were 

some incremental increases in women’s representation prior to 1989, it is after the transition 

to democracy that the most significant increases occur.  At the local level the number of 

                                                 
47 Constitutional changes in 2011, namely Article 2 (22), made a difference to this effort. Article 2(22) 
specified that “each Jordanian citizen is deemed to have the right to hold public office”, which in directly 
indicates that women should be able to run for office with greater ease. The article demanded that the right 
to hold office be based on individual qualifications and experiences, not identity (Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, 2011). 
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women who were selected as candidates has increased from one member in 1986, to 33 

members in 1995. The increase of the number of women as members of municipalities was 

primarily due to appointments by Princess Basma bint Talal, who is the head of the 

Jordanian National Forum for Women. In 1989, one woman member was appointed as a 

senator for the first time. At the national level, the transition to democracy has resulted in 

gradual political reforms including amendments to electoral laws, and this has resulted in 

the increasing involvement of women in politics (Ryan, 2002). Specifically, some of the 

changes of the electoral laws have affected women’s political participation in a back and 

forth way. For instance, the Block Vote Plurality Voting electoral law was passed in 1989. 

Twelve women participated and ran, but none of them won a seat. In 1993, the electoral 

law was changed to a Single Non-Transferable Electoral System. Every voter has one vote, 

and this law affected women’s participation negatively, and only three women participated 

in this election (none of them won). 

In 1997, women continued to be encouraged to run by a number of women’s organisations, 

and 17 women ran for office. However, only one woman gained her seat, and this was 

through in a seat reserved for ethnic groups in Jordan. Further electoral law changes took 

place in 2003, when six seats were added for women in Parliament by implementing a quota 

reserved seats system. Election to these seats enabled women to explicitly discuss women’s 

issues in the parliament and to improve important laws that related to women’s status as 

citizens and their social and political rights.48 The participation of women continued to 

increase, and 54 females participated as candidates in 2003 election and six women were 

elected as Members of Parliament. Thus, it is evident that changes to electoral laws have 

influenced women’s political participation over time. This insight is consolidated by the 

increasing number of women candidates in 2007; as shown in the previous chapter, (199 

women ran as candidates). In 2013, 217 women candidates stood, as a result of further 

changes to the electoral law. Part of the argument put forward by civil society organisations 

for increasing the representation of women in politics was to implement the intentions of 

the Jordanian constitution, which was formulated to promote gender equality.  

However, although political institutional change has emerged in Jordan, alone this is 

insufficient to ensure full political participation by women. Brown and Kalegaonkar (1999) 

have highlighted that emerging civil society organisations have often faced a number of 

                                                 
48 Women MPs have discussed the divorce law, which allows a woman to divorce her husband. 
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different challenges depending on the political and economic context of the particular world 

region in which they evolved. Regional challenges have affected women’s organisations in 

their work to support and provide a social service. This was clearly the case for women in 

Jordan who were members of women’s organisations. One interviewee stated: 

Financial resources are one of the most important obstacles facing women’s 
organisations in Jordan. In any women’s organisation, if there is no financial support 
alongside moral support, to complement each other, I do not think that it will succeed 
(JNFW1, prove 5, 2012). 

 

The response of this interviewee supports the argument of scholars Antlov, Brinkerhoff and 

Rapp (2008) and Shahin (2012), who stated that economic and financial resources are 

amongst the most critical factors that present obstacles to the development and success of 

WCSOs. Such economic barriers are directly reflected in social class variations between 

women activists and organisation members. Economic obstacles have affected the activism 

of women’s organisations, and a majority of the members of these organisations who 

engage in political activism come from intellectual and socially prominent classes (Al-Tal, 

1985; Hammad, 1999).  

Brown and Kalegaonkar (1999) also noted that WCSOs face challenges which emerge in 

response to the changing needs of civil society. Bebbington (1997) stated that, whilst in 

their developmental stages, the non-governmental organisations (NGOs), particularly those 

in rural areas, often operate in a society where certain cultural beliefs and economic 

instability or weakness had an impact on the NGOs’ efforts to develop their programmes. 

Tremblay (2008) comments that cultures change slowly, a point which is reinforced by 

scholars Nahar and Abu Humaidan (2013), as well as Crawford (2007), who asserted that 

tribal influences played an important role in Jordanian politics. Culture shapes and mediates 

the development of changes in societal values. Norris and Inglehart (2001) maintain that 

traditional culture affects women’s ability to become active in public life, especially in 

politics.  

As socio-cultural norms are central to society, it is unsurprising that they significantly 

influence the outcomes and effects of various programmes. Several examples provided by 

the interviewees from the provinces demonstrated the challenges of attending women’s 

organisations meetings and conferences:  
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We hope that the families embrace a kind of positive liberty to give women the chance 
to start working on their issues in order to succeed (JNFW2, prov 4, 2012). 

The opinion of Jordanian society towards women is still relatively low in regards to 
their participation as members of these women’s organisations, the services that 
women provide to civil society by presenting their views on women’s issues, and in 
their being active in domestic organisations in local society (JNFW1, prov10, 2012). 

When we participated in women’s organisations there were social challenges, women 
were not getting out from their homes, but now this challenge is much less, and 
women  have become active members in the civil society organisations (JNFW1, 
prov12, 2012).  

The JNCW organisation increased awareness of women’s political rights, enhancing 
women’s participation in Bedouin areas in Jordan, and explaining and educating 
women in the technicalities of electoral laws; this period has especially affected 
Jordanian women by changing different electoral laws, particularly as related to the 
quota system at local and national level (JNCW2, 2012). 

The responses of the interviewees support the contentions of Inglehart and Norris (2003), 

who have stated that traditional cultures have shaped society to either accept or reject the 

activism of women’s organisations. Lowrance (1998), and Nahar and Abu Humaidan 

(2013) also claim that tribalism plays a major role in Jordan, and that the society still retains 

tribal values. In this research, 17 out of 32 women interviewees made direct reference to 

this particular characteristic of Jordan. They agreed that social factors do affect women’s 

organisations, and that socio-cultural norms have affected their activities. It is their view 

that public work within tribes will weaken women’s existence and progression in political 

fields, and that representation in a society which gives men preferential treatment will 

continue to present obstacles. This is in contrast with the experience of urban women who 

have been able to remain active in women’s organisations. Their activities have become 

increasingly acceptable and they have been able to assume a more effective role in 

promoting their activism.  

 

In summary, the emergence of the third women’s movement was given impetus by the 

transition to democracy. It has affected their activism by allowing greater focus to be placed 

on women’s political participation. The transition has influenced the women’s movement 

to move into a third phase and increased political opportunities via new institutional 

building processes. For example, the women’s movement aimed to improve the legislation 

for women’s participation and to has increased networking connections with public and 
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private sectors in order to increase the employment and training opportunities for women. 

However, the purpose of forming women’s organisations can be understood in a number 

of ways, including to attract candidates by increasing awareness, raising awareness about 

the importance of the role of women in political life and women’s representation, and “so 

that voters, both men and women, feel more comfortable electing women” (Lowrance, 

1998, p.101). The changes to electoral law also showcased the value of the quota system 

so women could gain greater acceptance of women candidates in the long run throughout 

society (Lowrance, 1998, p.101). The members of the women’s organisations have also 

sought to promote women’s issues, particularly in relation to political participation. By the 

time of the start of the transition of the period, women’s organisations had organised 

different programs to train women as candidates on the electoral laws at the national and 

local level. This in turn enabled women to exercise their political rights and take advantage 

of the new legislative developments.   

Women and the Public Arena 

Before the transition to democracy, the first and second phases of the women’s movement 

were influenced by key international conferences. For example, the engagement of the 

Jordanian women’s movement in international conferences such as the Third World 

Conference on Women, which was held in Nairobi in 1985, helped to enhance the level of 

female political participation (Friedman, 1999). Participation in the conference increased 

the opportunity to discuss women’s issues at a social and political level. Participation by 

Jordanian women also helped them to recognise the importance of supporting women’s 

organisations financially, and the acceptance of the idea of women’s organisations existing 

as part of civil society organisations. The members of the women's organisations who 

participated in the Third World Conference created a positive impact when they asserted 

that it was necessary for there to be women from Jordan present and participating in this 

conference (Al-Kateb, 2013).  

In the early years of the third phase, women’s rights were increasingly recognised by the 

Jordanian government. The right of women to participate in decision making was 

recognised in the ‘Universal Declaration of Human Rights’. Chapter 1, Paragraph 8 of the 

Jordanian National Charter (1991) points to equality between men and women and non-

discrimination in rights and duties. In Chapter 5 of the Charter, women are described as 

being partners of men in respect of the development of Jordanian society. This would 
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require legal equality in education, training and employment, in order for women to be in 

a position to fulfil their notionally equal role in building Jordanian society. The Jordanian 

government endorsed and ratified numerous international conventions regarding women’s 

rights, such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW), which was ratified in 1992 (National Commission, 2003). CEDAW 

requires gender equality through a mandatory quota of public sector positions in order to 

provide women with a temporary positive bias in an effort to ultimately redress the 

inequality between women and men. CEDAW questions certain conventions which were 

based on culture and religion in Jordanian society.49 

At the Fourth UN World Conference on Women 1995 in Beijing, the Conference 

emphasised that women should be able to fully participate on the basis of equality in all 

spheres of society, including participation in the decision-making process. Only through 

access to power would fundamental goals of equality, development and peace be realised 

(UN, 1996). The Fourth UN World Conference, “brought women’s issues to world 

attention and attempted to put them on the agenda of government, which pledged in the 

conference to support women’s rights and implement the Beijing Plan of Action” 

(Lowrance, 1998, p.83). Additional objectives included removing all obstacles to women’s 

active participation in all spheres of public life. Other objectives included promoting the 

equal participation of women, especially at the decision-making level. In stipulating these 

objectives, the conference initiated an international plan. Jordan reaffirmed its commitment 

to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW), and would focus on different levels.50 It recommended that women should have 

the opportunity to hold at least thirty percent of the decision-making positions in the 

government (UN, 1996).51 These objectives gave Jordanian women’s organisations more 

opportunity to demand the government enhance the level of women’s rights.   

                                                 
49 For example, Article 15 in CEDAW relates to the freedom of women to travel outside the country. 
Restrictions were in existence until May 2009 as it was not seen as societally or culturally acceptable for 
women to travel overseas by themselves. The women’s movement convened to discuss this article, with a 
view to motivate the government to agree to the easing of restrictions.  
50 Jordan presented reports to UN about the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), and clarified its desire to enhance and increase equality and opportunities for 
Jordanian women between the 2006 to the 2009 (JNCW, 2011).   
51 Jordan did however make a declaration of reservations regarding Article 9/2 on the nationality of children 
upon signature, which was confirmed upon ratification (JNCW 2011). 
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The Beijing Conference also addressed the role of non-governmental organisations. Non-

governmental organisations were encouraged to work together in coalitions based on 

specific themes and topics instituted by the Beijing Conference programme. Furthermore, 

in order to influence and gain their support, non-governmental organisations were given 

the opportunity to educate policy makers and decision makers on issues related to the 

advancement of the status of women (UN, 1996). Khalil (2009) has stated that between 

2006 and 2010 Jordanian women’s organisations pursued a new strategy for women which 

was a direct result of their participation at the Beijing conference. The organisations 

increased awareness of gross exploitation, social, economic, and civil differences between 

men and women, and the disregard of political, human and women’s political rights. This 

was undertaken through various meetings and conferences organised to evaluate “the work 

plan of the 1995 Fourth International Conference on women in Beijing that affirmed the 

need to adopt effective policies and strategies to reflects paragraph 8652 of the International 

Strategies for Women’s Progress” (Al-Attiyat, 2005, p.26).  

Women’s organisations were used as forums through which to review and evaluate 

important local gender issues, along with ongoing challenges and potential solutions 

(Khalil, 2009). Al-Attiyat (2005) argues that the discussions emanating from Beijing in 

1995 confirmed “the need to adopt effective policies and strategy for women’s progress” 

(p. 26). That served to persuade and influence the government and political parties towards 

being more open to “equal participation for women in all local, national and legislative 

bodies, and guarantee equality in appointment, selection and promotion to high office in 

the administrative, legislative and judicial apparatuses of these bodies, at local level” (Al-

Attiyat, 2005, p. 26). This argument reflects and represents women’s interests by making a 

claim for institutional changes to enhance women’s participation in political institutions. 

Over this period, the number of women’s organisations increased, indicating a growing 

acceptance of this kind of advocacy in Jordan. However, even prior to this point, alternative 

women’s organisations existed. The increasing acceptance of women’s organisations was 

                                                 
52 Paragraph 86 of the International Strategies for Women’s Progress noted that “the governments and 
political parties should intensify efforts to stimulate and ensure equality of participation by women in all 
national and local legislative bodies and to achieve equity in the appointment, election and promotion of 
women to high posts in executive, legislative and judiciary branches in these bodies. At the local level, 
strategies to ensure equality of women in political participation should be pragmatic, should bear a close 
relationship to issues of concern to women in the locality and should take into account the suitability of the 
proposed measures to local needs and values”( UN, 1986). 
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also evident through their participation in key political events, and the fact that these groups 

were now permitted to meet and work within the communities and to offer specific 

programs. For example, they worked to increase awareness women’s rights in particular, 

in line with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW), and these programs included a focus on the changing role of women 

within their family and society, improvements in the level of women education, and 

improved access to health services. Jordan’s government developed alliances between 

women bureaucrats who were feminists trying to empower women and improve their 

situation in relation to their issues by giving them more opportunity to be part of political 

life. These women have later been appointed as senators and ministers. Women’s 

organisations became increasingly acceptable to government, as a direct result of the 

outcomes of the Beijing conference and this allowed them to become more specifically 

focused on women’s political issues including representation. Moreover, the members of 

women’s organisations were encouraged by the government to attend these international 

conferences. Through this participation they drew additional energy and resources to 

reinvigorate local organisations, and this also provided a catalyst to transform the Jordanian 

women’s movement into one with global connections, attracting public interest and 

promoting greater consideration of these issues. 

The Growth of Women’s Organisations in 1990s 

As described above, the establishment and the development of new and existing women’s 

organisations in this period was influenced by internal impetus, such as the post-1989 

transition to democracy, and external impetus, in the form of the 1995 the Beijing 

conference. These impetuses have influenced the creation of women’s organisations and 

women’s centres, and have encouraged women’s organisations to focus more of their 

activism on women political participation. Concrete outcomes have included changes to 

legislation, women’s overall legal status, and the amending of personal status laws 

(Lowrance, 1998), including “the laws concerning passports, nationality and retirement” 

(Al-Atiyat, 2003, p75).  

The changing structure of women’s organisations during this transition also enabled more 

freedom for women as these organisations are able to better influence government policy 

(Lowrance, 1998). For example, the Jordanian National Committees for Women was 

established in 1992. This created an umbrella for women’s organisations, and soon the 
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question of unequal civil rights was presented in such a way that it invigorated renewed 

debate in the 1990s. This organisation served as a “reference body entrusted with drawing 

up general policies and identifying the priorities of women in Jordan” (JNCW Web, 2008). 

Since 1992, the leader of JNCW, Princess Basma, has pursued a vision and aspired to 

achieve goals in line with key interests of Jordanian women. As such, the aims and the 

goals of JNCW have been to improve the legislation to facilitate women’s participation, 

and the JNCW has created a “legal committee that studies legislation and its impacts on 

women” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, p.12). The JNCW also attempts to create public 

awareness relating to the importance of women’s public roles, and strives to increase 

women’s participation in social development activities and enhance job opportunities for 

women in the public and private sectors (Al-Atyiat, 2003).   

During the early 1990s, the JNCW formed the National Strategy for Women (completed in 

1993 and subsequently updated), which was endorsed by cabinet and its ministers. The 

ministers “were asked to implement its principles in their respective departments” 

(Lowrance, 1998, p.93). The National Strategy has four aims. The first is “improving 

women’s social status; second, improving and enhancing women’s economic [-] status; 

third, enhancing women’s status on the legislative level; and fourth, enhancing [the] 

possibility [ for] [broad] female participation in politics” (Al- Atiyat, 2003, p.168). The 

National Strategy for Women focused on strategies, plans and national programs, and 

pointed to the necessity of having women participate in the development of executive 

programs. The Strategy was further inspired by: 

The concerns of Beijing, but it formulates them in a more explicitly national context, 
one that is consistent with the national discourse and pressing national priorities that 
are affected by changes associated with the regional situation, which is something 
that a global approach cannot take into account (The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 
Report, 1996, p.3).  

In order to practice the aims of the National Strategy for Women, the JNCW has worked to 

improve and develop its role in encouraging Jordanian society support to highlight 

women’s issues. It has promoted the organisation of meetings, programs and workshops 

that related to women’s affairs. It also has also developed its networks and attempted to 

engage with the public and private sectors in order to increase the employment and training 

opportunities for women. The National Strategy for Women on the back of JNCW activities 

has increasingly come to be acknowledged at both the state and societal levels. The JNCW 
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has lobbied, and pressured institutions in both public and private sectors (Al-Atiyat, 2003) 

by supporting and pushing women’s progress in all fields within the Hashemite leadership, 

communicating constructively with the government by providing strategies and plans, and 

formulating a national program to improve women’s political participation (Women in 

Jordan Web, 2013).   

According to Jaradat (2010), the achievements of the Jordanian women’s organisations can 

be seen in their lobbying and mobilisation activities to change legislation during the 1990s 

and 2000s. Over a period of just seven years (1996-2003), activism led to changes in eight 

separate laws that affected women’s personal status (See Table 13 below). These 

government responses and successes are an outcome that can be associated with the 

National Strategy for Women and other JNCW strategies. It is clear that, during the 

transition period, women organisations started to voice their demands more aggressively to 

change women’s status (Al-Anzi, 2008). The prominence of women was evident in their 

ability to protect their interests in laws that affected their life, and to enhance their rights, 

by influencing the government to redesign relevant laws. The improvements of the legal 

changes that have enhanced the status and role of women are outlined in Table 13. 
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Table 13. Changes to legal obstacles and women’s status 

Year Laws The Outcome of the Amendments 
1996 Labour Law No. 8 The law provides that a woman employee may take 

leave without pay for a period of not more than one 
year to devote time to raising her children, and shall 
be entitled to return to her job thereafter. 

1998 Civil Service Regulations No. 1 Under the new regulations, maternity leave is 
extended from 60 days to 90 days with full pay. 

2001 Civil Status Law  No. 9 This law provides that a separate family record book 
may be issued to a divorced woman at her request, and 
that a family record book may be issued to a widow 
with children. 

2001 Social Security Law  No. 19 This law permits an insured woman to continue 
working until the age of 60 if necessary in order to 
complete the prescribed term of service required to 
enable her to qualify for a retirement pension. 

2001 Amended Income Tax Law No. 
25 

This law places men and women on a footing of 
equality with respect to tax exemptions; both husbands 
and wives are entitled to the exemptions for which 
provision is made in the law. 

2001 Interim Personal Status Law No. 
82 

Under this law: The minimum age of marriage was 
raised from 15 for women and 16 for men to 18 for 
persons of both sexes. The law also gives a wife the 
right to ask a judge to grant her a separation from her 
husband. 

2001 Interim Penal Code No. 86 Under this law: In the matter of so-called honour 
killings, article 340 of the Penal Code, which made 
such killings lawful, has been replaced by a provision 
admitting extenuating circumstances. 

2003 Interim Passport Law No. 5 This law provides that a married woman is not 
required to obtain her husband’s permission before a 
passport may be issued to her. 

Source: Data from Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, 1996; Report by the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan on 
implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action, 1995, pp.16-17. 
 
In this way, the JNCW assisted with the implementation of  the post-Beijing strategies and 

drew up the Jordanian National Program for Action, which built on the National Strategy 

for advancing the status of women 1997- 2005. The Jordanian National Program for Action 

program, also led by JNCW, viewed its role as connecting government and NGOs (Mehra 

& Feldstein, 1998, p.18). The National Programme provided leadership for women and 

identified a development programme for them, as well as promulgating a clear strategy 

towards making improvements in women’s wellbeing in the realms of social status,53 

                                                 
53 The social status realm was focused on enhancement of “the status and role of women with family and to 
foster positive social attitudes, [and to] provide support to women in special categories, e.g parents” (Mehra 
& Feldstein, 1998, B4). 
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economics,54 legislation,55 politics,56 education,57 and heath.58 It also included an 

awareness of the need for greater co-ordination of the various factions within civil society 

organisations (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998).  

The 1995 Beijing Conference clearly affected the JNCW’s strategy towards improving 

women’s rights through its liaising with government. For example, according to the Cabinet 

decision in December, 1996, JNCW was granted responsibility for  a number of different 

tasks: first, to develop general policies that related to women’s affairs, and give women the 

opportunity to participate in the formulation of national development plans and 

development plans for each sector where current rules and norms might prejudice the status 

of women; second, to strengthen communication and exchange information on experiences, 

and engage in national and international activities in fields related to women’s affairs; third, 

to review and study the legislation already in force and any other laws related to women to 

ensure legislation and law projects are free from any discrimination against women; fourth, 

to prepare a national strategy for women, update development goals, and evaluate their 

follow-up; and, fifth, to form a communication network between the ministries and public 

institutions, in order to achieve its objectives (Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, 1996, p. 23). 

In 1995, Princess Basma Bint Tala then established the Jordanian National Forum for 

Women JNFW. JNCW’s work was focused on the national level, this new Forum was 

created in order to raise awareness at the local level about the National Strategy. JNFW is 

now the largest grassroots women’s organisations in Jordan, and has spread its operations 

to twelve provinces in order to reach all women from cities and villages in different social 

strata. Its aim is to focus on women’s rights and increase women’s political participation. 

As noted by one of the interviewees: 

JNFW has organised different projects to train women in improving their ability to 
function as members of municipal governments, and organised training on the 

                                                 
54 For the economics realm, the goal was “to increase women’s labour force participation and to encourage 
the provision of support services” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, B4).  
55 The legislative realm was focused on the need “to raise awareness of Jordanian society and women in 
particular on women’s rights” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, B4). 
56 In the political realm, there was an identified need “to develop the participation of women in all aspects of 
political life” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, B4). 
57 In the educational realm, the objective was “to develop and improve education throughout the kingdom; to 
also use it to promote a positive image of women and their status” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, B4). 
58 The main focus of the strategy for the health realm was “to improve the quality of health services and to 
raise awareness about public health and health in the family” (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998, B4). 
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electoral laws which seek to explain the quota system for women candidates in 2003, 
2010, 2013 (JNFW1,2012). 

Throughout the third phase of the women’s movement, women leaders of the JNFW were 

become much more involved in women’s issues, and have worked to achieve the changes 

that are necessary. Most notable is the president of the umbrella of women’s organisations 

JNCW, and of JNFW in Jordan, which is Princess Basma bint Talal. This has helped these 

organisations to communicate their issues to the government and get more support for their 

projects. 

In addition, in 1995, the women’s organisations that operated under the leadership of 

Princess Basma bint Talal stipulated that the government needed to appoint women as 

ministers, particularly to head the Ministry of Trade and Industry in 1993, and in 1996 to 

head the Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation59. Previously, all the women 

who received ministerial appointments were appointed to the Ministry of Social 

Development, which focused on social work, which suggested that the successive prime 

ministers in Jordan still did not believe that women could run important ministries. This 

perception of competence has begun to change over time, as women have received higher 

profile ministerial appointments, have been elected directly to representative office, and 

have been appointed as judges (Al-Atiyat, 2003, p.87).  

The third phase of the women’s movement has also led to the creation and establishment 

of women’s institutions in Jordan known as ‘women’s centres’. These centres were 

recommended by the Beijing Conference. Two particular centres were identified as being 

of critical importance. The first centre, the Princess Basma Women’s Resource Centre for 

Women's Affairs, was established in March 1996 to facilitate and promote efficient 

communication and meetings between women’s organisations and policymakers. It focused 

on four principal areas: social policy and population; women’s development; advocacy and 

decision making; and research and development (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998).  The second 

centre, the Centre for Women’s Studies, was established in 1998. It later became an 

academic department within the University of Jordan in 2006. The objective of this centre 

was to improve the awareness of women’s studies and also to connect with other centres in 

                                                 
59 These Ministries were led by Reema Abu- Khalaf. 
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different countries for the purpose of sharing experiences, information and knowledge 

about various Jordanian women’s movement issues (Centre for Women Studies, 2008).  

Alongside these initiatives, the Jordanian Arabic Women Union (JAW) “Etihad Al-Marra’ 

Al-Arabi”, changed its name to the Jordanian Women Union “Etihad Al-Marra’ Al-

Urduneh” in 1997, with the government’s permission (Al-Tal, 2013). With its newly 

acquired recognition, the JWU aimed to enhance human rights and highlight the need to 

promote women’s equal right. In particular it sought to support a number of women in 

various provinces in Jordan through JWU branches (Al-Tal, 2013). However, the JWU has 

faced issues such as a lack of resources because the resources are distributed throughout 

different branches (Lowrance, 1998). Nevertheless, during this time JWU became 

increasingly active in relation to political issues, such as women political participation, and 

sought to develop ways to increase the number of women’s political representatives. It also 

developed and widened its membership base and gained greater media access to discuss 

the issues that women have faced at all levels, social, political, and economic, and has 

linked to networks of international organisations to gain greater support for their programs. 

These developments have helped the JWU spread throughout the Hashemite Kingdom of 

Jordan and gain societal salience. Thus women’s organisations have continued to grow over 

time, partly in response to the opportunities opened up by the Beijing Conference and the 

transition to democracy. Both events gave women’s organisations gave greater legitimacy 

and therefore more opportunity to focus on women’s rights, and to improve and enhance 

women’s political participation.     

Increasing the number of women’s organisations  

The growth of the number of women’s organisations over time has proved critical in 

ensuring women’s participation in governmental institutions at both local municipality and 

national parliamentary levels. There are now many programs provided by these 

organisations, and as noted by one respondent: 

JNCW organisation increased awareness of women’s political rights, enhancing 
women’s participation in Bedouin areas in Jordan, and explaining and educating 
women in the electoral laws; this period has especially affected Jordanian women by 
changing different electoral laws and focused on the quota system at local and 
national level (JNCW2, 2012). 
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As a consequence of this raised profile, women who were leaders and members of women’s 

organisations attempted to further increase the number of women standing as candidates in 

other cities throughout Jordan by supporting them through a range of training exercises, 

and promoting their experience and suitability to run for office. The main women’s 

organisation, JNFW, has established twelve branches in different provinces in order to 

create opportunities to achieve progress and to fight for their rights. These branches are led 

by twelve rapporteurs and twelve coordinators from the same area of each branch. This 

allows them to more easily connect with women in different villages, and rapporteurs and 

coordinators are also connected to the main office in the capital of Amman.       

The growth in the numbers of WCSOs has been led by groups of women active in public 

life and by women in political positions. As they have worked to improve women’s lives, 

they have also gained additional power and influence, even with the royal family of Jordan 

(Al-Atiyat, 2003; Mehra & Feldstein, 1998). In this way, the transition to democracy has 

provided women in Jordan who were sufficiently well-positioned with the political 

opportunity to advance their own careers and the interests of their women constituents. 

Women’s organisations have been assisted by the transition period and have taken 

advantage of the shift in institutional constraints, growing in number, size and reach thereby 

enhancing a significant growth in women’s political participation across Jordan (see Table 

14). 

 

Table 14. Women’s Civil Society Organisations (1990s-2000s) 

Period Number of Women’s Organisations 
1980s 27 

1990–1994 92 
1994–1998 97 

2000 88 
2002–2009 110 

Source: Data from the Centre of Al-Urden Al-Jaded, 1999, 2002, 2009.  

 

As illustrated in Table 14, in the 1990s, the number of women’s organisations dramatically 

increased (Al-Suyoufi, 2007; National Commission, 2003). The number of civil society 

organisations focused on women tripled during the 1990s (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998). This 

was a direct result of the growing numbers of women who became involved in women’s 

organisations and in the growth of new branches in the twelve separate provinces of Jordan. 
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In the 1990s, the number of volunteers in all provinces reached over 70,000. Over half were 

concentrated in Amman, the capital (Mehra & Feldstein, 1998). The collected JNFW 

women’s organisations, which have now spread throughout the twelve provinces in Jordan, 

had 127,000 members in 2013 (JNFW Report, 2013). Although there has been steady 

growth in the number of women’s organisations since the 1990s, it was the transition period 

that provided the impetus for the significant increase in women’s organisations. This 

increase in women’s participation in the public sphere was probably the most important 

result of the third phase of the women’s movement. The women’s organisations have 

established different branches in different parts of Jordan. For example, the JWU has 

established seven branches, and JNFW has established twelve branches during the 1990s 

and the 2000s.  

Hussein (2010) argues that the increasing number of women’s organisations has resulted 

in the development of programmes that attempt to help women avoid becoming trapped by 

the cultural factors which hinder their advancement. The activities of women’s 

organisations during the transition specifically included new programs that focused on the 

concept of women’s participation for the purpose of improving women’s political 

representation. Different women’s activities helped to enhance women’s political 

representation and assist women’s organisations in overcoming the barriers they faced in 

implementing their strategies to change women’s political position, and thereby enable 

them to become more legitimate actors in culture and society (Al-Suyoufi, 2007). Several 

women’s civil society organisations formed women’s community-based groups in order to 

facilitate their work in improving women’s political status. Many of these organisations 

continued to advocate economic reforms for women (Al-Suyoufi, 2007; Khalil, 2009), as 

receiving economic support and becoming financially independent would allow women to 

better take on the responsibility to run for office.    

During the third phase of the women’s movement, WCSOs also became better organised 

in the sense that women’s organisations now worked under the umbrella of women’s 

organisation JNCW. They developed better communication channels and their 

organisations have paid greater attention to economic factors, pressuring government 

institutions to avoid any discrimination that could affect women’s employment 

opportunities; in particular they advocated and lobbied for greater government support to 

help women find jobs with their newly developed skills (JNCW Web, 2008). Secondly, 
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during this third phase, women’s organisations increased society’s awareness about the 

importance of women’s political participation, and women achieved greater representation 

at the local municipal level by targeting different issues of interest to women and the 

community. WCSOs promoted programs to develop women’s skills and capabilities 

relating to how women could present themselves to the community as legitimate leaders, 

alongside training and awareness courses for women. WCSOs also spearheaded gender 

inequality awareness campaigns by educating women in the electoral law so that they could 

understand how they could run for office and present their messages.  

As Beck (2012) notes, in the case of Jordan, women’s rights must be formalised, so that 

equality is provided within the law. Women’s organisations have indeed attained notable 

successes in relation to women’s political rights. Firstly, they have discussed with the 

government how to improve women’s equality rights in the political sphere. For example, 

in 1996, JNCW called for twenty percent of the seats in the Jordanian Parliament to be 

reserved for women (JNCW, 2011). Jordanian women’s organisations collected 15,000 

signatures in support of their bid to institutionalise women’s political rights and fair 

political representation for women. In this case, the goal was to increase the number of 

women representatives in the Jordanian Parliament by pushing the government to 

implement quota seats at the national level, as it did in 2003 (JNCW Report, 2011). 

Women’s organisations continued to lobby for an increase in the number of reserved seats 

and this resulted in an increase from six to twelve seats in 2010. The improvement in 

women’s political rights has in turn encouraged more women to become politically active 

as candidates, and to assume a dynamic role within both formal and informal political 

institutions, as well as becoming active members in women’s organisations.  

The women’s movement working through the framework of WCSOs has led to increased 

opportunities for women in leadership roles to hold meetings to discuss and to transfer to 

WCSOs ideas about women’s political participation issues to the public. This in turn has 

resulted in WCSOs building a National Strategy alongside the government, thus making 

WCSOs a critically important actor in advancing women’s representational goals. WCSOs 

have also increased their influence over government decision makers with regard to 

legislation relating to women. They have identified the constraints and obstacles that affect 

women’s political participation, and also have followed up with the government to 

implement the decisions of the Beijing Conference in regards to the different social realms 
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of health, economics and politics (Al-Tal, 2013). During the transition to democracy from 

1989 until now, women’s organisations within public forums have proved essential to 

women’s political rights’ activism, have shared their calls for women’s political action, and 

have promoted their ideas on the policies necessary to create institutional change that 

supports increasing women’s representation.   

Moreover, the mobilisation of women themselves has resulted more effective action being 

taken to enhance the level and quality of women’s participation. This third phase has 

consolidated the outcomes of women’s organisations’ activism and clearly resulted in an 

increasing in women’s representation that the women’s movement had previously worked 

towards. The increased interest in gender equality amongst women in Jordan has 

encouraged women’s organisations to increase their work organising specific training 

opportunities, and this has continued to facilitate the political participation of women. In 

this way, we see that institutional change has produced an opportunity for women’s 

organisations to continuously mobilise women across Jordan. 

By way of a brief summary, during the third phase of the women’s movement and at the 

time of the transition to democracy, women began to increase their participation in politics 

at both the national and local level. Jordanian women’s organisations encouraged women 

to become more involved in local and national politics which has further integrated women 

into public life. This was accomplished by pressure being applied to the government to 

change electoral laws in 2001, particularly to implement the quota reserved seat in 2003. 

Most importantly, the implementation of the quota system has assisted women to start to 

overcome the still relatively low level of political representation. Women in these groups 

and related organisations undertook their activities on the understanding that the state 

would be willing to co-operate with them. For example, the JNCW has supported women 

as advisers and consultants surrounding women’s issues, and this has been done by 

involving women who have reached out to the government through women’s civil society 

organisations. JNCW has sought a strong relationship with the government.  

The number of women’s organisations has continued to grow over time, and women’s civil 

society organisations have worked towards change for many years. As a consequence, the 

transition to democracy has affected the activities of women’s organisations and allowed 

them to be more direct in focusing on women political rights, changes to legislation, and in 

promoting the importance of women’s political participation to the wider Jordanian culture. 
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Their focus has now been shifted to include the subject of sexual discrimination. JNFW 

and their branches through Jordan have proved to be influential forums for women, 

permitting women to discuss issues which mutually affect them. By holding meetings in 

JNFW branches, women were encouraged to express new ideas, and to approach the 

government with a more powerful, united voice.  

Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the ways that the activities of the women’s movement and 

women’s organisations have changed and evolved during the third phase of the movement 

during the on-going transition to democracy from 1989 up until the current period. Women 

are now permitted to be more active in public life, and many do so through participation in 

WCSOs. I argued that, as a contemporary movement, the ‘third women’s movement’ has 

played an important role on the back of the transition to democracy. The transition to 

democracy process has been a critical and important mechanism for assisting the process 

of developing political participation, and also in the emergence of women’s civil society 

organisations. It has clearly played an important political role in terms of mobilising women 

to demand their rights (McIlwaine, 2009).  

The period of the transition to democracy can be seen as ‘a juncture period’, and it has 

ultimately been positive for women. Agitating for change to women’s rights and legislation 

has increasingly become a mainstream activity in Jordan. As the women’s movement 

becomes more focused on gender equality and changing government policy, the increase 

of the number of WCSOs has assisted individual women working on women’s issues. 

WCSOs have provided strategic support for women in an effort to assist them to gain 

political status, and have also assisted them in the making of advantageous connections 

with other organisations. A critical part of this has been the provision of human and 

financial resources to lobby for amendment to Jordanian laws pertinent to women’s 

wellbeing and political rights. The major success of note over the 2000s was the 

implementation of a gender quota to boost women’s political participation at the national 

parliamentary level, which built on the introduction of the quota at the municipal level in 

1995. This chapter has drawn attention to understanding how civil society organisations 

have played a significant role in promoting women in their political life. This reflects the 

argument of Waylen (2007), who claimed that it is necessary to focus on gender issues 
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during the period of transition to democracy in order to understand how women’s 

organisations have enhanced women’s participation in public life and politics. 

This period was credited with the growth of the intellectual dimensions of the women’s 

movement and development of broad-based national organisations. The third phase led to 

an improvement in awareness of the specific issues that women have dealt with in Jordanian 

society at it applies to women’s political participation and representation. The most 

important institutional change during the third phase of the women’s movement in Jordan 

was the quota policy for women. Without the implementation of reserved seats, women 

would not be able to be as prominent in political life and would not be able to discuss 

women’s issues nor improve laws related to women’s status and rights. Spearheaded by 

women’s organisations, the quota rule has assisted women to become part of the 

government at both a local and national level, and has facilitated the entry of more women 

into politics (Ryan, 2002). Additional institutional changes have taken place as a result of 

increasing the representation of women in parliament and the ministry and as such 

represents an important milestone for women. Even though cultural norms have been slow 

to change, a significant outcome has been the increased acceptance by Jordanian culture of 

women as politicians (UN, 2007). 

By the 2000s, more women were standing as candidates for election: the increases were 

considerable - from three in 1993 to 54 candidates in 2003 and then 213 in 2013. 

Nevertheless, obstacles remain in terms of women gaining even greater political 

representation. Understanding these obstacles and how they have affected women in their 

political representation is essential. The next chapter will focus on describing some of the 

specific obstacles which have affected women’s political representation by investigating 

the formal macro-level and informal micro-level institutional rules and normative 

influences which function as barriers to women’s organisation being even more successful. 

This will allow us to understand why women’s organisations commitment to formal 

institutional change, as well as their strategies addressing society and cultural norms, has 

been so important in the Jordanian context.  
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CHAPTER SIX: Macro and Micro-level Factors affecting Women’s Representation 

Women’s organisations have assumed an essential role in enhancing the position of women 

in political life in Jordan. However, the activities of women’s organisations, and their 

progress, have not taken place in a vacuum. Numerous feminist scholars have demonstrated 

the importance of the institutional context and its impact on the activism of women’s 

movements and organisations. For example, Weldon (2002) and Rochon and Mazmanian 

(1993) note that women’s organisations often focus their  strategies and undertake activities 

to gain access to the policy process and thereby have an impact on policy outcomes. 

However, there are rules and norms, at the macro and micro level that underpin the political 

system and the policy making process, which in turn shape the way women’s organisations 

are able to make a meaningful impact on the participation of women in Jordanian politics. 

This chapter reviews these macro and micro level factors through an analysis of the formal 

rules and norms of the political system. These factors include the dynamics of the electoral 

system, the role of the parties, and the effect of these on women’s representation.  

Second, informal institutions are investigated to reveal the extent to which they have 

impacted upon women’s representation. Culture features as one dimension of this informal 

sphere. Culture can be understood to include, among other things, familial traditions, and 

tribal control of women, accentuated by long-standing customs, all of which are 

underpinned by a male dominated society. In Jordan men are placed above women, and as 

will become apparent, women interviewees responded that these cultural factors have 

affected their self-confidence and limited their participation in public life. Several studies 

(Al-Attiyat, 2005; Al-Doqme, 2008; Nahar and Abu Humaidan, 2013; Shtawe and 

Daqstani, 1994) have noted that Jordanian women’s political representation is affected by 

a range of barriers, including those noted above, and these continue to undermine women’s 

ability to hold decision-making positions in general, and in terms of achieving political 

representation in particular.   

The analysis below presents a discussion of the barriers that affect women’s political 

participation. The participants responded to questions about what they regarded as key 

constraints, and the extent to which they thought women’s political freedom continued to 

be impacted by social norms. This chapter will serve as an analytical guide to understanding 

how the barriers that have affected women are shaped by the institutional context in which 

women’s organisations operate. This will, in turn, inform an assessment of how women’s 
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organisations have responded in order to grow the political participation and representation 

of women in Jordan.   

Formal Institutional Rules 

A macro level focus on the formal institutions’ rule has influenced the study of the 

representation of women in politics (Bird, 2003). Jordanian women’s political 

representation has been affected by a number of challenges at different junctures, as women 

have sought equal rights and political representation, and have become involved in the 

process of becoming elected. In line with these insights, the next section will discuss how 

women themselves view the opportunities and obstacles presented by the formal 

institutional rules including the electoral system and party competition. 

The electoral system 

One third of the women that I interviewed in this research responded that women have been 

affected by the operation of the electoral system. They argued that the current electoral 

system needs modification to enable an increase in the number of women who participate 

in political life. They argue that the enhancement of electoral laws, through the broader use 

of quotas, could increase the percentage of women’s parliamentary representation, and 

break down cultural barriers that prevent women from being active in politics. While the 

quota system and the electoral laws have facilitated women’s participation in Jordan, with 

representation steadily improving, the increases are happening at a slow rate.             

However, it is not just the electoral system per se, that is seen as the problem.  Rather, the 

influence of clans or tribes on voters’ perceptions of who constitutes a viable candidate is 

thought to have an impact on the opportunity for women to be successful candidates. The 

voters from clans or tribes do not provide women much opportunity to become candidates 

and develop their political skills because these voters are most often in favour of male 

candidates (Amawi, 2007). The impact of tribalism on the operation of the SNTV electoral 

system was explicitly noted by several interviewees from women’s organisations in the 

provinces. They noted that, as voters have the right to vote for only one candidate, they 

preferred to vote for the candidates from their own tribes who were most often men.   

Fleschenberg (2008) argues that the impact of the SNTV as a form of voting may be 

ineffective in terms of increasing women’s representation, especially when there can only 
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be one winning candidate from each district or area. McGing (2013) has also argued that 

in such systems we “cannot discount the importance of cultural factors” (p.325). It is this 

particular aspect of both the STV and SNTV systems that tend to favour local notable 

candidates, which is good when parties are weak, as STV emphasises voting for the 

individual candidate rather than the party. It is, however, a problem in traditional contexts 

as it is more difficult for women to become locally known and to build the necessary public 

networks. 

In case of Jordan, the SNTV system enables tribalism to be of continued electoral salience, 

especially given the weakness of nation-wide political parties. The electoral system SNTV 

itself favours men over women which is a point made in the scholarship as well as by ten 

interviewees. These interviewees responded that women were adversely affected by the 

SNTV system. One participant explicitly argued that changing the electoral law to modify 

the SNTV system would give women more opportunities to be elected and to gain more 

votes. Changing the electoral law to include multiple options would give voters a chance 

to vote for different candidates, which could help women to get elected directly to 

parliament. This reflects Matland’s (2005) point that electoral systems can affect women’s 

participation, and have the potential to change patterns of women’s participation relative to 

the cultural status of women in society. Interviewees pointed towards the challenges of the 

electoral system based on current electoral law: 

The problem is in the electoral system in the form of SNTV; we have been constantly 
concerned about changing the electoral law (JNFW2, prov4, 2012).  

Our challenge is within the SNTV electoral system to run for parliament (IWSCOs 
B1, 2012). 

Rule (1994b) found there is a strong the relationship between the type of electoral system 

and the percentage of women elected to the parliament (p.18). She also found that STV 

systems were becoming increasingly viable and in many instances electoral reformers were 

advocating STV because the votes of women would impact on the final composition of 

parliament and better express their wishes (Rule, 1994b, p.691).   

In case of Jordan, the reserved seats quota has been mapped onto the SNTV electoral 

system, and has increased the number of women holding office and women’s political 

representation throughout the country, and has helped women to take part of political 

positions. Thus, six women responded that it is still important to improve the current SNTV, 
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and to increase the number of women quota seats to increase the number of women’s 

participation. There is awareness of the need for a strategic emphasis to be placed on 

making changes to formal institutions. For example, mandating internal gender quotas for 

political parties could also improve the progression of women in politics. Several 

statements provided by the interviewees show the importance of the quota seats system in 

supporting women given the weakness of current electoral laws in facilitating women’s 

representation. 

When the quota system came into existence, I got support from my community to be 
elected for office, this has encouraged me. Increasing the parliament seats by 
implementing quota seats has allowed women to reach their goal to be a Member of 
Parliament (WC1, 2012).   

The quota system has assisted in increasing women’s political participation as they 
run for elected office and more women vote (IWCSOs B1, 2012).   

Reserved quota seats for women helped change society’s opinion during the past 
several years, whereas prior they did not vote for women (IWCSOs A2, 2012). 

Indeed, during the period over where this thesis was written, awareness of this issue 

appeared to filter through to the Jordanian government. In 2013, the electoral system 

changed once again with newly adopted law that instituted a mixed single non-transferable 

vote (SNTV) system and a proportional closed-list system. According to European Union 

Election Observation Mission Final Report (2013), the mixed law has given three more 

quota seats for women to participate in Bedouin areas. The Closed-List System (CLS) has 

a national constituency of 27 seats to be elected through closed lists of political parties, and 

this closed-list system is an innovation compared with Jordan’s previous electoral systems. 

It also gives women more opportunity to run at the national level. For example in 2013, 

one woman won in the Closed-List System, and it is thought that this enhanced her electoral 

chances as she received votes from across the country. The change in the electoral system 

from a single non-transferable vote (SNTV) system to a mixed electoral system in 2013 (a 

SNTV system and a proportional closed-list CLS system) may yet be seen to be a critical 

juncture in the development of women’s political participation if the numbers of women 

elected in future elections increases substantially. 

This also suggests that informal institutional norms, such as the domination of tribalism 

and its favouritism towards men, can be changed by modifications to formal institutional 

rules. The electoral system in particular has been a notable example which has had an 
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impact on the number of female candidates from tribes and has decreased male domination 

in Jordan in general. Women’s participation in Jordan has improved and it is less 

remarkable to see women in positions of leadership compared to even ten years ago. The 

responses of women in the interviews strongly supported the notion that the change in the 

electoral system, particularly the introduction of reserved seats for women had helped them 

to increase the numbers of women voters turning out and the election prospects of women 

candidates.  

The political parties 

We did not enter into a direct relationship with the parties therefore the parties 
are not effective in terms of our political existence (JNFW1, prov7, 2012).  

Women have less interest in becoming members of political parties (JNFW2, 
prov4, 2012).  

Norris and Lovenduski (1995) have argued that political parties serve as key gatekeepers 

for potential candidates who are interested in participating in political office. Kenny (2013) 

similarly claims that political parties control participation and selection for political office, 

and often serve as the main instrument to present candidates for parliament and 

government. Bano (2009) argues in developing countries, however, that the advent of 

political parties as they relate to increasing women’s participation has not led to a 

significant number of women appointed to positions within parties due to cultural barriers. 

In the case of Jordan, however, the status of political parties within the political system is 

unclear at best. In fact, as shown by the two quotes from women immediately above, 

women believe there is a lack of a clear commitment on the part of the political parties to 

bring women more into politics. It seems that parties are not interested in women and that 

women are not interested in political parties in Jordan. To date women in Jordan have 

seldom chosen to engage with political parties; as the interviewees’ note, they did not have 

communications or relationships with any political parties, and they did not want to be 

associated with political parties.   

A total of 28 out of the 46 women who participated in this research were negative or 

uninterested in political parties. Regarding the representation of women in politics within 

parties, they agreed that the political parties did not play a substantial role in encouraging 

and assisting women to run for office to serve political positions. Rather, women suggested 

that women were affected by the male domination of political parties and this served as a 
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deterrent. Twelve out of the 28 women who were interviewed as representatives of 

women’s organisations as well as individuals had not had the opportunity to communicate 

with parties often or to attend the activities of political parties. The political parties did not 

contact WSCOs, although women’s organisations did contact the women who were 

members of these parties to engage them in their activities. This reflects the argument of 

Al-Rashdan (2002), who claimed that typically parties do not include women in their 

activities and do not communicate with women in regards to issues of women’s rights and 

political participation.  

Several examples were provided showed the lack of interaction between women’s 

organisations and political parties: 

We have not contacted the parties until now (JNFW2, porv6, 2012). 

No, there is no political participation within the political parties by women (NJFW2, 
prove 8, 2012). 

Our communication with the political parties is very weak and in my branch in our 
province, no women have been here have been members of any political party 
(JNFW1, prov5, 2012).  

A key reason for this ambivalence towards political parties, generally, but amongst 

Jordanian women in particular, is that for decades the government did not allow its citizens 

to become party members or activists. There is some residual feeling amongst women that 

joining a political party may not be legitimate, even though restrictions on political activity 

were removed in 1992. Up until that point, participation in political parties had impacted 

upon the members of parties negatively; members of political parties were being constantly 

asked to inform the government about the reason that were taking up roles as members of 

these parties. This is an occurrence that still takes place even now in Jordan.  

The women interviewed stated that it is rare for members of women’s organisations, or 

women’s organisations themselves, to have any visible or significant influence on the 

decision making undertaken within political parties, or the policies they develop in advance 

of an election. The women respondents stated that the parties are predominantly male 

dominated, especially in terms of the leadership roles, as noted in JNCW report (2011).  

The strong sense that political parties have not served women well is a critical problem 

deserving of attention, because parties tend to be seen as a reflection of the male privilege 
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in Jordanian society in general. Moghadam (2007) and Dababneh (2012) have further 

argued that the absence of an effective political party system, especially for women, creates 

the most important challenge for those interested in taking part in political life and holding 

office. Moghadam (2007) argues that formal institutional rules such as party quotas (rather 

than reserved seats) can enhance women’s participation in government. Araujo (2003) also 

argues women should be at the centre of parties and believes that party quotas should be 

considered and that would result in bringing women into positions of power, rather than 

relying solely on reserved seats.  

Party quotas are those policies that “aim to increase the proportion of women among 

individual parties’ candidates” (Krook, 2008, p.347). Similarity Gernet (2008) found that 

“party quotas are more successful at increasing women’s participation in politics, as they 

are voluntarily adopted by political parties, which is often to their electoral advantage” 

(p.102). To enhance women’s political participation, it is important to promote the practice 

of gender quotas within political parties. There is a need to use gender quotas in political 

parties in order to give women members more opportunity to participate in politics and be 

politically represented, and to assist them to gain seats in elected assemblies (O' Neal, 1993, 

p.37). As such, political parties in Jordan could assume a more proactive role in helping to 

promote women candidates, to run and stand for election, and in cooperation with women’s 

organisations.  

Informal Rules and Institutional Norms 

Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith (2002) and Bjarnegard (2013), claim that changes in formal 

institutional rules could contribute to increased political participation for women, but it is 

important to also recognise that informal rules and institutional norms can impact upon 

women’s participation in the political system. De Soysa, Jutting, Drechsler, and Bartsch 

(2007) have found in developing countries informal institutions such as family, and social 

norms often compete with or complement formal institutions (p.9). Similarly, Helmke and 

Levitsky (2003) argue that informal institutional rules permeate the political system 

because they are based on behavioural regularity and on social rules, and are created, 

communicated, and enforced outside of officially-sanctioned channels. 

As a result of their embeddedness, and their slow-changing nature, informal institutions 

sometimes require changes to formal institutional rules to stimulate or create substantive 
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change (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p.732). It is unsurprising then that given the long-

standing traditional social, cultural and tribal norms in Jordan that women have encountered 

various informal barriers to participating politically even when the formal rules were 

changed in their favour and quotas were introduced. Moreover, these informal rules and 

norms have also influenced indirectly how the electoral system works in practice, and how 

political parties have implemented candidate selection processes. The quota system has 

gone part of the way towards breaking down these informal obstacles, but there remains 

considerable institutional resistance. 

Political and social culture 

Lauti and Fraenkel (2006) argue that the main restrictions with respect to women’s progress 

in politics are often viewed as traditional and cultural. In the case of Jordan, most women 

interviewed responded that Jordanian society is characterized by certain values, customs 

and principles that determine the position of women socially. Specifically, the dominant 

culture is patriarchal, masculine, and tribal and familial.  

What becomes apparent is that most of the women interviewed indicated that they believe 

the representation of women has been affected by cultural barriers, more so than the formal 

institutions analysed above. The focus on cultural barriers in Jordan also relates to women’s 

organisations in terms of membership, and the strategies implemented in their programs in 

different areas. As will be explored in more depth in the next chapter, these organisations 

cannot help all women to overcome the barriers in their attempts to help women to be more 

active in public life, as not all women’s families allow them to participate in the public 

sphere. Most of the women who were interviewed explained that the social culture had 

direct negative effects in terms of their political participation. Many noted that others had 

used social pressure to try to stop them running for office, and that there remained a general 

sentiment among the public that men have more political ability.  

Tribes were also identified by a number of women as being a critical issue. Nahar and Abu 

Humaidan (2013) argue that the tribes exhibit a traditional type of culture, and play an 

important role in Jordanian politics (see also Norris and Inglehart, 2003). Traditionally 

women are perceived to be first and foremost wives, and that their place is in the home, and 

this view remains strong amongst traditional tribal members. Women have tended to be 

reluctant to defy these social norms and are also in turn seen as unsuitable for political life 
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as a result of their limited experience outside the home. In addition, women once elected to 

office also had to contend with impediments arising from their own tribes and families. For 

example, a number of women interviewed stated that when they showed interest in running 

for election, they were challenged by their brothers and fathers, which is particularly 

problematic culturally as they had to receive family approval to run for election at the local 

and national levels. Nahar and Abu Humaidan (2013) argue that in terms of women’s 

participation, families must agree and allow participation, which has affected women’s 

participation in Jordan.  

Over half of the women interviewed identified that socio-cultural factors had affected them 

in some way, and specified that they believe customs and traditions have an influence on 

women’s participation. This constitutes a continuation of one of the fundamental issues that 

has plagued the promotion of women’s rights in Jordanian society. It is not easy for 

Jordanian society to accept women being in decision-making positions and to be elected 

for high office. Women interviewed stated that their members have faced discrimination 

and barriers even from younger generations of men. In this way, we see the relevance of 

traditional culture continuing to inform socialisation processes which in turn negatively 

affects women’s participation (Norris, 2004; see also Ritter, 2007). Eight of the participants 

specified that society still does not have complete confidence in the capabilities of women 

and their role in public life, as noted by several interviewees: 

The vision of the society has viewed men as stronger in decision-making positions 
(JNFW, prov12, 2012). 

Jordan has tribal rules and culture which has resulted in a masculine society, and has 
no confidence in women; this has a negative impact on the role of women seeking to 
take part in political decision making (MPs4, 2012).  

Jordanian society is a tribal and macho society, and still distinguishes men from 
women and elects to give men their vote, not women (JNFW2, prov9, 2012). 

Men do not believe in the role of women outside the house (JNFW2, prov7, 2012). 

Al-Nawaisheh (2011) argues that traditional culture has continued to influence women’s 

political participation in Jordan, even during the transition to democracy. Jordan’s political 

culture remains tied to traditional values, customs, and Jordanian citizens are still socialised 

to believe the natural roles of men and women remain determined by tradition. Women’s 

organisations have attempted to lessen the impact of this socialisation process by promoting 
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legislative changes that they hope will transform cultural attitudes that affect the reality of 

women, and by increasing women’s political participation. Lauti and Fraenkel (2006) argue 

that the quota system has served to ‘kick-start’ (p.134) the journey to achieving a gender 

balance in parliament. Rather than waiting for Jordanian society to recognise the 

importance of equality and societal engagement for women and elect women to parliament 

directly, women’s organisations hope that the bias will decrease through legislative change 

and electoral reform. For example, one respondent from the Jordanian JNCW noted: 

Cultural society adversely affected women’s ability to reach Parliament for several 
decades. However, the changes in laws relating to women’s rights have featured in 
increasing women's participation in the political process (JNCW1, 2012). 

The experiences of women respondents who participated in this research highlighted that 

their personal lives had also been adversely affected by traditional cultural norms, for 

example, some interviewees noted that many women got divorced if they decided to run 

for office, or even if they chose to vote differently than their husbands. Some women can 

be more qualified than many men yet customary and traditional habits within society hinder 

women from taking part in political life (Lauti & Fraenkel, 2006, p.134). Speaking to this 

problem, eleven interviewees stated that some women are under the control of their 

families, which negatively impacts on their level of participation: 

We continue to face challenges as women as it is considered that we should just look 
after our family and society is still prefers that women stay at home; I wish that 
women could have a kind of positive freedom, in order to work and focus on issues 
that could successfully change this attitude (JNFW2, prov4, 2012). 

Women have been facing challenges with their family, as they do not allow them to 
be out of their house (JNFW3, prov4, 2012).  

Society still is reluctant to let women go out of the house, thus they do not believe 
women could have an important role […] Other convictions…[well] they are not 
convinced  of the role of women and until now society's perception positively favours 
men over women (JNFW2, prov1, 2012). 

As a Member of Parliament […] I wish society could be more encouraging of us 
(MPs1, 2012).   

As a Member of Parliament […] I wish that women could be treated fairly with justice 
[…] and that there would not be such a distinction between men and women (MPs2, 
2012).  
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We need to change societal perception so that there is more faith in the ability of 
women and conviction in the capacity of women to be able to change (WP1, 2012). 

This control and pressure comes from close family members, such as fathers, brothers, and 

sons on the one hand, and on the other hand, from tribal leaders and other influential men. 

These particular findings demonstrate that it is likely that cultural pressures will prevent 

voters from believing they can or should support women candidates. Some women were 

elected to the parliament and were able to reach high office only after receiving support 

from their close family, thereby echoing the insights of Nahar and Abu Humaidan (2013). 

Moreover, family support is dependent on individual circumstances and not an automatic 

right. For example, Bakir (2002) argues that in some exceptional cases men did support 

women throughout their campaign, and were proud of the women’s political achievements 

although this appears to be a relatively rare occurrence.  

However, based on the responses from the Jordanian women included in this study, there 

is some evidence that women’s participation in politics remains neither normal nor 

universally acceptable. This reflects Norris and Inglehart’s (2001) findings that in 

traditional cultures, men often express reservation about women’s leadership, or women 

running for political office. One women’s organisation representative stated that the men 

in her geographical area were surprised that a female in her province had won election in 

2007.  

As a reflection of these attitudes, Ouston (1993) argues that women are believed to be 

emotionally unstable and indecisive compared to their male counterparts, and as such, 

women are considered to lack the strength and capability required for high positions and 

cannot command loyalty. As one woman politician noted:  

Men should reconsider how they perceive women, because they still see them as 
daughters or wives, even women in higher positions. Society has a responsibility to 
help women overcome the obstacles in front of them and change the stereotypes 
associated with women’s roles (MPs3, 2012). 

However, 14 out of 46 interviewees noted that the problem was not a lack of confidence 

emanating from others but also a lack of self-confidence amongst women:  

We need women who have more self-confidence, to show that we can be in positions 
of responsibility (JNFW1, prov4, 2012).  
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The challenge for women is that they do not have high self-esteem [themselves] 
(JNFW2, prov4, 2012).  

Respondents argued that this lack of confidence is the result of a culture that does not 

encourage women to take on challenges outside the home, and consequently has a negative 

impact on women’s representation in formal political institutions. Several MPs stated that, 

from their experience, women did not believe that they would even receive encouragement 

from other women. Indeed, some interviewees seemed to reflect more widely-held attitudes 

that women should defer to men in some situations. This includes women who hold high 

positions and have university degrees. This reflects the argument put by Patil (2008), that 

gender-based discrimination also occurs through negative perceptions held by females of 

other females in male dominated cultures (see also Shvedova, 2005). In Jordan, many 

people are not convinced of the moral arguments for political equality or the value of having 

women in politics. Even though women have had some support from other women, they 

are also unsupported by a majority of women who are yet to join women’s organisations. 

Several respondents noted the following: 

In the previous five years women have not supported other women to take an active 
part in public life (JNFW1, prov12, 2012). 

Also we need women to support other women (JNFW1, prov4, 2012). 

The lack of awareness about the status of women by women, and the lack of female 
confidence about the role of other women, for example, [is an issue.] Women are not 
convinced about women even at the level of the doctor, [and] this has make it more 
difficult for the women who try to hold positions at different levels (JNFW1,prov 9, 
2012). 

From my observation it seems that women are jealous of each other, for example, my     
relationship with one female friend is warm and we have a strong relationship, 
however, when we wanted to reach a certain rank or get into particular positions, the 
jealousy started and I started working against her. So the jealousy of women toward 
other women sometimes causes the lack of opportunities that women have to reach 
their goals (JNFW1, prov 10, 2012). 

Another key factor is that it is often only elite groups of women that receive support. It can 

be difficult for non-elite women to independently seek out leadership and political positions 

as noted by two interviewees:  
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Women, who have attained positions of leadership or decision-making, are either 
from political families or have succeeded through their experience (WC1, 2012).   

Women are not seen as having the right to hold leadership positions to the same 
degree as men, [and are not considered] to be able to become senators or ministers; 
for example, women in the capital even if they are not qualified could receive 
appointment and I do not wish to focus specifically on the type of women, but focus 
on women who have their qualifications to hold a leadership position, yet do not 
receive consideration (MPs4, 2012). 

Matland and Montgomery (2003), Matland (2005) and Tremblay (2008) have all noted that 

government support for elite women to access politics and gain political representation is 

often greater than for other women, and that this can actually be a barrier to full and diverse  

representation of and by women. A number of women interviewees explained that in Jordan 

the government supports elite women disproportionately to take up political positions, such 

as Ministers and Senators. This non-inclusive phenomenon prevents more women 

becoming active in public life as it suggests only women with elite backgrounds can expect 

to be qualified or selected to take up representative roles. While useful in terms of the 

symbolic effect of having competent women engaged in politics, arguably, the presence 

and prominence of elite women in politics may limit others from being elected or appointed 

who may be both qualified and interested in taking up the opportunity to actively participate 

in public life. The women interviewed in this study suggested that this focus on elites 

contributed to other women’s lack of self-confidence in that they would never be able to 

meet the requirement of coming from a ‘political’ family.  

Thus the continuing prevalence of a male dominated society and the associated traditional 

attitudes to women’s roles (informal norms) means that many women are dissuaded from 

becoming active in public life in Jordan.  This is exacerbated by the impact these cultural 

attitudes have on women’s ability to gain support from other women, and grow their self-

confidence.   

Economic constraints 

Economic factors are also significant in that they determine the standard of living, and 

determine the extent to which women are able to take on the economic risks associated with 

running for office.  More directly, access to economic resources directly impacts on the 

opportunities for higher education, instruction and training. Norris and Inglehart (2003) 

argued that economic growth is as important as attitudinal change in the promotion of 



134 
 

gender equality. From this perspective then, economic empowerment is likely to increase 

women's participation in public life by ensuring that they have an opportunity to join the 

paid labour market, and support themselves and their family materially. Unsurprisingly 

then, economic barriers are considered to be one of the main constraints on women’s 

participation in politics and public life. This is especially true for those from the middle 

and lower class in Jordan, and for non-elite women who reside in the provinces (Nahar & 

Abu Humaidan, 2013).  

Economic factors have limited Jordanian women’s ability to advance and finance 

campaigns in order to be elected at the local and national levels. Income earned by women 

is used instead for other immediate priorities within the family. Therefore, family 

obligations and burdens which fall on women have played a critical role in limiting 

women’s political participation (Miqdad, 2006). It stands to reason that even if public 

attitudes and institutional rules changed to allow greater participation of women in politics, 

most women would still find this to not be a serious option:  

Some women may face financial obstacles to being elected, as the cost to run their 
election could cost anywhere from thousands to tens of millions (JNFW1, 2012).  

The most important obstacle is the financial support (JNCW1, 2012). 

A total of 16 out of 46 women participants in this research noted factors related to 

economics. Clearly, socio-economic constraints have an effect on women’s representation 

in politics and their ability to progress. This insight was supported by a member of a 

women’s organisation who stated that “if the women have the ability to be represented in 

political action such as elections, the economic barriers will have a big negative impact” 

(JNFW2, prov8, 2012). Women noted a number of variations on this theme of finances, 

however. For example eight participants described this factor as derived from limited 

access to resources. In addition, nearly half of the women interviewed responded that they 

found it hard to find their own financial sponsors for their campaigns: 

Women do not have financial support to cover the cost of their campaigns (JNFW1, 
prov4, 2012). 

Economic empowerment is most important, so women who have a strong character 
and the capacity to work face a financial barrier, which is a big obstacle for them 
(JNFW2, prov8, 2012). 
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The challenge is the economic aspect, but women do not have economic 
independence, especially because women do not receive inheritance from their family 
while men do. So there are few women who have their own companies (JNFW1, 
prov4, 2012).   

One participant responded that women are often financially dependent on family members, 

while two other participants argued that if women intended to stand as candidates, the 

removal of the full range of economic obstacles, and this would need to be state-driven. 

Another dynamic is that women require better and more equitable access to higher 

education if they want to engage in participating politically, yet men do not appear to need 

a higher education to enter politics. Given that gaining higher education requires financial 

resources and often goes against the preferences of males in a given family, this makes the 

conundrum more difficult to resolve:   

Some employers do not believe that women have the same skills and capability to 
work to the same level as men do (JNFW3, prov4, 2012). 

The role of women in the workforce is still limited in the public and private sector 
compared to men (IWCSOsB1, 2012). 

Patil (2008) and Leach and Sitaram (2002) also claimed that sex-based discrimination in 

the formal labour market negatively impacts on women that it tends to be men who have 

the opportunity to get jobs with good pay and conditions. Peebles, Darwazeh, Ghosheh, 

and Sabbagh (2004) argue that many employers require women to have higher educational 

qualifications to assume jobs whilst men are routinely hired with fewer qualifications. 

Thus, it is evident that the cultural and social norms impact both directly and indirectly in 

restricting women’s material opportunity to put themselves forward for public office. 

Discussion and Analysis 

Kelly and Bresline (2010) argue that women in the Middle East have undertaken the 

difficult process of enacting social change to reverse the unequal status of women. This has 

resulted in women’s organisations working toward gender equality in governmental 

institutions and to hold positions at different levels in local and national government. 

Women’s civil society organisations have continued to play a role in improving women’s 

political participation in Jordan over time. Derichs (2014), Kuttab (2012), Molyneux, 

(2002), and Al-Atiyat (2003) all argue that women’s mobilisation has had some impact in 

changing structures to promote gender equality, in enhancing women’s rights, and in efforts 
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to include women in the political institutions, irrespective of institutional resistance and 

traditional cultural norms. In regards to their mission to improve women’s political 

representation, interviewees noted that benefits could potentially come from alterations in 

the discourse around the importance of women’s organisations. Women’s organisations 

have gained civil society legitimacy and this has led to their having notable input into 

government decisions. This has in turn led to an increase in the proportion of women’s 

reserved seats in the national and local governments, as well as other substantive policy 

changes. 

Alongside this, women continue to experience low economic status. Structural socio-

economic barriers have made women dependent in terms of financial support on their 

family and do not allow independent activity in politics. Thus we see that formal 

institutional rules have influenced women’s political representation. Even though cultural 

traditions and norms have affected women’s representation in Jordan, the formal 

institutional rules, such as the electoral system, the lack of political parties, results in 

women lacking confidence to consider participating actively in public life. Both formal and 

informal institutional rule changes are thus essential and will continue to affect women’s 

political representation.   

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided a discussion of the impact of formal and informal institutional rules 

and norms on women’s political representation. Formal institutional factors are those legal 

rules, including the electoral system, and formal organisations, such as political parties, that 

impact upon whether women will be in demand or put themselves forward as candidates.  

Informal institutional influences are the norms and less visible means of regulating 

behaviour (often at the attitudinal level) that affect women’s participation. In Jordan these 

informal rules have at their foundation long-standing traditions, customs, tribal affiliations, 

and all of which support male-centric norms. As seen in this chapter, these informal 

institutional arrangements have an impact in terms of undermining women’s self-

confidence, because they do not believe they can win the support of other women, and there 

is the very real perception that it is only elite women who are deemed ‘acceptable’.  

The analysis of interviews in this chapter shows that women’s political participation has 

been affected by formal and informal barriers. This in turn highlights the importance of the 
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need for women’s organisations to adopt specific strategies that address these barriers. The 

extent to which women’s organisations have sought to affect formal institutional change as 

well as informal institutional change will be deliberated on in the next chapter. In particular 

I will focus on how these organisations have worked to address law change, to promote 

organisational changes within parties, to effect cultural and attitudinal changes in 

tribal/provincial areas as well as urban areas, to educate women, to provide economic 

support, and to build their self-confidence and belief in the possibility that non-elite women 

can participate in Jordanian politics.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN: Women’s Organisations and the Promotion of Women’s 

Political Representation 

 
Women’s organisations have played a major role since 1995 in strengthening 
the capacity and skills of women as candidates especially in terms of women’s 
training on the management of parliamentary election campaigns (JNFW1, 
2012). 

 

This chapter examines the goals of Jordanian women’s civil society organisations 

(WCSOs) in order to provide insight into the means by which women’s organisations have 

sought to support and promote women’s political representation. A key dimension of this 

analysis relates to how WCSOs have succeeded in undermining the barriers identified in 

the previous chapter. This chapter provides an empirical investigation of two domestic and 

two international women’s organisations. It also looks at how women’s organisations have 

assisted women in overcoming barriers that impacted women’s political participation in 

terms of formal rules and norms. These formal rules and norms included the electoral 

system and other institutional norms, as well as social culture and economic constraints, as 

identified in the previous chapter. This chapter delivers a range of evidence to support the 

argument that women’s civil society organisations have worked towards achieving a higher 

degree of women’s political involvement, and have assisted women in undermining the 

constraints and barriers that have negatively impacted women’s political participation to 

date.   

This analysis of the goals of women’s organisations reveals that four strategies have been 

focused upon. First, they have sought to empower women economically. Second, they have 

supported women throughout their election campaigns. Third, they have attempted to alter 

societal culture. Last, they have attempted to raise awareness among women themselves. 

This chapter also looks at how international and domestic women’s organisations interact 

in order to promote women’s democratic participation in Jordan by providing even greater 

support to domestic activities. Women’s organisations have worked toward increasing 

women’s participation in politics in Jordan. They have had some success thus far that 

Jordanian citizens have generally come to welcome and the idea of women’s participation 

in politics at both a local and national level, has been supported especially since 1995. This 

has been accomplished by trying to involve women in different activities in order to present 
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them with opportunities to participate in political life, to actively gain more knowledge, 

and to become socially more prominent in the political arena. 

Empowering Women Economically 

Whoever owns the economy can own the decision-making, which can be an 
economic obstacle. In my province, women are excluded from economic 
empowerment. Men are always empowered and funded during election 
campaigns, whereas the women do not have the same power and are poorly 
funded (JNFW, prov9, 2012).  

An International Alert report (2012) argues that the lack of women’s economic success 

remains a major barrier to women’s political participation. Also The Networks on Gender 

Equality Development Assistance Committee (2011) argued that women’s economic 

empowerment is a prerequisite for rights and equitable societies (Networks on Gender 

Equality, 2011, p.3). Ghosh (2009) states that NGOs (Non-governmental organisations) 

can help women develop their economic skills and abilities through development projects 

that affect their lives as well as their social and political awareness and participation. Such 

sentiment is supported by Al-Sayouf (2008) and Khalil (2009), who argue that the women’s 

organisations’ involvement with women-centred economic projects in Jordan have played 

a role in societal change through the empowerment of women. This included disseminating 

information regarding an initiative to create a company to train and employ employees in 

agricultural labour via cooperation with the Jordanian University Faculty of Agriculture. 

Once women trainees have the necessary skills, they are offered jobs and a monthly 

payment for this work. In 2009, the company was looking to expand the program to be able 

to train and hire women for employment in the agricultural sectors (Khalil, 2009, p.32). 

Most interviewees were of the opinion that domestic women’s organisations since the 

1990s had conscientiously worked to economically empower women, including working 

to fund small projects. Through their participation in various economic projects, domestic 

women’s organisations assisted in enabling women to take up activities outside the home, 

as well as to reassess their participatory role within public life; in some cases this even 

included potentially running for political office.  

Khreis (1999) concurs with this perspective, arguing that the engagement of women’s 

organisations in Jordan in economic projects has altered the situation of women with regard 

to their financial independence. Khreis argues that the role of women in their family and 
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society has gradually changed and they can be more active than previously, although their 

economic participation in society is still effected by cultural factors. Moreover, a degree of 

financial autonomy may enable women to make decisions about their personal life without 

being dependent on their family, and more specifically on male family members such as 

their fathers, husbands or brothers. This argument was supported by JNFW members who 

noted that:  

At this stage, as women organisations, we are focusing on financial support, in order 
to enable women to attend and participate in the seminars held by JNFW (JNFW, 
prov4, 2012).  
 
The Jordanian National Commission for Women has given women training and funds 
to run small projects, such as ranching and poultry farming. These projects, run by 
women in their houses, have been organised in order to empower women 
economically (JNFW1, prov4, 2012).   

 

Nevertheless, only nine out of 46 of the respondents noted that domestic women’s 

organisations (DWCSOs) had directly provided funds to their small projects. For example, 

JNFW funds some small economic projects, but only a few women’s organisations take 

them up. Consequently, economic issues have affected women’s organisations in their 

efforts to support women with their projects. The economic barriers affected the role of 

DWCSOs in their support for women attempting to undertake local projects. Increased 

funding would allow women’s organisations to expand their economic support of women 

in the community, as noted by one participant “this kind of support has been identified as 

an expectation of WCSOs in other countries” (JNCW1, 2012). Women cannot look outside 

Jordan for funding for economic projects, as relevant international organisations do not 

tend to support individual women’s projects directly.  They support domestic women's 

organisations as a whole. Such economic barriers are significant as noted by members of a 

JNFW women’s organisation: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
The first challenge we faced as women’s civil society organisations were the 
economic factors that impacted upon the funding of our participation (JNFW1, prov9, 
2012). 
 
The main challenges are economic barriers; if we want to empower our members 
economically, we need to have more support for our organisation (JNFW1, prov1, 
2012).  
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In the interviews, twenty three participants from women’s organisations stated that with 

economic gains came increased confidence within their public lives, and financial 

independence had improved their ability to be more active and connect with other women 

in the community; this independence was a direct result of the work of the women’s 

organisations. Individual women have been given more opportunities to gain support from 

their community, which has enabled them to run for elected office. This is important to note 

because their newly-found confidence encouraged existing members of the organisations 

to create projects that not only assisted in improving their own talents, skills, and abilities, 

but also helped them to address the economic challenges of others, as noted above. One 

participant shared that:  

Women’s organisations are considering granting more opportunities to help women 
talk about becoming financially independent while having confidence in their own 
natural abilities (JNFW1, prov1, 2012). 

 

In short, domestic women’s organisations have launched and supported small projects with 

the aim of empowering women to provide more opportunities and support their 

independence.  By focusing upon economic barriers to political participation, this may in 

turn help empower them to venture out and to participate in public life. While the scale of 

such projects are not yet very large, they could serve as a template for future initiatives 

should greater funding become available. 

Supporting Women’s Election Campaigns 

I have been supported financially by receiving a donation, amounting to 140 
JD, which represented my registration fees; JNFW reimbursed me (JNFW, 
prov10, 2012). 
 

Economic and financial independence also matters to women participating in politics and 

fund raising for political campaigns. A lack of financial independence means that women 

are generally less likely to be chosen as suitable candidates for election. The quote above 

indicates that women are heavily dependent upon others, such as family members, and this 

reflects arguments put forward in the report, iKNOW Politics (2007). This also reflects the 

opinions of interviewees discussed in Chapter Six, where women noted that economic 

constraints limited women’s ability to financially support their own campaigns. In any 

democratic nation, “money is central to campaigns for public office as substantial amounts 

are necessary to mount credible campaigns for national office” (Burrell, 2005, p.26). Tovar 
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(2007) notes that the mobilisation of increased resources and finances for the purpose of 

funding women’s campaigns “should be incorporated into the gender equality agenda, [and 

should bring] attention to the gender-specific needs and financial obstacles women 

candidates face in different geographical, cultural and political contexts” (p.18). At a 

national level in Jordan, women’s organisations have begun to address the financial element 

of women’s campaigns as they recognise how important funding is to female candidates to 

their chances of securing national office. 

Seven out of 46 participants noted that the role of women’s organisations was to help with 

financial costs, indicating that women’s organisations have had a relatively limited impact 

in the fund raising process and have not provide extensive financial support for women 

candidates running for election to date. In many cases, this financial support was simply 

the payment of registration fees for female candidates, as noted above. This lack of support 

could limit the number of women running for office and lead to low numbers of women 

participating, or even attempting to participate in political life. Burrell (2005) and Carroll 

(1994) have argued that changes in campaign financing helps to increase the representation 

of women; so addressing this issue in Jordan is important. 

Nine participants claimed that domestic women’s organisations had supported women 

candidates seeking national election, albeit in kind, rather than through direct funding. For 

example, two respondents stated that when they ran for election they were provided with 

hats and tee-shirts by one women’s organisation (JNFW). DWCSOs also invited women 

candidates to give lectures, as well as to hear and meet experts within the women’s 

organisations to help build their profile during the campaign.  

As previously mentioned, both domestic and the international women’s organisations have 

both worked to raise the awareness of women themselves in regard to the importance of 

women taking up a role in public life. For instance, women’s organisations held workshops 

in order to inform voters of the importance of women’s participation in elections, which, 

in turn, could help women candidates connect with voters more easily. This becomes a 

virtuous cycle as they are subsequently more confident when making political statements 

in public. Additionally, they actively support and empower women to represent themselves. 

This has been achieved through various training programmes and activities. These activities 

help women to improve their abilities and skills, and to understand current laws that relate 
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to their everyday lives, some of which require political action to change to advance gender 

equality. These activities were referenced by several participants:  

The direct training in legal literacy programs helps women know their rights (WP2, 
2012). 

I gained benefits from the leadership skills training (JNFW4, Prov4, 2012). 

Women’s organisations have provided training programs for women candidates and 
for the managers of their campaigns (JNFW1, porv12, 2012).  

Women’s organisations have provided training for women in regard to how they can 
present themselves, how to run for election, and how they can effectively present 
their messages to voters (NJFW1, prov11, 2012).   

In addition, nine of the participants agreed that the role of the women's organisations 

included providing moral support for women who wanted to run for political office: 

I have gained encouragement from women’s organisations as they called me and 
asked me to present lectures and represent women by giving a speech on behalf of 
the women in my town (WC1, 2012).  

The support is moral and may be limited to training candidates and voters (JNFW, 
Prov8, 2012). 

The organisations asked women if they are interested in standing for parliamentary 
elections, in order to support them morally, not financially (JNFW, Prov7, 2, 2012). 

Women’s organisations visited me during the election campaign to see how my 
campaign was going and to offer assistance (MPs4; 2012, Researcher, 2007). 

The election support from DWCSOs is outlined below (see Table 15). 

Table 15. Types of election support from DWCSOs 

Type DWCSs 
Women’s campaign 

- Funding 
-Moral support 

 
7 
9 

Understanding legal requirements 21 

TOTAL 37/46 
 

Table 15 notes that, overall, most women interviewed had received some kind of support 

from domestic women’s organisations in Jordan, with 37 out of 46 participants stating that 

domestic women’s organisations were most helpful in supporting women candidates within 
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their campaign by offering to pay registration fees (despite domestic women’s 

organisations themselves being economically challenged), and by providing moral support. 

DWCSOs helped female candidates in understanding the election law to run for national 

offices by offering seminars and workshops.  

 

Domestic women’s organisations have also focused resources on increasing the number of 

women at the municipal level. For example, the JNCW and JNFW organisations, which are 

both chaired by Princess Basma Bint Talal, worked to influence the government so that 

they would appoint 99 women members to various offices at the local level within different 

municipalities. This call appeared to be successful as women were then increasingly 

appointed at the local level (municipality) to be members of municipal councils, as noted 

here:  

In our province, we have 23 women who have been appointed to different municipal 
roles (JNFW1, prov4, 2012).  

In 1995, women have increasingly participated at the local level, as members of 
municipalities, via the appointment of 99 members by Princess Basma Bint Talal 
(JNFW1, 2012).  

The achievement at the municipal councils led to increased numbers of women engaging 

in local politics, which in turn encouraged women’s organisations to place women’s issues 

on the political and decision-making agenda at both the local and national levels. Al-Attiyat 

(2005) also argues that the increase of women in the political process, through appointment 

or otherwise, added to the incentives for the government to recognise women’s issues and 

rights, as well as showing concern for policies relating to women’s rights. This conclusion 

was supported by several interviewees from the main offices of JNCW and JNFW: 

Lobbying and organisational gatherings serve to raise the number of women 
appointed to municipality offices (JNCW1, 2012).  

Lobbying is carried out to raise the degree of women’s participation by appointment, 
for example; this includes appointments to the Jordanian Senate (JNFW1, 2012).  

 

In particular DWCSOs have attempted to build a collaborative cooperative relationship 

with members of the House of Representatives. The DWCSOs relationship with members 

of the House of Representatives is characterised through meetings and conversations that 
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create awareness with regard to the laws affecting women’s lives. This was noted by 

JNCW2, from her experience, that: 

We have learned about the convention on the elimination of all forms of 
discrimination against women, and there was also a coordinating committee between 
the JNCW and the House of Representatives to study the legislation and laws that are 
presented to the House of Representatives (JNCW 2, 2012). 

In addition, JNCW has taken up coordinating seminars, workshops and meeting with the 

members of the House of Representatives and Senators in order to explain a range of laws 

of relevant to women’s lives, as well as the reasons for updating them. Several examples 

below highlight the relationships that exist between women’s organisations and MPs: 

JNCW has targeted the House of Representatives and held specific meetings and 
programs for the purposes of presenting women’s issues to the House of 
Representatives (JNCW1, 2012). 

There is cooperation for the purposes of transferring knowledge regarding issues 
related to women, and in previous years, there was an agreement between some 
parliamentarians in order to work as a lobby in order to support women (JNFW1, 
2012). 

My relationship is strong, in terms of being the chairperson of a civil society 
organisation in my province (MP1, 2012). 

The narratives provided by members of various women's organisations and MPs described 

within this study, mirror those presented in the Westminster Foundation for Democracy 

report (2012) which argued that the women’s organisations are formed for female 

parliamentarians for the promotion of greater inclusivity and representation. It is evident in 

the case of Jordan that domestic women’s organisations have started to reach out to women 

parliamentarians in the hope of encouraging them to present women’s issues so that they 

will potentially pass laws in the future to help improve women’s lives. If women’s 

organisations and parliamentarians could cooperate more efficiently and focus on 

approving and updating laws, this will greatly assist the improvement of women’s situation. 

Furthermore, such collaboration will accelerate gender equality and assist women’s 

organisations to realise greater women’s representation both in parliament and in the 

broader political and civil society, which is the current primary objective of women’s 

groups.  
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Women’s organisations at the domestic level have primarily focused on the electoral 

system, as well as the legislation and laws in force that may improve the reputation of 

women overall. Domestic organisations have lobbied to increase the number of seats 

reserved for women at both the national parliamentary and municipal levels. While women 

have struggled to be part of Jordanian politics for four decades due to social and cultural 

issues, domestic women’s organisations have been most successful in playing a role in 

supporting women’s political participation by lobbying to increase the number of women’s 

reserved seats. Women’s civil society organisations called for 20 percent of the seats in 

parliament to be occupied by women, and this was achieved through the implementation 

of reserved seats in 2010 (JNCW report, 2011). The main proposed change was that the 

quota system would promote to the parliament those women who had achieved the highest 

percentage of votes relative to the population size of their province, rather than the highest 

percentage of votes relative to the size of their district. This would naturally favour those 

running for election in urban areas rather than the rural area given the relative population 

sizes. Beck and Collet (2010) note that women’s civil society organisations later 

successfully lobbied throughout the 2010 election to increase the number of quota seats 

from 6 to12 seats in order to provide women with greater opportunities to run and stand for 

elected parliament offices. 

 

Changing Social Culture 

As members of women’s organisations, we particularly encourage women to 
support and elect women (JNFW1, prov2, 2012).    

As noted previously, Jordanian society is characterized by certain values, customs, and 

principles that determine the position of women socially. Specifically, the dominant culture 

is patriarchal, masculine, tribal, and familial.  Women who were interviewed explained that 

the social and cultural composition of Jordanian society had direct negative effects on them 

in term of incentives revolving around their political participation. It is important to 

understand the role of women’s organisations and how they are attempting to help all 

women to overcome socio-cultural barriers, and to help women to become more active in 

public life. 

Jutting and Morrisson (2005) argue that the promotion of gender equality and the 

empowerment of women to exercise their freedom and the presence of mind to make 
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autonomous decisions may assist in altering social perceptions, and eventually will result 

in the alteration of norms and culture. As noted previously, traditional social culture has 

negatively affected the participation of women in public life in Jordan. Women’s civil 

society organisations have, however, succeeded in altering to some degree the public’s 

perception of women, and women now have more of an opportunity to venture out from 

their homes and be more active within society. There are reasons to be optimistic that these 

activities have affected Jordanian society, and it is now more acceptable for women to be 

active in public life and politics. This point was supported by JNFW1, who stressed that: 

The fact is that the JNFW is now one of the main women’s organisations throughout 
Jordan, and it now has a lot of opportunity to communicate with more women from 
different areas across the country to improve the roles of women in their communities 
(JNFW1, prov5, 2012). 

Socio-cultural barriers, alongside economic barriers, are still the major ones that affect 

women’s political participation, and influence women themselves in terms of being 

reluctant to politically engage. Women’s organisations’ members, through their 

participation in JNFW, have actively looked to educate women in the community regarding 

the importance of women taking on a role in public life. Domestic women’s organisations 

have sought to lobby further for the appointment of women to political roles, such as at the 

municipality level. It addresses this problem by directly circumventing the socio-cultural 

barriers, and in the long-run, altering them.   

The mobilisation efforts by DWCSOs have enhanced the involvement and increased the 

number of women by supporting them and encouraging other women to vote for women 

candidates running for office. The implemented quota system has provided more 

opportunities for women to run by having certain seats that they can run for, allowing them 

to circumvent the socio-cultural barriers that would otherwise exclude them from the 

political and electoral process. This reflects the argument of the report of the International 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance IDEA (2004) that “quotas address the 

cultural challenges to women’s representation in the Arab world” (p.3), although it did also 

note that “cultural values take a long time to change” (p.38).  

In short, domestic women’s organisations have been playing an important role in 

attempting to facilitate the realisation of genuine and on-going women’s participation by 

transforming socio-cultural barriers. Women’s organisations have been supporting women 
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so that they have better opportunities for acquiring legitimacy as political actors and greater 

acceptance, and thereby become more active within public life. This change has been 

achieved through the involvement of domestic women’s organisations, through the 

implementation of the quota reserved seats system, and the appointment of women at the 

local-level. Pettygrove, Nasser and Fauss (2006) argued that the quota-system presented an 

opportunity for women to be accepted as legitimate participants in politics in Jordan.  

Raising Awareness among Women  

The most significant matter that we work on, is informing women and training 
them, and also the voters (JNFW1, prov3, 2012). 

The European Institution for Gender Equality (2013) report argues that raising awareness 

of the importance of women’s rights by “changing attitudes, behaviours and beliefs” (p.1) 

constitutes one of the crucial strategies for changing opinions and policies in regard to 

women’s equality. Khalil (2009) has emphasised the importance of women’s organisations 

for generating awareness through training, and thereby offering support and guidance for 

their members. Ballington (2012) argues that domestic and international women’s 

organisations in South Africa have thus far aimed to increase awareness of women 

throughout their campaigns, through such efforts as implementing and extending the 

national quota system. Interviewees reflected the findings of scholars, such as Keyman and 

Icduygu (2003) and Diamond (1994), who suggest that civil society organisations remain 

a critical mechanism for the enhancement of women’s lives and mobilising pressure for 

political change.  

Discussions with women respondents indicate that participation in women’s organisations 

is seen as a significant factor in increasing the effectiveness of women politicians. Most 

women stated that, as candidates, they received training from women’s organisations to 

enhance their capabilities and skills related to their respective parliamentary election 

campaigns. This training also encourages women voters to understand their rights and their 

roles, and also to seek representation in politics. These organisations assist in the 

explanation of election laws and the quota system so that women could learn how to 

participate and understand the implications of a new law. This reflects Hickey and Mohan’s 

(2005), argument that NGOs in political, legal and moral terms serve as repositories of 

knowledge. Additionally, Darke and Cope (2002) found that women’s organisations were 

experts on “gender-based” issues as they worked in-depth on such matters and could offer 
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advice to women candidates and politicians. Responses of women’s organisations reflected 

the findings from the scholars mentioned above: 

The participation with women’s organisations raises the efficiency of women (MP3, 
2012).  

As domestic organisations, we developed a national coalition, in order to support 
women in their election, and to inform women candidates about election law (JNFW, 
2012). 

Table 16 shows the key findings in accordance with the interviewees, each of which will 

be expounded upon and discussed below.  

Table 16. Role of WCSOs in raising women’s awareness for political rights 

Activities  DWCSOs IWCSOs 
Training activities 22 18 
Capabilities, skills 

and expertise 
5 11 

Understanding 
rights and laws 

8 1 

Awareness in 
political action 

8 9 

TOTAL 43/46  39/46  
 

Domestic women’s organisations realise that their contribution to improving the skills and 

awareness of women activists and politicians develops their capabilities and assists them 

in envisioning themselves as playing a more proactive participatory role in public life. 

Through training, activities and various programmes such as workshops, lectures, seminars 

and meetings, members of women’s organisations have been transferring their skills to 

ensure attendees are made aware of the laws influencing and regulating their daily lives. 

Twenty two participants agreed that women had benefitted from domestic organisations’ 

training sessions. Women interviewees believed that domestic women’s civil society 

organisations not only helped women to become more aware about their rights, but that 

they also actively encouraged them to be more active in public life. 

My success in domestic civil society organisations gave me the motivation to become 
more active in public life (WC1, 2012).  

Our domestic organisations [under the banner of…] “JNFW” have empowered 
women through training them in many skills, including how to communicate with 
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others. We have attended different training courses which enable women themselves 
to become trainers (JNFW2, prov6, 2012). 

The awareness programs related to politics helped women attain knowledge 
regarding decision-making processes. Women have now obtained decision making 
positions, such as Members of Parliament, at municipal level, and as mayor (JNFW3, 
prov 6, 2012). 

Women’s organisations have assisted women to help improve their skills to empower 
women to take roles in politics and social life (WC2, 2012). 

Several programs conducted and organised by domestic women’s organisations have been 

supported by international organisations, especially programs to promote women’s political 

participation, as noted by staff persons associated with domestic organisations:  

We cooperated with UN and UNDP offices in Jordan to support our programs 
(JNFW1, 2012). 

We got support from UN women and our relationship is strong; as of last year we had 
participated in 55 training courses with UN women (JNCW2, 2012). 

Markoff (1999) has claimed that women’s rights advocates have made beneficial use of 

existing international organisations, while Connel, Smoot, and Abi Khalil (2013) claimed 

that international organisations are currently sending individuals and groups to share ideas, 

expertise, knowledge and their experiences to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).  

Such exchange programmes help women to gain more experience and build their expertise, 

and most of the participants who attended international women’s organisations training say 

that they gained useful information regarding how to best present their campaign messages, 

as noted by several interviewees: 

We have worked in programs related to women’s political participation through 
training women as candidates and we are supportive of women in how they can 
manage their campaigns (IWSCOs A1, 2012).    

As an international organisation, we have a focus on women candidates, and the 
members of municipalities, by offering training for them in terms of how they can 
gain support (IWSCOs B2, 2012). 

International organisations have followed women, even after they become successful in 

their campaigns, so to help them improve even further and increase their skill in presenting 

their messages to the public, as noted by several interviewees: 



151 
 

IWCSOs have included media training for women to learn how to effectively 
participate in TV interviews, and to be more confident to give their opinion on a 
variety of issues (IWCSOsB1, 2012). 

International organisations have different programmes for women to exchange 
experiences, even after we won our campaigns, such as media training (MP2, 2012; 
also from my experience). 

Currently the most important women’s organisations we are in contact with are the 
international organisations (NDI), and they are the only ones trying to support us, 
especially in terms of exchange programs with other women (MPs2, 2012). 

Respondents noted that this had had a positive impact on the work and activities of domestic 

organisations. Several examples were provided: 

International organisations have helped women who wanted to run for office at the 
national level and would like to run in elections for parliament, by training them to 
be able to reach parliament (IWCSOs B2, 2012). 

International organisations supported domestic organisations by providing 
professional expertise to improve women’s competencies (MP2, 2012). 

We had meetings at National Democratic Institute (NDI) and at the International 
Republican Institute (IRI) institute. We met and spoke exchanging our experiences 
(MP4, 2012). 

 

These responses reflect the comments of Rolla Attar, director of the National Democratic 

Institute (NDI) in Jordan, published in the Living Well magazine (2010). Attar stated that, 

communication with local groups, including women’s organisations; addressed issues such 

as the political participation of women, helping them to gain valuable experiences that later 

helped their public service work. For example, the NDI has helped women build and run 

effective campaigns, mobilizing voters to help elected women candidates across Jordan. 

Four women in parliament commented on the effectiveness of international organisations 

that had helped them in the past to raise awareness and knowledge through their 

connections with senior advisory staff within international organisations.  

Overall, 29 out of 46 the respondents stated that they gained expertise from the international 

women’s organisations’ training, and furthermore were able to build upon their existing 

capabilities and skills offered by international organisations. This collaboration improved 

the efficiency and expertise of women who had sought and run for public office previously, 
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both during and subsequent to the election. The help they received provided them with the 

opportunity to work with more confidence with regard to their work as legislators.  

Furthermore, these individuals benefitted from understanding the work of women’s 

representatives elsewhere. For instance, one interviewer stated that women’s organisations 

carried out workshops to inform voters of the importance of women’s participation in 

elections, which, in turn, could help women candidates connect with voters more easily. 

This becomes a virtuous cycle as they are subsequently more confident in the political 

statements that they make in public. Additionally, they actively support and empower 

women to represent themselves.  

Female candidates who were interviewed supported these perceptions of women’s civil 

society organisations. For example, they believed that they had increased their own ability 

to take action and succeed, which, in turn, assisted in improving the perception and 

credibility of other women in the political sphere. Moreover, the help they received had 

assisted them in increasing other women’s confidence, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

other women seeking political office. Legal training courses and other programmes had 

also helped to increase their knowledge; two participants from the main offices of 

international organisations articulated a hope that they may have the opportunity to find 

other women who would consider standing for parliamentary elections. Therefore, women 

parliamentarians have joined with women’s civil society organisations for the purpose of 

helping potential candidates to build their self-confidence. They used their experience to 

encourage prospective candidates, they provided advice, and they articulated a clear vision 

with regard to women’s issues and their mission.  

A majority of participants also responded that they thought that domestic women’s 

organisations had worked effectively to communicate and reach women from varying 

backgrounds and locations within all 12 provinces. Table 16 summarises participants’ 

responses with regard to the role of international and domestic women’s organisations, with 

43 out of 46 responders consulted in this study agreeing that domestic women’s civil 

society organisations have been working toward the objective of raising awareness for and 

about women’s conditions in Jordan. Furthermore, 39 out of 46 participants stated that 

international organisations cooperated with domestic organisations and supported their 

domestic programs. For example, a JNCW organisation has worked with different 

international women’s organisations in order to “improve the state of knowledge about the 



153 
 

status of women in Jordan” (Social and Economic Development Group and Middle East 

and North Africa Region, 2005, p.49). 

In summary, increasing the awareness of women through training activities encourages 

women to become more knowledgeable and more assertive in relation to their rights. This 

reflects the argument of Moghadam (2003), who asserts that the goal of women’s 

organisations is to enhance the rights of women as part of ordinary life. The women MPs 

have gained greater credibility as candidates for office over time. This is in some part due 

to the impact of various training courses, which has allowed the vision, talent and abilities 

of these women to be better expressed in political discourse. Voters have responded 

positively as they see women demonstrating their talent as they compete with men in the 

political arena. As these women gain more experience and refine their skills, this has 

resulted in an increased ability to take political action, and has emboldened women to speak 

to the public and educate other women with regard to women’s social and political status 

and their existing rights. 

Narratives of the members of women’s organisations described here reflect the arguments 

presented by the report of the National Democratic Institute (2005) in the sense that 

international women’s organisations had an awareness of the role for working with 

“domestic women’s organisations to help them develop and implement strategies to 

encourage women’s political participation” (National Democratic Institute, 2005, p.32). 

For instance, the interviewees who were politicians discovered that women who attended 

women’s civil society organisation’s activities and workshops were more active with regard 

to their own community compared to the period before their political career.  

Additionally, Waylen (2007b) has argued that “feminist professionals organised workshops 

that often engaged in consciousness raising as well as leadership training and sessions on 

sexuality and women’s legal rights” (Waylen, 2007b, p.60). Responses of women’s civil 

society organisations at both national and international levels had a significant impact by 

assisting women in asserting rights’ claims, as well as in improving their understanding 

and education through provided training programmes. Furthermore, the delivery of group 

training sessions was undertaken in order to increase the amount of women that would be 

able to assist other women in the future. Indeed, two participants became trainers with the 

intention of improving their own abilities and ability to share information about their 

experiences, issues and ideas.  
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Discussion and Analysis 

The data collected from interviews offers insights into the efforts of domestic and 

international women’s organisations in the promotion of women becoming more actively 

involved in public life. Women were encouraged by these organisations to take part in 

politics and women were tangibly assisted in a variety of ways. The ultimate goal of these 

WCSOs was to reach as many women as possible who wish to build a career in politics or 

in other areas with administrative or decision-making responsibility. 

Initially, women’s organisations started out by pursuing the aim of ensuring that women 

were suitably represented in society, as well as spreading ideas and emboldening women 

to participate in public life. In addition to opening women’s pathways to political, executive 

and legislative positions, WCSOs have also sought to enhance the status of women by 

making them more aware of changes necessary for personal development. To promote the 

acquisition of the skills needed for women to fully understand and exercise their rights and 

enhance their social status, emphasis has been put on consolidating their general education 

and providing them with training. The more educated and skilled women are, the more 

capable and self-assured they feel about becoming involved in political life. This essential 

point was highlighted by the female interviewees. 

Offering assistance to women for securing political or decision-making positions and 

equipping them with knowledge about the legal underpinnings of the electoral process are 

also important goals of women’s organisations. This has been translated not only into 

financial support, but also has involved the provision of much-needed moral support. 

Adequate training has always played a crucial role in giving women the tools to 

successfully run campaigns for political office, and to overcome overwhelming obstacles. 

These activities fall more within the scope of domestic women’s organisations, whereas 

international organisations tend to focus on facilitating access to information and enhancing 

candidates’ skills by imparting their expert knowledge. 

On the other hand, the women who were interviewed stated that the financial support that 

is offered to women in politics at present is still not enough and should be increased in the 

future. This emphases that helping women to achieve financial independence should be the 

main priority of WCSOs at both domestic and international levels. Financial considerations 

pose significant hindrances to the active involvement of women in politics. Women lack 
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the necessary capital for running campaigns because WCSOs do not have ample funds. In 

this regard, the findings are consistent with those articulated by various researchers, 

including Shvedova (2005), that women’s participation in political life is primarily 

obstructed by financial inequality and levels of economic growth. 

The relationships that women’s organisations have established with women MPs are also 

vital. They enhance women’s status by assisting women MPs to convert ideas into policies, 

and prompt reconsideration of laws pertaining to the social position of women. The MPs 

also benefit from connections with women’s organisations to keep abreast of developments 

with regard to women’s issues. Furthermore, the relationship that domestic women’s 

organisations have built with Princess Basma Bint Talal, leader of the JNCW and JNFW 

women’s organisations, has proved crucial in enabling these organisations to secure 

different positions for female candidates.  

International women’s organisations have given their support to domestic organisations by 

funding programs related to empowering women financially, and they have also worked 

towards achieving their goal of increasing the awareness of the role of women in Jordanian 

society. International women’s organisations in return have obtained from their participants 

the knowledge that they need to improve future programmes in order to help women to 

become more politically active. 

The election of women to parliament is not the only goal of domestic women’s 

organisations; they continue their efforts to provide women the support they need to expand 

their knowledge and skill base, as well as consolidate their status as players on the political 

stage. Thanks to such efforts, women who have secured seats in parliament have been able 

to acquire more experience and broaden their knowledge of key issues that necessitate 

informed views and discussion. Furthermore, by working in collaboration with each other, 

the domestic women’s organisations and female politicians can pass on the accumulated 

knowledge and skills to other women who wish to enter political life, affording them the 

support required to run their campaigns with success. For women at the start of their 

political career, the assistance of other women with expertise and knowledge is invaluable, 

especially with respect to presentation to constituents in their communities and 

parliamentary elections. Thus, the activities and programmes arranged by women’s 

organisations are vital in putting female candidates into contact with experts. This enables 
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them to develop and expand their network of connections, from which they can draw 

support to run for office. 

Conclusion 

It is evident that women’s civil society organisations have made a significant contribution 

to the empowerment and recognition of Jordanian women, granting them the greater 

assurance needed to take part in political life. As reported by the participants who were 

interviewed in this study, WCSOs have helped women to secure decision-making positions 

by providing them with needed skills, education, training, and knowledge. In the context 

of the training sessions and strategy planning meetings offered, domestic and international 

women’s organisations concentrated on making women more aware and better informed 

regarding their rights, as well as supporting women in acquiring the competencies needed 

to advance in the political and public spheres. 

In addition, by advocating how important it is for women to be involved in politics and 

public life, women’s organisations have made a contribution by honing the competencies 

and abilities of women. Domestic women’s organisations have been instrumental in making 

the people of Jordan more aware of the significance of women’s political participation. 

They have also worked together with the Jordanian government to assign a greater number 

of women in local positions of power, especially since 1995. This helps to make the 

presence of women in parliament more visible. As a result of such measures, Jordanian 

women have become more confident in their ability to recognise problems and overcome 

obstacles facing women in society, as well as to call for policy amendments and enforce 

them promptly. 

Women’s organisations have been of invaluable assistance in removing the obstacles that 

have hindered women in Jordan from taking part in political life. These organisations have 

promoted female representation in Jordanian public life by providing women the necessary 

support to run election campaigns and foster changes in their social status. This has led to 

the creation of networks of mutual support, as women who have succeeded in entering 

politics help other women to attain their objective of forging a political career and fighting 

for equal rights. Such networks are a highly important component of women’s 

organisations as they play a central role in the dissemination of ideas and experiences, 
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increasing women’s awareness of the purpose of WCSOs as well as advancing women’s 

issues. These aspects constitute the focus of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: Women’s Networks and Women’s Civil Society Organisations 

In the preceding review of the role of women’s organisations in Jordanian society, the focus 

was primarily placed on documenting attempts to overcome barriers that have affected 

women’s wider political representation through formal political and economic legal 

changes, as well as through the provision of greater opportunities, including training and 

education, to politically active women. This chapter discusses the ways in which women’s 

networks coordinate and transfer information to women members who are involved in these 

networks. This focus on networks will show another way that women’s organisations assist 

women to overcome the socio-cultural and economic barriers that women in Jordan have 

faced by facilitating and connecting women and activists in face-to-face meetings with 

other women, nationally and internationally. The transition to democracy period has given 

women’s organisations the opportunity to build women’s networks in the new, more open 

environment. Since 2006, the growth of women’s networks in Jordan reflects a significant 

change in how women’s organisations and their participants inform and translate their 

demands and create awareness throughout society with respect to the barriers that have 

affected women’s participation in politics. 

The goal of this chapter is to analyse the relative importance of the women’s networks 

domestically and internationally, and the knowledge sharing and creation that takes place 

through networking. It also highlights the importance of differentiating between formal and 

informal networks, and describes the levels of access to these networks for different groups 

of women. The exploration will demonstrate the manner and the way in which the members 

of the women’s networks transfer their knowledge to other women, who in turn want to 

help improve the lives of other women throughout society. Also discussed is how the 

intensification of networking between women’s civil society organisations is a prerequisite 

for improving women’s representation  in areas of activity such as women’s rights, and the 

laws relating to women’s political status in Jordan. Understanding women’s networks is 

important because the strength of networks may impact the quality of sharing and 

knowledge exchanged within networks.  

The discussion contained in the preceding chapters indicates that there are strong reasons 

to believe that women’s networks are critical to advancing women’s political interests. 

These insights also underpin my own argument that the growth of the women’s networks 

in Jordan reflects a significant change in the power of women’s organisations to mobilise 
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resources and their participants to inform and to influence wider Jordanian society. The 

space that has opened up in Jordan since the transition to democracy has allowed this 

development to take place. In addition, as will be discussed below, my research indicates 

that women’s organisations have taken advantage of political changes in Jordan to share 

issues of concern relating to women’s issues with Members of Parliament and those running 

for office. In general, women have become more active and involved in political activities, 

and the networking between women’s organisations and between professional women has 

enabled this development. 

Women’s Networks 

The goal of women’s networks is to promote “collaboration of local women’s organisations 

and their affiliated regional and global networks, increase grassroots women’s participation 

in decision-making processes impacting their lives with a special focus on political 

participation” (Leavitt and Tonder, 2003, p.7). Durbin (2011) argues that women’s 

networks allow the more effective development of programmes that help to develop skills. 

The networks’ strategy has a significant impact on the exchanging and sharing of 

knowledge. Such networks impact the members of the organisations and their relationships 

with others, by sharing members’ experience and connecting members domestically and 

internationally, (Wilson-Grau and Nunez, 2006).  

Purkayastha and Subramaniam (2004c) have argued that formal and informal women’s 

networks also play an important role in bringing about positive social change. Purkayastha 

and Subramaniam (2004c) state that informal networks “involve[d] the community in the 

process of decision making through the creation of social space for sharing experiences that 

are particularly empowering for participation” (p.8). Durbin (2011) states that formal 

networks “comprise a set of individuals with formally specified relationships between 

superiors and their subordinates and among those who have to interact with others outside 

of their usual functional groups in order to accomplish certain tasks” (p.94). Formal 

networks are built on linkages between professional women in the public sector where the 

explicit purpose is to coordinate on policy measures concerning women, whereas informal 

networks are comprised of associations between organisations that enable women to share 

experiences either face-to-face at meetings, or while spending time with each other in 

informal settings. Formal and informal networks accompany each other, and the 

development of women’s status through formal networks is often spread via informal 
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networks (Purkayastha and Subramaniam, 2004c, p.56).   Durbin (2011) also finds that 

“women join networks to help personal skills development, to meet other who could help 

with their careers and for social contacts” (p.98). Bjarnegard (2013) argues that “informal 

networks often have precedence over formal arrangements when it comes to important 

decisions being made” (p.53), especially when political systems are weak and are 

dominated by corruption issues that affect the quality of governance (Bjarnegard, 2013, 

p.53). Kuehnast, Omar, Steiner, and Sultan (2012) argue that networks can establish 

effective internal and external communications and connections between women’s groups, 

thereby enabling women to learn about legislation and women’s rights. These networks can 

help assist women to find resources to run campaigns and provide training to generate 

awareness about politics amongst women. Zuidberg (2004) also argues that building 

women’s networks enhances calls for policy change and the desire to influence political 

development with respect to improving women’s lives. 

Networks can influence discourse, procedures and support policy changes; they help 

different groups of actors from many countries to unify their values and goals and mobilise 

for social change. Dajani (2008) observes that networks are often “formed between 

individuals or organisations to exchange information, to mobilize support, to co-ordinate 

strategy, [and] to share and to have a greater political impact” (p.4).  This perspective is 

supported by Putnam’s argument that the significance of networks lies in their capacity to 

“coordinate and cooperate for [shared] benefits” (Putnam 1995, p.66). With respect to 

women, Craviotto and Antolin (2010) have observed that women’s organisations and 

networks have accelerated the liberation of women by increasing the mobilisation of 

women and their influence on policies pertaining to gender equality within their 

communities (see also Malhotra, Schulte, Patel and Petesch, 2009). Keck and Sikkink 

(1998) believe that such networks are important in forging new links among actors in civil 

society organisations both internationally and domestically.  

One aspect of women’s networks is that they “bring together experts, NGOs, [and] 

consultants” (GDN, 2013, p.1) to defend women’s rights in line with their aims “to improve 

female representation” (MWIN, 2011, p.6). Networks help in achieving women’s rights 

and equality by increasing the opportunities for women to take an active part in the political 

process, and successes for women are due in part to the efforts of women’s organisations 

comprising these networks, as highlighted in the previous chapter. Women’s civil society 

organisations have connected with several networks domestically and internationally. This 
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reflects the argument of Keck and Sikkink (1998), who emphasise the importance of 

transnational women’s networks for producing policy change and generating new ideas 

about gender justice. As noted by Marlin (2012), women’s networks are becoming 

increasingly common and are widely seen as an important element of a society’s efforts to 

advance women’s rights. Women’s networks can contribute to the globalisation of culture 

by developing the society’s interest by giving women a chance to participate in activities 

and meet other women globally (Kurwitz and Taylor, 2012, p.810). 

Networks have assisted women to connect with other women from other countries in order 

to discuss and share various topics and situations, and overcome obstacles (Kuehnast, 

Omar, Steiner, & Sultan, 2012). Networks enable an understanding of the political 

environment in various regions of the world regarding social, cultural and political issues 

as actors in different geographical positions negotiate with institutions of power, formally 

and informally. Strengthening networks exist as a specific strategy to enhance gender 

equality (True & Mintrom 2001), and increased focus on network-building had become a 

feature of the global women’s movements by the late 2000s (Wilson-Grau & Nunez, 2006).  

Aims of women’s networks 

Women’s networks are important mechanisms that enable women’s organisations to 

promote women’s political representation. As a manifestation of critical social processes 

taking place between the actors involved, women’s networks are comprised of 

organisations that represent key channels for sharing knowledge and developing activities 

(Bouwen, 2001). The report of the Metropolis Women International Networks (2011), 

states that the objectives of women’s networks are “to improve female representation in 

local government and decision-making processes and to facilitate the sharing of 

experiences and good practice relating to good governance” (p.6). True and Mintrom 

(2001) have emphasised that the aim of networks is to play an influential part in domestic 

politics. By advocating for changes to policies that would benefit women, they enhance the 

ability and the influence of domestic women organisations to promote change and guide 

the participants of these networks toward embracing a set of ideas by transforming their 

attitudes. In this way, networks serve to assist women who are interested in participating in 

politics and public life, yet do not have direct experience or are otherwise unable to 

articulate their aspirations in a confident and coherent fashion.  
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The main objective of the women’s networks is to help women build relations between the 

actors (the members of these networks) within international and domestic organisations, as 

well as within their societies. Women’s networks play a vital role in assisting women to 

connect with other women around the world regarding issues related to their challenges and 

interests (True & Mintrom 2001). According to Keck and Sikkink (1998), women who 

were active members in networks have connections with domestic and international 

networks as well as individual women. These networks can create ‘thick’ relationships 

between women and gives them opportunities to improve their situation by exchanging 

ideas regarding different issues. Dajani (2008) argues that in the case of Jordan, women’s 

networks have shown their effectiveness in promoting gender equality by organising 

training workshops, seminars, and conferences. This provides participants with on-going 

opportunities to develop their skills, talents, and abilities. 

According to Durbin (2011), Wilson-Grau and Nunez (2006), McGuire (2000), the 

effectiveness of women’s networks is dependent on the aims and strategies applied by these 

networks, as is detailed further in the Table 17 below.  

Table 17. The aim of women’s networks to improve women’s organisations 
 

• A key channel for sharing knowledge. 
• Exchange of information and material resources. 
• Social exchange. 
• Provide social benefits, by interactive behaviour between individuals. 
• Able to balance the diverse contributions of members.  
• Provide members an opportunity to be active in different exchange 

programmes. 
• Provide the opportunity for women to meet with other women and with 

various delegations of women from different countries around the world. 
• Enhance the interaction between its members, building relations between the 

actors. 
 

In addition, according to the Gender and Development Networks (2013) report, networks 

can also bring “experts from women’s organisations, consultants, academics and 

individuals to work on gender development and issues related to women’s rights” (2013, 

p.1). They do this by encouraging the members of national and international women’s 

networks to share ideas, visions, interests, and ambitions relevant to their respective 

cultures and customs. The goals and missions of these networks are intimately related to 

women’s issues in their quest to promote gender equality, allowing all women to practice 

and enforce their rights free from discrimination. Keck and Sikkink (1998) have observed 
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that, for women’s organisations within networks, being armed with powerful ideas informs 

their efforts to influence policies, even if they are not successful initially in practical politics 

(as noted in Chapters One, Four, and Five). Successful networks have the ability to further 

enhance relationships between organisation members, civil societies and the state, and to 

promote social mobilisation and political activism (Wilson-Grau & Nunez, 2006). How 

women’s networks have impacted upon the members of women’s organisations in Jordan, 

and how this may have led to improvements in the status of women, will be deliberated 

upon in the next section. 

Formal women’s networks 

Purkayastha and Subramaniam (2004c) argue that formal women’s networks require 

“formal membership” (p.2). Formal women’s networks can be part of a strategy to advance 

women’s political status (Rand, 2014, p.40) by influencing government strategies in order 

to focus on women’s issues. With respect to formal women’s networks, in this research I 

have focused on two kinds of women’s networks, women’s participation at international 

conferences, and via networking with a number of MPs.  

In terms of the first type of formal network, women organisations in Jordan have been 

participating in international conferences to ensure equitable outcomes for women, and also 

to improve women’s political status. International conference networks with formal 

membership, such as the United Nations conferences, are critical for developing women’s 

equality and representation (International Civil Society Action Network, 2012). During the 

third phase of the women’s movement in Jordan, women from a number of organisations 

participated in international conferences on women’s rights. For example, in 1995 at the 

Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, women began developing new networks 

and sharing information between the different actors and participants (Tripp, 2005). As 

Rowaida, Hadeel Al Maaitah, Olaimat, and Gharaeibeh (2011) argue, after their 

participation at the Women’s Conference in 1995 in Beijing, Jordanian women were able 

to meet many other participants, communicate their needs and goals, and expand their 

networks by connecting with others through attending conferences and seminars. 

Subsequently, the government also began to develop the national plan with a more 

prominent focus on women, and to reinforce gender equality in national policies. 
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Furthermore, women in Jordan have been participating in the political process in order to 

raise awareness about issues of concern specific to the Jordanian case, and also to discuss 

such issues in a wider context. WP2, from her experience, noted the importance of placing 

the issue of women’s rights in an international context: 

The Euro-Mediterranean conference highlighted that gender equality is required for 
democracy and that there is no excuse whatsoever to delay progress in the field of 
equal rights for men and women and to end violence against women (WP2, 2012). 

The response of another female politician similarly demonstrated the importance of 

networks in successfully agitating for greater equality:  

My relationship with international women’s conference networks has been essential 
to my success and has had a strong positive effect on my knowledge and encouraged 
me to be more active in political life (PW1, 2012).  

 

The comments from female politicians suggested that their attendance at international 

conferences encouraged the establishment of formal women’s networks, as noted by 

several interview participants: 

Participation in international conferences facilitates the exchange of information 
regarding the conditions of women’s civil society, with a focus on the status of 
women (WP1, 2012). 

Connected with NDI, and IRI international conferences and activities, this has had 
tremendous success in raising the efficiency of women in achieving their goals (MP3, 
2012).  

Qurashi (2009) observed that the purpose of international networks in Jordan has been to 

promote “democratic education in politics” and “good governance” (p.1). Furthermore, 

during the time of transition, women began taking a more institutional approach by 

participating in international women’s networks and contributed to the political debates by 

organising public meetings within the communities (WDN, 2011). These networks 

facilitate the sharing and gathering of experience from other women by cooperating with 

various international women’s organisations which have a presence in Jordan. For instance, 

the International Republican Institute (IRI) created the Women’s Democracy Network.60 

                                                 
60 Women’s Democracy Network (WDN) is a “women’s networks [that] aim[s] to increase women’s political 
participation, leadership and representation in elected office”. WDN “accomplishes this goal by linking these 

http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCcQFjAB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.iri.org%2F&ei=AMuTVNiQDofImwXnmYLoCw&usg=AFQjCNEoHDntVe7tiFceIj1GQ1c6B-VdFA
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The knowledge gained from women’s involvement in these international organisations has 

been gradually integrated into local and community organisations that previously had little 

or no communication with the outside world. As one member noted: 

I have connected with international organisations that have offices in Amman, such 
as IRI, and NDI, but not outside the country (NJFW1, prov1, 2012). 

I did not participate at the international level, especially those of us from the south; 
we did not know anything about it (JNFW1, prov11, 2012).  

International women’s networks encourage women to be more active by communicating 

with other women from different parts of the world. International programs organised 

through global networks provide support for those attempting to influence the strategies of 

their governments to change polices to improve the political status of women. They have 

also agitated for increased political representation, as can be seen in the Fourth World 

Conference in 1995, which made a call to improve women’s political participation in 

general. In Jordan, this encouraged the women’s organisations to confront the government 

to change the electoral laws and to include quota reserved seats.  

Another example is “iKNOW Politics” which is an online international network that is “an 

interactive network of women in politics who share experiences, resources, advice and 

collaborate on issues of interest” (iKNOW Politics, 2015). In October 2009, Jordan 

launched a conference to announce the establishment of the iKNOW Politics women’s 

networks for Arab women activists working in politics. Both international and domestic 

women’s organisations were in attendance, with the main highlight being Princess Basma 

Bint Tala discussing the importance of the idea and goals of the iKNOW Politics online 

women’s network. The aim of this conference was to add an Arabic language component 

to the iKNOW Politics online network, thereby making it possible for Jordanian women 

and other Arabic women to communicate with each other and become more involved in 

women’s networks. Domestic women’s organisations recognised the importance of an 

international women’s network to make it possible for members to communicate with 

others locally, regionally and globally (Qurashi, 2009). According to Qurashi (2009), 

women’s networks take pride in promoting women’s professional development across 

borders by providing opportunities for members to network with prominent female leaders.  

                                                 
women with their peers in other countries who share similar struggles, providing mentorship from 
experienced women who are leaders in their fields, and also providing skills-building training designed to 
target their identified needs”( WDN Web, 2012).   
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Women’s networks also build their membership and foster knowledge transfer, but they 

are not always effective in bringing new people into the network. Specifically, women who 

have had experience in politics tend to be the ones who have had the opportunity to attend 

conferences, whilst other women who have had less political experience have fewer 

opportunities to attend conferences and so do not have access to the same knowledge and 

experience. This dynamic results in a situation where those members with more experience 

and higher social status, and who already had a greater chance of gaining higher leadership 

positions, are self-selected as prominent members of networks and gain most of the 

advantages. By contrast, those with less experience will continue to be side-lined, and 

responses from women in this study suggest that those who have attended international 

conferences and have built strong networks found that these opportunities supported their 

entry into higher-level political positions. Indeed, based on the career path of some of the 

interviewees, and others involved in the leadership of women’s organisations, it is evident 

that their work with women networks has supported their rise in the political ranks, 

including even being appointed as a senator or minister. However, women in the provinces 

with similar experience and qualifications did not have the same opportunity or career 

trajectory, possibly because they had limited access to conferences and networks, which 

has restricted their access to higher positions. This may be due to the fact that they did not 

have the chance to attend various conferences and that they had not joined women’s 

organisations and women’s networks. 

It can therefore be concluded that women from the provinces have significantly reduced 

opportunities to participate in international conferences and the networks that emerge from 

these, meaning they are disadvantaged in their attempts to improve their confidence levels 

and knowledge of strategies concerning women’s rights and experiences elsewhere. 

Women who attended international conferences stated that their participation helped 

improve their networking skills, in addition to enabling them to transfer what they learned 

to other women in their organisations during the conferences. Furthermore, those who 

attended international conferences had the opportunity to learn from women who were 

experts in their respective fields, especially in relation to laws and policy-making and the 

use of the knowledge gained to influence change in the lives of women. They decisively 

asserted that their efforts will eventually improve the realities of women’s lives and their 

status. Several examples were provided by elite women from various organisations to 
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demonstrate that they strongly supported the idea of women sharing their issues with other 

members in these conferences.  

Our participation in courses in Sweden on domestic violence legislation inspired us 
to lobby for the implementation of a law for protecting women from violence, and to 
amend the family law in Jordan (JNCW2, 2012).  

Direct training helped us transfer our expertise and knowledge to other women, 
especially to female candidates vying for parliamentary or municipal seats (MP2, 
2012).  

However, women in the provinces gained little benefit from being members of women’s 

networks as they had limited opportunities to take part in international conferences; as 

several examples from rural female politicians suggested:  

We have not had the chance to participate in international conferences (JNFW1, 
prov10, 2012).  

It might be the main centre of our organisations, but in our province we never had 
any participation and no one spoke to us about participating at the international level 
(JNFW1, prov5, 2012).    

 

This is evidence of a weakness of international women’s networks with respect to 

connecting with and assisting members in the provinces. Consequently, national women’s 

networks in Jordan need to take up more of a role transferring knowledge and resources 

from conferences and international networks to women and organisations at the grassroots 

level to give them the resources to engage more actively in public life. 

To conclude, attendance and participation in international conferences gave women the 

chance to network and to learn about others’ experiences, as well as to share and discuss 

their issues. They could discover new solutions and prioritise existing ones. But as we 

know, not all have had access to these events; for example, 17 out of 46 participants stated 

that they were not aware of the possibility of participation at international conferences. It 

appears that the participation of members from provincial women’s organisations at 

national and international conferences may be relatively limited. This is partly due to a lack 

of direct communication between the main branches of domestic women’s organisations 
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and the branches located in the provinces, and a centralisation policy61 practised by some 

organisations.  

In terms of the second type of formal network, women’s organisations have cooperated to 

build their own networks with members of the House of Representatives by networking 

with certain MPs to update the relevant laws, as noted by JNFW1:  

The networking with parliamentarians’ members was by way of personal connections 
– this was in order to support women’s issues being discussed in Parliament and to 
vote on laws that women need (JNFW1, 2012). 

This networking supported women to call for new laws that would raise the status of women 

and help women to become more active in political life. One example of this was the 

assistance provided to women advocating the passing of a law to create the Fund for 

Expenses of Women62 (JNFW1 prov6). The networking between the member of the House 

of Representatives and women’s organisations was characterized by dialogue and 

discussion of some laws that women had discussed through the Legal Committee in the 

House of Representatives:  

We met with the president of the House of Representatives, and this meeting was for 
the Fund Expense of Women, as our goal was to set up a fund for divorced women 
(JNFW2, prov6, 2012).   

There have also been notable examples of women’s organisations networking with 

Members of the House Representatives for the purpose of improving laws that have 

affected women’s issues, as previously discussed. These examples include social security 

laws, the personal status law, and increasing quota seats. This reflects the findings of Albes 

(2013), who reported that Jordanian women’s organisations proposed many modifications 

to be discussed in the House of Representatives, such as the Personal Status Law, and the 

Labour Law. In addition, networks of women’s organisations have lobbied to support 

women in parliament who wanted to discuss the requests from women’s organisations in 

their meetings at the House of Representatives. For example, as noted by JNFW2 above, 

women’s organisations networked with the president of the House of Representatives and 

                                                 
61 The centralisation policy, as the participants explained, enabled staff in the main office of their organisation 
in Amman to attend, and they have more opportunities to participate in the international conferences.     
62 The Fund for Expenses of Women was passed when women’s organisations demanded when they 
deliberated with the family committee in the House of Representatives to pass a law to create the Fund for 
Expenses to help those divorced women who do not receive any payments or support from their ex-husbands. 
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the male members of the House of Representatives to present the laws that needed to be 

discussed. Members of domestic organisations also noted that that they protested at a sit-in 

in front of the House of Representatives for the rights of women and demanded citizenship 

for women married to non-Jordanians. Based on the responses of MP interviewees, 

networking with MPs had allowed women MPs to strongly present women issues to be 

discussed in sessions of the House of Representatives. 

Wang (2013) argues in her case study of Uganda that an increase in the number of women 

in parliament has “had significant effects on policy outcomes” (p.113). In Uganda, several 

women’s rights-related laws passed after an increase in the degree of women’s 

representation. In the context of Jordan, Jordanian parliamentarians who were interviewed 

noted that the women MPs in parliament in particular tended to concentrate much of their 

effort on women’s issues. Women parliamentarians networked strongly with male 

legislators as well as with women’s organisations, as noted by one politician interviewee. 

She stressed that women MPs hoped to receive the support of all colleagues, male and 

female, as well as women’s organisations.  

As previously discussed, all participants from the main office of domestic women’s 

organisations, and all four women parliamentarians interviewed, agreed that they had built 

strong relationships through their networking with women parliamentarians. This had been 

achieved by organising meetings to present women’s issues and requests to ensure that their 

requests were positioned front and centre in parliamentary debates. Women in the provinces 

(13 of 46 in this study) agreed that they had created relationships with women 

parliamentarians, while 13 others stated that so far they had not been able to establish such 

connections.  

In short, formal women’s networks, such as through women’s global conferences, and 

within members of the House of representative, have affected and improved the political 

influence of women in Jordan. This is due to these networks allowing women to have an 

opportunity to learn and share their issues, and to exert pressure to change government 

policy, particularly to increase the degree of women’s representation. Although formal 

networking was seen as an important feature of the work of women’s representation, many 

interviewees agreed that informal networks are also critical, with women’s organisations 

joining with individuals in order to promote women’s participation.  
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Informal women’s networks 

Purkayastha and Subramaniam (2004c) note that “informal networks between members and 

community groups, through exchanges of ideas and information” (p.56), are a valuable 

addition to formal networks. Informal networks do not require having formal membership, 

and operate through lobbying and mobilising members to support women candidates and 

politicians. This section focuses on the informal women’s networks built and organised by 

women’s organisations in Jordan, at both the domestic and international levels, in order to 

understand how these networks improve the status and the political representation of 

women. Informal women’s networks have played a role in encouraging women to become 

active members of society and to participate in formal women’s networks at different 

levels, national, Arabic regional, and international.  

At the national level, according to one member of the main centre of a women’s 

organisation, women’s networks help women members to connect with each other face-to-

face. They also work to enhance the capacity of elected local government representatives 

to provide women in the community with information and opportunities, as well as to 

support women’s candidacy in order to fill the gaps in political representation especially 

given the opportunities provided by the quota system. They also advocate for and defend 

the rights of women (Dajani, 2008). Two examples of such networks in the Jordan case are 

notable. First, the “Al-Nashmiyyat Network” concerned with the issue of women’s 

representation on municipality councils has promoted the networking of individual and 

organisational members in different areas since 2008. The second network of interest is the 

“Candle Network”, which is concerned with issues related to violence against women and 

was set up in 2008. These networks represent a local information hub for women, created 

under the umbrella federation of JNCW. At the regional level, Jordanian women’s 

organisations have built their networks by connecting to other women and women’s 

organisations in other Arabic countries. Women across these countries experience similar 

issues in regard to women’s political representation, and the cultures have much in 

common. Members of these Arab women’s networks share a similar vision regarding the 

advancement of women’s rights. An event held in Amman on 29 October, 2013, “called 

for the establishment of an Arab Regional Network on Women, where over 80 Arab leaders 

and activists identified participation, protection, prevention, and peace building as their 

four crucial areas of strategic focus” (Karama Web, 2013). A number of women’s 
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organisations from different countries have become connected by different interlocutors to 

form this Arab Regional Network. 

Members of domestic women’s organisations interviewed in this study concurred with the 

perspective of the Karama network’s website, which states that Jordanian domestic 

woman’s organisations have sought to connect with Arabic women’s networks. A notable 

example of this is the Roa’a network. The Roa’a network is an Arab women’s network that 

upholds an empowering vision for Arabic women; as noted by one participant,63 “we 

decided to create the Roa’a network in order to coordinate the efforts of Arab women to 

help women overcome challenges” (PW2, 2012). This network represents women’s 

organisations from Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Sudan, Palestine, Morocco, Syria, and Bahrain, and 

was formed by the Jordanian Women’s Union in 2009 to coordinate the efforts of Arabian 

women who faced certain challenges, particularly in the political sphere. The Roa’a 

network sets the foundation and criteria for managing regional and international networks 

to ensure that the goals of the network are achieved (Jordanian Women Union JWU, 2009). 

Alongside this, the Roa’a network coordinates both Arabic and international networks in 

order to broadcast the region’s feminist vision emanating from the point of view of Arabic 

women. Roa’a’s work as a network is underpinned by the belief that women’s rights 

constitute a vital component of the definition of human rights, and that the associated social, 

economic and political issues deserve political and policy attention (Jordanian Women 

Union, 2009). The major issues this network targets include women’s rights, jobs, and equal 

working conditions, and the removal of certain legislative articles which contravene the 

conventions of CEDAW (Jordanian Women Union, 2009). The Roa’a network has held 

seminars and events throughout the country that have been organised by networks of 

women’s organisations. Unfortunately, despite Roa’a’s aims, the network is not very well 

known, only one participants knowing about the work of Roa’a network. Jordanian 

women’s networks have been assisting women to advance their political rights, and to 

lobby for women’s political representation.  

Informal networks have connected with international networks to facilitate collaboration 

with international members, and allows women representing the international networks to 

better understand the experiences and challenges faced by women in Jordan. International 

                                                 
63 The network’s website can be accessed at: http://www.arabwomennetwork.org/ 

http://www.arabwomennetwork.org/
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women’s networks have also been created by international organisations, and have been 

connected with a range of national domestic women’s organisations. International 

organisations that have offices in Jordan encourage women to learn more about 

international women’s networks and methods to get involved with these networks. 

However, most opportunities with international networks were limited to central branches 

of the domestic women’s organisations as noted by the one of the members of an 

organisation in the provinces. She stated that the networking with international 

organisations in Jordan was through activities championed, co-sponsored or advocated for 

by the main branch in Amman. As similarly noted by one interviewee from the JNFW, 

“there was only the opportunity for networking with the international organisations when 

these international organisations had branches in Amman, which is the case for the NDI 

and IRI” (JNFW1, 2012). 

In this context, women who associated with international women’s networks have 

discovered their shared values, ideas and principles as they continue developing 

international women’s networks in Jordan. Women’s networks and their individual 

members can make a positive contribution to women’s rights and standings by sharing their 

ideas (Wilson-Grau and Nunez, 2006). The aims and goals of international women’s 

networks that undertake activities in Jordan are increasing women’s participation, and also 

forcing governments to implement gender equality policies (iKNOW Politics, 2009). 

International organisations have helped create their own women’s networks inside Jordan. 

For example, the Women’s Learning Partnership, an international network based online,64 

was established in Jordan in 2010. It seeks legal reform in order to improve the status of 

women (WLP, 2012), and wants to see the removal of the legal bias against women’s 

political participation by enhancing the capabilities of Jordan’s women’s organisations. It 

aims to connect women within 20 autonomous and independent partner organisations in 

Afghanistan, Brazil, Cameroon, Egypt, India, Iran, Indonesia, Jordan, Lebanon, Malaysia, 

Mauritania, Morocco, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Palestine, Turkey, Uzbekistan and Zimbabwe 

(WLP, 2010).  

This is similar to Women Helping Women (WHW), which was established in Jordan in 

2006 by the National Democratic Institution (NDI, 2008). WHW’s focus is on training 

younger women in political activism and mobilising voters to assist in the elections of 

                                                 
64 This organisation’s website can be accessed at: http://www.abanlearning.org/ 

http://www.abanlearning.org/
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female candidates across Jordan (NDI, 2008). In addition, WHW assists and supports 

women who are interested in running for office. They do this by holding workshops to help 

women cultivate the skills required for successful campaigning, such as the effective 

delivery of messages to voters, and the management of campaigns. This perspective was 

endorsed by a participant from the province: 

The WHW network supported women during the 2011 elections by conducting a 
training workshop for women to educate them on the methods of election should they 
wish to run for office; it included training on building and running their campaigns 
(JNFW, prov2, 2012).   

Second, training and guidance for successful campaigning is provided to support female 

candidates. Female voters are encouraged to vote for female candidates in order to raise the 

number of women holding political office. For example, the Women’s Democracy Network 

(WDN), established in March 2006 in Jordan by the International Republican Institute 

(IRI),65 plays a proactive role in disseminating knowledge through a range of international 

networks. It provides skills-building training at the International Republican Institute. It is 

designed to target their identified needs by experienced women and leaders in their field, 

and links the members of this network with peers in other countries who share similar 

struggles. In 2009, a branch was established in Jordan to support women running for 

political office (WDN, 2012) and to provide opportunities for women to share their 

experiences with other women, at the national as well as at the international level, and by 

giving women a chance to participate in an exchange program. As noted by one 

interviewee: 

The WDN network has provided opportunities for women to exchange their 
experiences; for example, it supports women through courses and I believe you, 
Tharwat, attended those courses as a member and also had a chance to participate in 
an exchange program (IWCSOA2, 2012). 

Third, as one participant from an international women’s organisations highlighted 

(Women’s Democracy Network), international networking has had much success in 

lobbying for support for female candidates during local campaigns at the municipal level, 

and has been involved in lobbying for changes to municipal laws with the help of the 

Minister of Municipalities. These activities prepared members to discuss and enhance 

women’s representation at the local level. By utilising the communication tools of the 

                                                 
65 This organisation’s website can be accessed at: http://www.wdn.org/about-wd 

http://www.wdn.org/about-wd
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international women’s network, these women have been able to disseminate the goals of 

the organisations and networks by lobbying for the implementation of effective ideas:  

Communications with international women’s networks has encouraged women to be 
more active and to become leaders in their societies, so as to be more prepared if they 
were to decide to run for political candidacy; for example, the Women Helping 
Women network has connected to international experts in order to create training 
courses for women who run for elected office (IWSCOs B1, 2012). 

Fourth, international networks seek to raise awareness of threats to the rights of women 

through a variety of programmes. For example, the Women’s Learning Partnership network 

educates women about their rights and the need to defend them. The international networks 

enhance their connectivity by encouraging women to register on the website online to 

become a member, and members then gain access to resources and the opportunity to 

connect with women from around the world, such as iKNOW Politics, Women’s 

Democracy Network (WDN), and Women’s Learning Partnership. This essentially 

functions as an informational hub, and as noted by one international expert, “the aims of 

the international networks have been to share and organise to help domestic women’s 

organisation with their initiatives with other women” (IWCSOsA2, 2012).   

Although all participants in this study raised a range of views relating to the concept of 

international networks, 27 agreed that international networking was helpful and was able 

to bring positive change to the reality of women’s lives through their work with informal 

networks that were created by domestic women’s organisations. Communication with 

international networks in different countries gave women the opportunity to be connected 

and to have a greater chance to exchange their experience and increase their knowledge in 

regard to other women’s issues. Nevertheless, from a review of the responses of those who 

took part in this study, two factors stand out as limiting the effectiveness of women’s 

networks for promoting change. First, 17 of 29 participants from the provinces recognised 

the role of women’s networks, while 12 participants were generally unaware of the concept 

and purpose of women’s networks. The second factor is related to the earlier point that 

international networking opportunities were still relatively few in number for provincial 

women, limited to only a select number of women. Therefore, women’s networks tended 

to be known only to female municipal-level politicians, MPs and women who worked in 

the main centre of international and domestic organisations.  
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Successes and the Influence of Women’s Networks 

According to Metropolis Women International Networks (2011), successful women’s 

networks need to:  

Firstly, develop the networks through local activities, specifically, increase 
membership by carrying out recruitment activities in a widespread area, including the 
provinces. Secondly, create a website for the network as the internet is key to 
international communication. Thirdly, organise training sessions offering skills that 
allow women to contribute positively to the networks. Fourth, participate actively in 
international organisations and international events as this could increase 
acknowledgement of the network. Fifth, develop partnerships with international 
organisations that focus on similar or complementary themes. Lastly, organise 
fundraising campaigns to complement contributions made by the members (p. 7).  

A notable example of a successful Jordanian national network, the Al-Nashmiyyat 

Network, aims to encourage women to take part in public life and to run for political office. 

This network was actively involved in municipal campaigns in Jordan. One participant, and 

the coordinator of JNFW’s women’s programs, noted that Al-Nashmiyyat Network is 

connected with members of JNFW. Furthermore, the Women Helping Women network, 

which is an election network that aims to assist women candidates in running effective 

campaigns for elected office, also serves as an example of a successful international 

network. It provides multiple training sessions for successful campaigning, and gathers 

support for women candidates. A member of the Women’s Democracy Network also stated 

that Women Helping Women visited her during the elections to see how her campaign was 

going and to offer assistance. The responses from one participant from international 

organisations suggest that some of these networks have encouraged and mobilised voters 

to vote for female candidates. The participant noted:  

Women’s Democracy Network has helped and trained women in their municipalities’ 
elections, and has focused on women voter to support women’s candidates (IWSCOs 
B2, 2012). 

Networks significantly impact the experience of women members (Castells, 1996) and 

enhance the cultural knowledge of members (Hurwitz & Taylor, 2012). This is achieved 

by increasing the opportunities available for women to connect and network with other 

women, and by encouraging them to build their networks and obtain more information 

related to challenges and issues other women face, particularly with regards to political 

participation. Successful women’s networks have advanced women’s abilities by 
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facilitating the adoption of women’s activities that result in increased equitability and 

accessibility (Bierema, 2005). Krolokke and Sorensen (2006) have noted that networking 

provides women’s organisations the opportunity of sharing information on women’s issues 

(p.82).  Women’s organisations networks do this to influence women to persuade the 

government to adopt new policies on issues related to women (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). 

This fact is reinforced by a former Member of Parliament who noted that she went to 

Albania as a member of the Women’s Democracy Network to exchange experiences with 

other women running for office. This added-value for her in terms of knowledge of how 

women can be part of political parties and could run by getting support from their parties. 

The arguments of Keck and Sikkink (1998) were reflected in the words of a female 

parliamentarian who stated that: 

Women’s networks are instrumental in supporting and providing opportunities for 
women to connect with other women. This would facilitate an exchange of 
experiences which aims to improve the political lives of women (MP1, 2012). 

Dajani (2008) argues that women’s networks play important roles in providing support to 

women in order to enable them to have greater political influence. This is achieved by 

linking local, national, and international groups to formulate effective strategies through 

information exchange. An example of this can be seen in the implementation of gender 

quotas where a network of groups influenced and made a call for change that they 

communicated to the government. According to the report of JNCW (2011), DWCSOs also 

organised and created women’s networks to provide the opportunity for women to contact 

other women nationally in order to get their signature to influence the government to 

change the electoral system to implement the quota system. These activities reflect the 

argument put forward by Bjarnegard (2013), who suggests that “informal and personal 

networks are a better and more secure political investment” (p.154), than clientelist 

networks (in which women are seldom included).  

Women’s networks also added benefit to organisational members by sharing access to 

valuable expert training on critical matters such as electoral campaigns. The means of 

communication of women’s networks include face-to-face interaction and communication 

through the internet. Face-to-face interaction allows members to deliberate upon designated 

issues in addition to fostering a closer bond between the members, especially those who 

have limited access to and knowledge of the internet. According to McLoughlin, Preece, 

and Dawson (2002), the importance of face-to-face interaction is that it “can proceed 
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among several individuals simultaneously” and that it is “critical when many people are 

involved” (p.1666). Sproull and Kiesler (1991c), meanwhile, find that with the advent of 

information technology, email, and online messaging communication has become easier 

where overcomes temporal and geographical barriers.  

Networks have the capacity to influence public opinion while also allowing the member of 

women’s organisations to voice their thoughts and positions on issues. They also facilitate 

the organisation of events and activities to increase public awareness of the issues that 

women in society face (Zlitin and Touati, 2012). In doing so, domestic women’s 

organisations have sought to cooperate with local branches of international organisations. 

Two members from the head of the main office of the JNCW noted that their organisation 

has had good relations with the United Nations organisation and its affiliates - UN women, 

UNF Foundation, and UNDP. Waring (2010) argues that capacity-building programmes 

through partnership with the United Nations Democracy Fund has allowed the funding of 

projects to advance and support democracy. These programs are empowering women, 

promoting leadership, and increasing the likelihood of women running for office. Programs 

such as these encourage women’s organisations and women leaders to join efforts in 

exchanging information and experiences, and to cooperate in order to achieve their goals.  

The influence of international organisations’ networks enables women in Jordan to perceive 

their issues from a different perspective. These women have been able to benefit as they 

have had the chance to build their personal networks to support women and influence the 

growth of women’s networks (Tripp, 2005; Keck & Sikkink, 1998). These networks 

reached women and enabled them to increase their capacity and propensity to actively take 

part in public life, especially in politics. Promoting networking with international groups is 

important to present women’s issues internationally (Fraser & Tinker, 2004). This reflects 

the arguments put forward earlier in Chapters Four and Five that Jordanian women’s 

attendance at UN Conferences in 1975, 1985, and 1995 helped them establish a strong 

vision towards achieving their goals in regard to women’s issues and alerted them to the 

opportunity to build their own organisations. The responses of the participants of the 

women’s organisations who have benefitted from international organisations reflect 

Minkoff’s (1997) findings that civil society organisations help create social resources 

within national societies. Female members from JNCW organisations stated that JNCW, as 
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an umbrella federation for women’s organisations in Jordan, has regular contact with 

several online women’s networks.  

True and Mintrom (2001) have argued that networks serve to improve the conditions of 

women by informing women about crucial knowledge concerning political strategies and 

methods of promoting policy updates. For example, Al-Nashmiyyat, Women Helping 

Women, and Women’s Democracy Networks, have all organised many events and seminars 

to increase female candidates’ confidence and to educate the general voting population 

about the value of women in politics. iKNOW Politics meanwhile, influences the 

government by emphasising the importance of taking the gender perspective in politics into 

account. Qurashi (2009) notes that iKNOW Politics network makes available online 

information for Arab women activists. In Jordan, iKNOW Politics has been known by a 

number of diverse events organised by the National Democratic Institute (NDI). The impact 

brought about by these networks is encouraging their members to take part in different 

international conferences. Table 18 below shows the responses in interviews regarding the 

impact of women’s networks.   

Table 18. The impact of women’s networks in term of women’s representation 

Participants Positive impact 66 No impact67 

Domestic organisations 3 0 

International  organisations 5 0 

Members of provincial 
domestic organisations 

12 17 

Female politicians68 7 0 

Female candidates 0 2 

TOTAL 27/46 19/46 

 

A significantly large proportion of participants (27) agree that women’s networks could 

further expand their efforts to reach out to more women in nations around the world. These 

                                                 
66 This refers to the number of participants who agreed that women’s networks have had a positive impact 
in terms of supporting or enhancing women’s representation.   
67 This refers to the number of participants who agreed that women’s networks have had no impact in terms 
of supporting or enhancing women’s representation.   
68 The female politicians’ grouping includes one women minister, one member of political parties, and four 
female parliamentarians.   
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networks, then, would form new pathways and open up different possibilities in women’s 

lives, particularly related to political involvement. They provide opportunities for women 

to connect with other women in order to exchange experiences that are relevant to 

participation in politics. As such, 12 members of provincial domestic organisations stated 

that they believed women’s networks were successful, and have connected them with 

women’s networks through personal contacts:  

The women’s networks have assisted women to enrich their experiences, as they 
provided different trainers from overseas to support women candidates, such as the 
Women Helping Women Network (JNFW1, prov4, 2012). 

However, the data collected may not be representative of all women, as some of the women 

who responded affirmatively that they were connected to international and national 

women’s networks may have already possessed the skills and abilities to form their own 

connections. This may particularly apply to all of the women parliamentarians and 

politicians, as well as women who work in central branches of domestic and international 

organisations. Meanwhile, most of the members located in the branch offices of the 

organisation in the provinces have had limited participation in international women’s 

networks, for reasons that will be discussed later. In this study, 19 women participants were 

not completely satisfied with the impact of women’s networks with regard to women 

making connections to other women, and 17 out of the 29 participants from JNFW domestic 

women’s organisations in the provinces argued that networks did not provide very many 

opportunities to do so. Nevertheless, while provincial women are not getting the support 

they need right now nor were sufficiently aware of the networks, these women did indicate 

that they thought connecting with women’s networks could be helpful and important, and 

they agreed that they could in the future have a significant impact that would improve the 

political status of women. 

For maximum impact, women’s networks have encouraged collaboration with international 

partners to inspire women to be more pro-active in their efforts to gain equal rights. By 

building women’s organisations and strengthening the associated networks to communicate 

with other women in different provinces in Jordan, women are able to gain more confidence 

to tackle their issues, resulting in a higher probability of success in getting women involved 

politically and becoming members of wider women’s networks. For example, 19 

participants responded that they could improve their knowledge further if they had better 

opportunities to connect with international networks. Thus it appears that women’s 
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networks have had an important effect in terms of political participation both inside Jordan 

and elsewhere, and play an important role in providing support to women in order to enable 

them to have greater political influence, by lobbying for their members during their 

campaigns.  

Creating formal change through networking between women’s organisations has been a 

critical development in Jordan. For example, at the local level, the Women’s Democracy 

Network has discussed electoral laws, which subsequently allowed this network to 

influence deliberation over other legislation through connections between women 

professionals, politicians, and activists. Networks also give members opportunities to be 

involved and become active in various activities to address issues and seek support for 

changes to laws. This was noted by one participant who stated that the “Women’s 

Democracy Network has organised meeting with the ministries of municipalities to discuss 

the municipality electoral law and the way to increase the number of women participation 

at the local level” (IWCSOs A2, 2012). Also, Al-Nashmiyyat has worked to increased 

women’s representation at the municipality level by 25 percent (JNFW, 2008). 

Women’s networks have worked along with women’s organisations and have encouraged 

women to vote for women candidates. For example, Al-Nashmiyyat and the Women’s 

Democracy Networks have lobbied and encouraged their members to support women 

candidates at the local level, which helped to change the formal institutions by increasing 

the number of elected women at the local level. This was noted by one woman politician 

when she said that “networks also support women candidates and encourage people to vote” 

(WP2, 2012).  

Most of the participants in this research were positive about connecting with women’s 

networks to share their experiences, and to improve their confidence levels so that they may 

be able to present their ideas to the public. They believed that networks helped to expand 

their knowledge by sharing information with others so that they could catch a glimpse of 

the realities of the lives of women in other parts of the world. In short, women’s networks 

are successful in achieving their aims by lobbying to support women who are running for 

election, before, during, and after their election, at both the national and local levels. They 

have helped women’s organisations to accelerate greater gender equality in political 

participation.  
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Discussion and Analysis 

Women’s networks have the potential to increase women’s representation in politics by 

raising public awareness of the potential contributions women bring via their involvement 

in policy-making. The aims of national women’s networks are to improve women’s rights, 

and to enhance the ability of women by helping them increase their representation in local 

government.  The aims of international women’s networks include helping women to 

increase their participation in politics, encouraging voters to vote for women, providing 

resources for successful campaigning, and improving women’s status. By providing 

benefits to other women with their experiences and knowledge, the initiatives of women’s 

networks and conferences provide opportunities for women at international conferences 

specifically to share knowledge with other participants and to transfer their experiences 

through associating, meeting and conversing with women from many organisations from 

different countries. 

Consequently, women’s networks are important in understanding and resolving challenges 

faced by women, especially with regard to the social and cultural aspects of their lives. 

These networks provide women’s organisations with wider avenues to discuss women’s 

issues, focussing specifically on improving women’s status and attaining equal rights for 

women by calling for the adoption of new policies. Furthermore, as the members in these 

networks are insightful, they are more aware of progress related to the goals associated with 

promoting women’s knowledge, especially regarding politics. They can skilfully assist in 

developing activities, creating websites, training members of the networks, and building 

relationships and partnerships with international organisations. Gradually, the issue of 

women’s underrepresentation in politics can be addressed, and to increase their 

representation in political decision-making positions in government, networking could 

assist women members of these networks to propose changes to state policies, and to enable 

more women to seek the opportunity to do so. 

However, as many of the Jordanian members of domestic women’s organisations, 

especially in the provinces, have little or no information regarding international networks 

and international conferences. The perceptions of female politicians supported the 

narratives of other women in different provinces that women in the provinces have not been 

able to gain much advantage by belonging to women’s organisations or networks. Women 

throughout Jordan have not gained as much from international networks compared to 
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women based in the capital of Amman. Therefore, in order to increase the involvement of 

women in the provinces, women’s networks located in Amman could work on the adoption 

of effective strategies to reach out and include these women.  

The availability of financial resources plays an important role in the under-representation 

of women from the provinces. If greater finance is given to women in the provinces, as well 

as greater opportunities to participate in various activities, this will increase the number of 

informed women involved who can make a difference; this in turn will help educate more 

women. Connecting to women’s networks enabled women to update and connect with 

members from different countries who spoke different languages to share their issues. In 

this way, they will have the opportunity to be active and participate in women’s networks 

and their activities. As noted, the response towards women’s networks, both international 

and national, is largely favourable, with 27 out 46 participants agreeing on their potential 

positive impact. Those participants who did not agree (19 out 46) may not have had 

sufficient opportunity to participate in the activities offered by these networks, or they may 

lack information about these networks. By contrast, the participants who agree on the 

positive impact of networks tend to be elite women who are capable of creating their own 

networks and connections, and are therefore not entirely reliant on these more structured 

networks. The under-representation of women from the provinces in women’s networks 

may be remedied by recruiting expert women actively involved with women’s networks to 

create awareness and to inform the women of the significance and benefit of women’s 

networks. This reflects the argument of the Turknett Leadership Group report (2012), 

which claims that the benefit of women’s networks is that they “provide women with the 

opportunity to develop more career-supportive relationships within their organisations” 

(p.1).   

In this context, it would be helpful if the women members were aware that these networks 

could provide them with skills and experience related to political participation. By 

attending activities, this will increase the numbers of informed women involved who can 

make a difference and help educate more women. By giving women who are members of 

women’s organisations the chance to connect with various national and international 

women’s networks, they could present updated information, ideas, and suggestions to 

others regarding what it is they have learned from attending various programs. This will be 

invaluable, as doing so will update domestic women’s organisations regarding initiatives 
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put into action in other parts of the world. To create a greater understanding of women’s 

networks, the role of women’s organisations is essential. Jordanian women hold women’s 

organisations in high regard and look to them for guidance, and to shine a light on their 

issues and help improve their status and their lives. In order to develop their networks 

further by promoting the importance of the objectives and goals of their network, the 

coordination and facilitation between women’s organisations and networks is vital. Online 

networks are instrumental in helping women as they provide members were an opportunity 

to connect and be involved in the activities of women’s organisations without being 

restricted by geographical barriers or temporal restrictions. This is particularly true for the 

women who find it challenging to attend meetings and seminars that women’s organisations 

offer. 

The number of participants who had the opportunity and knowledge to network via the 

internet has, however, been limited as participants have not been able to connect online. 

This includes 27 out of the 29 members of provincial women’s organisations, and two 

female candidates have not been able to interact online. In this sense, emphasising 

networking via the internet may also limit the participation of women from the provinces, 

as they do not have the facilities to connect via the internet. As they could not participate 

in most national and international networks, they are not able to attend or connect. They 

could therefore feel even more excluded compared to women residing in the capital city.  

Conclusion  

The focus on women’s networks is critical to understand the significance of how idea-

sharing and networking help women’s organisations to overcome women’s political 

participation barriers. In this chapter, I have argued that networks of women’s organisations 

in Jordan can change formal institutions by building networks which focused on women’s 

political representation issues with other women at the national and international level. The 

dynamic and networked nature of women’s civil society organisations are a prerequisite for 

improving women’s representation in municipality and national elections in particular.  

The increase in networking and the proliferation of networks may have already contributed 

to the increase in women political representation in Jordan. For example, by increasing the 

number of women’s networks since 2006, women’s organisational networks have 

connected to the communities of candidates in order to encourage the voters to overcome 
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the cultural and economic barriers that have affected women’s political participation. These 

women’s networks has mobilised voters to assists female candidates across Jordan. The 

number of women who were elected at the local level has increased due to the influence of 

women’s networks, and, as noted previously, Al-Nashmiyyat has mobilised to increase the 

number of women at the municipality level to 25 percent in 2008. In fact, this resulted in 

the total number of women who were elected in 2013 to increase to 338 members. The 

Turknett Leadership Group in their report (2012) argues that women’s networks still 

continue to develop and grow. Indeed, there is limited access to online women’s networks 

in Jordan, especially for women from the provinces, who do not have the opportunity to be 

involved with women’s networks.  

The impact of women’s organisational networks on women’s political participation and 

representation is that they have added value and enriched the experience for women through 

their political activism. Networking has allowed them to share their knowledge and 

experience with others from different backgrounds and histories. To create effective 

networking opportunities and open learning sources for other participants from various 

communities and countries is necessary. This reflects the argument of Tripp (2005), who 

claims that women were networking and sharing information between different actors and 

participants. This also reflects the argument of Craviotto and Antolin (2010), who argue 

that women’s networks have enhanced the mobilisation of women and their influence on 

policies to promote gender equality. 

Women’s networks help women in Jordan understand how significant idea-sharing and 

networking can be. The aims of women’s networks as important mechanisms enable 

women’s organisations to promote women’s representation, and their success provides 

members of women’s organisations an opportunity to become active in attending exchange 

programmes and meeting with other women from different countries. I found the benefit of 

women connecting to women’s networks enabled women to update and connect members 

from different countries who speak different languages to share their issues. In this way, 

members of women’s networks have the opportunity to be active and participate in 

women’s networks and their activities. 
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CONCLUSION 

Women’s civil society organisations have played an important role in the development of 

political culture by promoting values that support the political participation of women. This 

study has examined the roles and outcomes of women’s organisations in their promotion 

of the political participation of women in the case of Jordan. Using an historical 

institutionalism (HI) perspective has helped to provide an analysis of women’s political 

participation during the democratisation period, and has also contributed to a greater 

understanding the dynamics of gendered institutional change (Waylen, 2009). Gendered 

institutional change was analysed through the assessment of efforts pursued by these 

organisations over time, and included close scrutiny of how the strategies they chose to 

pursue were influenced by, and in turn influenced, the institutional context in which they 

operated.  The objective was to evaluate the impact women’s organisations have had on the 

opportunities for women to participate confidently, and in greater numbers, in public life 

and politics at both the national and local level from 1940 to the present, which is the period 

that covers the nation’s transition to democracy.  

Waylen (2007) found that actors in the women’s movements and organisations shape and 

are shaped by historical factors. In this sense, the role that women’s organisations have 

historically played in a given society would impact upon the role that they would continue 

to play in the transition to democracy. The exploration of gender issues and the 

opportunities provided by the processes of democratisation to pre-existing women’s 

movements is of critical importance. Waylen shows that, during a period of democratic 

transition, it can be expected that a window of opportunity will be created that will allow 

women’s movements to use institutional changes associated with the transition to build new 

institutional rules that have the potential to facilitate or promote women’s political equality. 

Bratton (1994) and Sajoo (2002) noted that civil society organisations are critical in 

encouraging democracy by mobilising their members to support the democratic process. 

Through an extended historical analysis of the situation in Jordan, this study shows that 

Waylen’s analysis can be extended to Arabic countries and women’s political participation 

in Jordan, despite significant cultural and political differences. As such, this study provided 

insights into the influences and impacts of women’s civil society organisations on the 

political culture of Jordan and on women’s political representation. In doing so, the study 

involved the collection of original empirical data, the development of a thick descriptive 
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qualitative case study of key organisations, and an analysis of these primary data materials 

in conjunction with second-order literature. 

A range of scholars (Al-Tal, 1985; Al-Hammad, 1999; Al-Atiyat, 2003; Al-Attiyat, Shteiwi 

and Sweiss, 2005; Al-Hourani, 2009; Al-Atiyat, 2012; Al-Tal, 2013) have discussed the 

relevance of civil society to political mobilisation, particularly during the 1990s in Jordan. 

Alongside this, Jordanian women’s civil society organisations have begun to play an 

important role in implementing policy change, such as the right to vote and to stand for 

elected office in the hope of making Jordan more accommodating to gender equality. 

Rather than promoting spontaneous radical change, women’s organisations in Jordan have 

committed themselves to the strengthening of partnerships that exist between individual 

women, politicians, the government, civil society and women’s organisations. These 

partnerships have strived to empower women and increase their political access within 

different social and political arena.  

Moreover, in part as a result of the transition to democracy, Jordanian women’s 

organisations have gradually gained prominence through the women’s movements that 

emerged in three phases between the 1940s and the 1990s. In the first and second phases, 

the focus of Jordanian women’s organisations was directed primarily towards voluntarism, 

social issues, and sometimes charity work. They focused on refugees rather than on the 

political representation of women, and women’s organisations were relatively inactive with 

regard to broader societal gender issues, and concentrated instead on issues related to 

welfare and human rights. However, the development of women’s organisations in the first 

and second phases did help women to become active when serving their communities.  

Women’s organisations had supported changes to the political status of women, such as the 

right to vote for educated women (1957), and amendments to enable all women to exercise 

the right to vote and stand for office (1974). As women have not always exercised their 

rights to the fullest extent in Jordan, women’s organisations have not always found it easy 

to push for women to be involved in active political roles. The more contemporary third 

phase is notable, however, as it shifted the spotlight of programs and goals of women’s 

organisations to concentrate more directly on women’s social and political issues, a 

phenomenon that developed in tandem with Jordan’s transition to a democratic form of 

government. Women’s organisations have, during this third period in particular, developed 
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their domestic and international networks in order to assist women to increase the level of 

their political participation in order to achieve gender equality goals.  

Addressing the Research Questions 

Previously, women’s organisations and the women’s movement were focused more on 

health, wellbeing and refugee issues. In responding to the research questions posed at the 

start of this study, I subsequently considered the means by which organisations have 

increasingly engaged with issues related to women’s political equality in new and 

developing democracies. Although my answers are partial and contextualised, as well as 

descriptive and analytic, they nevertheless provide an insight into the multiple forms of 

power and knowledge in relation to the role of women’s organisations in Jordan. As 

revealed in Chapter One, the main question posed for this study was: how have women’s 

civil society organisations worked towards increasing women’s political involvement 

between the periods of non-democratic rule and the elections that brought democracy to the 

state of Jordan? The focus of this question was to understand the extent to which women’s 

civil society organisations can influence particular institutional outcomes on behalf of 

women in times of institutional change, and during the transition to democracy.  

In order to answer this question, I studied the development of women’s civil society 

organisations by relying on two main sources: a chronological literature review and 

secondary source analysis, and a descriptive, qualitative case study analysis based on 

primary data collected during this study. This thesis also built analytically on the research 

of Waylen (1994, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010) and her focus on the role of the women’s 

movement and women’s organisations in the context of the transition to democracy. I 

sought to partially replicate her focus on Latin America in my analysis of the transitional 

process to democracy in Jordan.  As such, this investigation applied a form of historical 

institutionalism (HI), which involved an exploration of the relative importance of different 

historical conditions and institutions, and how institutional change both shapes, and is 

shaped by, the ebbs and flows and activities of women’s organisations over time. Therefore, 

I examined the role of women’s organisations predating the time of democratisation in 

1989, as well as during and subsequent to the transition to democracy itself.   

The aim of this research was to develop an understanding of the role of women’s 

organisations in advancing women’s political rights and assess the range of strategies that 
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they have employed over time, and analyse what might account for the various successes 

that they have achieved. The research found that the development of the women’s 

movement and women’s organisations was affected by the political and social 

transformation process of the time. In the case of Jordan, the findings do indeed suggest 

that the transition toward democratisation has been an important factor for the development 

of civil society and women’s organisations in Jordan, especially regarding gender equality. 

The transition enabled the women’s movement to move into a third phase, and provided 

more opportunities to focus on developing new institutions in Jordan. Women’s 

organisations have increasingly engaged political decision-makers at both the national and 

local level in Jordan, and women are now engaged in a wide range of political activities, 

such as sending memoranda to decision makers, staging peaceful protests, focusing on the 

women’s political rights, discussing and debating electoral laws, and pushing for the 

implementation of quota reserved seats for women.  

One important finding was that formal changes and the strategies employed by women’s 

organisations were able to influence the Jordanian state. For example, since 1974, the aims 

of women’s organisations has included a focus on women’s right, and has improved the 

opportunities available for women to become involved and began to enter the national 

assembly as parliamentarians by appointment in the 1970s. This process is characterised 

by the increased influence of women within public life and politics. Women’s 

organisations, and the political networks they operate within, have helped women at both 

levels national and local.  

First, the institutional changes to the political system in Jordan assisted in producing this 

outcome in part due to the democratic transition, which led to changes in the electoral laws, 

and the implementation of quota reserved seats. The gender quota increased incrementally 

over time, resulting in an increase in the number of women parliamentary representatives 

at the national level (from 0 in 1974, to 17 in 2013). The work of Princess Basma Bit Talal 

has also been important. She organised and agitated for the appointment of women to 

municipal governments, and for the introduction of a quota system at that level. The number 

of women holding office at the municipal level has increased from 0 in 1982, to 338 in 

2013.  

Second, those women’s organisations which predated the transition to democracy 

redesigned and reinvented themselves in ways that allowed them to take advantage of the 
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new opportunity structure that emerged.  In particular, they worked to change the electoral 

system laws, so that a new system emerged that would allow greater women’s participation. 

A mixed system was adopted, combining the Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system 

with a Closed-List System CLS (in 2013), which meant that voters had the opportunity to 

vote for two candidates. This not only allowed voters to vote for (potentially female) 

candidates aside from tribal representatives, but gave more of a role to political parties than 

the previously purist Single Non-Transferable vote (SNTV) system. As political parties had 

not fared well in the Jordanian political system up until this point, improving political party 

participation may represent another avenue through which to promote the participation of 

women in the political process. 

In terms of informal changes and the informal strategies of women’s organisations, 

women’s organisations have sought to mobilise and educate women and the public to 

increase supply of women as candidates running for office, as well as to encourage them to 

become active members of civil society organisations. Women can now join international 

networks, create new domestic, regional and national networks, and have more avenues to 

share women’s issues and experience with other women around the world and in Jordan, 

all of which help to mobilise women politically and potentially to vote for female 

candidates in elections. In terms of regional women’s networks, the Jordanian women’s 

movement has played a leading role in the Arabic region and Middle East, with a notable 

example being the building of the “Roa’a” network, which was formed by the Jordanian 

Women’s Union in 2009.  

Together, domestic and international women’s organisations have combined forces and 

placed greater focus on the issue of electoral politics to improve the political participation 

for women. Domestic women’s organisations have played a role in enhancing political 

women’s status within existing programs in Jordanian communities, as well as having 

enhanced women’s participation through the education of Jordanian society at large with 

regard to the role of women in public life. International women’s organisations have also 

assisted in training and the provision of experience regarding the improvement of women’s 

knowledge and skills. This partnership with international women’s organisations has 

supported domestic organisations to better evaluate the means by which they attempt to 

improve the status of women. With regard to the role of civil society women’s 

organisations, the degree of women’s representation has increased at both levels, local and 

national. This helped in answering the research question of how international and domestic 
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civil society organisations interact in order to promote women’s democratic participation 

in Jordan. 

Support offered by Women’s Organisations 

Women’s civil society organisations have played an important role in representing the 

interests of women in civil society, and in improving women’s representation by enhancing 

their opportunities to run for elected offices. WCSOs, by contributing their own strategies 

to enhance and shape women’s political participation outcomes, have encouraged women 

to participate in decision making, and to focus on gender issues and women’s rights 

advocacy. The role of WCSOs has assisted women in increasing their abilities and 

improving their skills, as well as to better understand their rights.  

Women who are involved with women’s organisations activities have been able to improve 

their skills, confidence and ability through the attendance at relevant meetings and 

conferences. Their attendance has provided them with more opportunities to learn from 

other women with relevant experience and expertise. There are now discrete political 

channels in Jordan which assist female actors to agitate for the enhancement of women’s 

status and to increase women’s representation, such as digital media, television, and 

newspapers. Through these channels, women’s organisations support candidates for 

election to governmental offices and to work in other parts of the public and political 

spheres. Women’s networks include members who help other women in the sharing of 

experiences on a local, national, and international basis, as well as assist them to understand 

their surroundings and enable them to interact with other women from differing cultural 

backgrounds.  

Understanding the dynamics of gender equality in Jordan may be better comprehended by 

looking closely at women’s networks, and not just the individual women’s organisations 

themselves. The relationships between the organisations and women’s networks, how they 

work together, and the idea-sharing and interpersonal networking they undertake, are 

particularly important to enhancing women’s political participation. Members of women’s 

organisations share and distribute knowledge obtained from their participation within these 

networks as a means of sharing goals within wider society. These networks provide 

women’s organisations with wider avenues to discuss women’s issues, focussing 

specifically on improving women’s status and attaining equal rights for women by calling 

for the adoption of new policies. Through networking and connecting, members of 
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women’s networks are able to increase their knowledge as women’s networks provide 

opportunities for them to attend international conferences and also to participate in online 

conferences, especially with regard to the social and cultural aspects of their lives. 

However, for almost four decades during the first and second phase of the women’s 

movement, women were unsuccessful in actively running for elected office at both national 

and local levels. Progress has been gradual at best. In 1956, educated women in Jordan 

were granted suffrage, with all Jordanian women being granted the right to vote and right 

to be elected to all levels of government in 1974. During the third phase of the women’s 

movement, on the back of the mobilisation of women’s organisations, women were able to 

take part in politics and have been particularly successful in influencing the Jordanian 

government. During the transition to democracy, women lobbied for the quota system, 

which leads to an institutional change, which then facilitates and changes the strategies 

employed by women’s organisations. For example, Jordanian women’s organisations 

lobbied and collected 15,000 signatures in support of their bid to institutionalise women’s 

political rights and fair political representation for women when they attempted to influence 

the government to implement quota reserved seats.  Women’s organisations also support 

women by training women candidates to run for office, and by educating them so that they 

are able to better organise their campaigns. The efforts of women’s organisational lobbying 

is characterised by an increase in the number of women running as candidates and 

eventually succeeding in being elected to public office. Additionally, women have gained 

support and expertise that has enabled them to campaign effectively. The domestic 

organisations have helped members gain greater acceptance within their community. 

Furthermore, women’s organisations in their promotion of greater women’s representation 

have helped change societal perceptions in Jordan with regard to involving women in 

politics, which has subsequently led to wider and deeper acceptance of women’s rights in 

the community. Women’s organisations have already achieved one of their goals, namely, 

to increase the number of women serving in political roles. Indeed, in 1995, more women 

were appointed to positions within local, municipal levels of government than ever before, 

and 20 women were appointed as councillors to municipal governments in 1996. This 

boosted women’s confidence nationally with regard to running for office in the future and 

increased their participation both locally and nationally.  
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Women’s civil society organisations form specific groups of women and offer training to 

help others improve their skills and knowledge. Subsequently, it is hoped that these women 

will, in turn, take a leadership-based role to facilitate other activities of women’s 

organisations which have been devised to improve the status of women in society, as well 

as to support fellow women’s organisations. For example, through the Jordanian National 

Commission for Women (JNCW), efforts are being made to unify the endeavours of all 

women’s organisations in Jordan. The JNCW is primarily interested in women’s issues as 

well as being responsible for the coordination of work regarding the improvement of the 

status of women in Jordan. Interestingly, I found that the leaders of these organisations and 

the women who are working therein have mostly been successful in presenting women’s 

issues and women’s interests to the Jordanian government. Moreover, perspectives from 

interview participants in this study showed that three women from the JNFW were 

specifically trained in the ability to host and lead workshops between women and 

policymakers. 

Women’s Organisations and Women’s Political Participation: A Summary 

Even though women’s organisations still experience challenges as a result of the economic 

standing of their members and women in general, women’s organisations have achieved 

many of their initial goals, most notably changing electoral laws that resulted in the 

adoption of quota seats. Women’s organisations have affected the degree of women’s 

representation in terms of the number of candidates and the numbers elected to office, and 

have succeeded in enhancing the capability of female candidates and political activists 

through support programs.  As such, the development of women’s organisations and their 

strategies has had an impact on institutional change due to the actions and activities of their 

members and the relative strengths and positions of various groups vis a vis key political 

institutions. During the transition to democracy, the activities of these organisations have 

been concerned with involving more women in political participation, and have focused on 

creating both institutional change and social change at the local level to improve women’s 

political representatives.  

In order to compare the practices of women in Jordan with those from other nations and 

cultures, it is necessary to look more closely at the concepts dictating normative practice 

for women in Jordanian culture. It is also important to understand how these women’s 

organisations can improve their strategies and goals, and women’s organisations contribute 
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to and influence the initiatives of members and staff who are already involved in adapting 

and implementing programs to improve women's standing in Jordan. There are still many 

ways that the women’s movement and organisations can improve the conditions of women 

politically and socially. Through this research, I found that women in the provinces were 

not as able to participate in international organisations as much as they desired.  This issue 

has arisen from the lack of opportunity to participate as a result of the previously-mentioned 

problems that such individuals have in attending national meetings and international 

conferences. Throughout the Jordanian transition to democracy, one of the main objectives 

of women’s organisations was the realisation of gender equality at all levels, so that women 

from many diverse communities could possess greater opportunities to work in decision-

making positions. In this sense, there is room for improvement for women’s organisations.  

Women’s organisations are spaces for women to cooperate and communicate, discuss their 

demands for women’s rights, and address the barriers that have restricted women’s political 

representation. I found that changes in both formal and informal institutional norms have 

worked together and altered the incentives affecting women’s political participation, 

particularly as it relates to the electoral system. Furthermore, I found that women’s 

organisations cooperated to help women develop stronger relationships between each other, 

something that has had a positive effect on the ability and successes of DWCSOs generally. 

Essentially, these efforts have helped encourage those hoping to develop their confidence 

to become more active in their communities, in addition to assisting them to run for election 

and political office. Training by these organisations informs women of how to win 

elections, motivating them to continue their work with the intention of influencing change 

so that the realisation of gender equality in society will lead to improvements for women. 

Simultaneously, women leaders with particular experiences have associated themselves 

with international women’s organisations to train members of DWCSOs in order to assist 

them with their projects and conferences.  

Women’s organisations are able to tap into networks to gain knowledge from the expertise 

of IWCSOs that assist them in their activities so that they interact more dynamically with 

their members. This, in turn, adds to the support that they receive. Women’s organisations 

have worked to create women’s networks that represent organisational expressions related 

to the transfer of women’s issues. I discovered that the focus on international and national 

women’s networks assists women from different backgrounds with regard to their 
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education, skills, and shared experiences, and helped to address issues that affected 

women’s political representation.  

When I followed up with the interviewees who were part of this research, it was notable 

that their political status had changed, further demonstrating the empowering potential of 

women’s organisations and networks and the results of their political advocacy. For 

instance, four participants stated that their level of political representation had markedly 

improved. Two women who had previously been members of domestic organisations and 

were prospective politicians have now been appointed as senators. Additionally, two further 

participants were elected to parliament after the most recent changes in the quota-system 

law in 2013. In 2013, the electoral system was changed to become a combined system (as 

noted above), and the quota reserved seats increased to 15; 12 quota seats for 12 provinces 

and also one seat each for the three Bedouin areas. By increasing the number of women 

seats to 15 seats, one member of a DWCSO originating from the provinces, who was 

encouraged to run for office, also won her seat. This individual had previously run for 

elected office in 2010, although she did not win.  

On the other hand, two incumbent MPs who participated in this research from small tribal 

and provincial areas with less population were not successful in their election in 2013. As 

discussed previously, the mixed system is expected to increase the number of elected 

female candidates, but will not help women from the provinces or small tribal regions, due 

to the way the quota system calculates political performance when distributing quota seats. 

This demonstrates that changes in the electoral system may not help all the women from 

different areas, so the women’s organisations have to be wary of the specific impacts of the 

electoral system regarding the improvement of women’s representation for all women in 

Jordan. 

Contributions, Caveats and Conclusions  

This study has highlighted the means by which women’s organisations work toward the 

improvement of the role of women in political life. Furthermore, this study has made a 

contribution to our knowledge of Jordanian society by pointing to the changes in women’s 

active participation in their community, as well as their holding greater numbers of 

decision-making positions at local and national levels. The developments and strategies of 

women’s organisations are a significant component in comprehending the impact of 

women’s organisations as well as their role in the improvement of quality-of-life for all 



195 
 

women. As such, this research contributes to the understanding of the means by which these 

organisations have helped, and may continue to assist women’s political representation, 

though an assessment of their activities, the opportunities and barriers they address, and the 

means by which they have developed their focus toward women before and after the 

democratic transition.  

Improving women’s political representation remains an important challenge for women’s 

organisations.  Historically, Jordanian women were not able to take part in most aspects of 

public life. Jordanian society is formed on the basis of traditional customs relating to family 

and tribal control and the institutionalisation of a male dominated society. This restricted 

the role of women in their own societies and most were not members of women’s 

organisations as their family did not allow them to be involved within women’s 

organisations, especially in rural areas. These traditional issues have affected women and 

the improvement of their public political roles, as they have less opportunity to build their 

experience. This study’s research findings demonstrate that the effectiveness of women’s 

organisations will be dependent on them becoming more inclusive of women from all areas 

and by facilitating a level playing field on public activities, so that more women have better 

opportunities to develop their skills and abilities, and are more able to contribute to society. 

By expanding their efforts, women’s organisations will be able to mobilise and are thus 

able to engage beyond the easy-to-reach and more experienced, well-educated women. This 

process increases the opportunities provided to women, regardless of where they reside, 

and ensures that younger women who have the interest, potential and the talent to aspire to 

high-level political positions will thrive. With some training, they are often able to do so.  

This research attempted to construct an understanding of women’s organisations activities 

pursuing women’s representation in Jordan by utilising information collected from female 

interviewees in addition to selected case studies. These findings support those agitating for 

greater integration of women into active participation into political life in Jordan. In 

presenting a historically-informed analysis of four women’s civil society organisations 

(two domestic women’s organisations; a single organisation with branches in twelve 

provinces; and two international women’s organisations), this thesis has demonstrated that 

the women’s movement has adapted and changed in response to the opportunities and 

demands presented to it over time. Moreover, this thesis has provided an in-depth 

exploration of the changing roles of women’s civil society organisations in the hope of 
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increasing women’s political participation. Additionally, the research conclusions within 

this study will contribute to the literature in women’s studies and will provide a foundation 

for future research within this field.  

Finally, this research highlights the way in which women can transfer their skills and share 

knowledge that members have acquired through their attendance at meetings, seminars, and 

conferences. My findings are founded upon developments related to the actions of various 

women’s networks as they engage in the process of discussing issues, exchanging ideas, 

and making suggestions. These findings show that there has been a significant change 

within women’s networks which empower women’s organisations and their participants to 

inform society as a whole. Indeed, within this research, it has been demonstrated that public 

awareness is increasing with regard to the benefits, value and importance of women’s 

political participation. Furthermore, the findings of this research both recommend and 

encourage domestic organisations to be more active regarding their cooperation with 

international women’s networks so to improve the means by which women develop their 

communicative methods with other women, in local, national and international circles. 

Additionally, these findings suggest the surveying of members to provide them with more 

opportunities to participate at meetings, conferences, as well as to enable them to meet and 

converse more readily, is essential. There need to be more opportunities to discuss and 

network for women, and they need more forums to present their issues to others that will, 

in addition, allow them to transfer their experiences related to women’s matters and issues 

requiring closer attention. Subsequently, it is hoped that they will learn more in the future 

as a result of this.  

As this study focused upon women’s organisations as being more than social service 

organisations that work to improve women’s quality of life, the study’s findings differ from 

that of much previous research.  This research study has addressed the significant impact 

of the role of women’s organisations in the promotion of women’s representation in Jordan, 

while previous research has not investigated this aspect in-depth. With regard to the role of 

women’s civil society organisations that are currently engaged with women’s issues, at all 

levels, both nationally and internationally, the author found this topic to be insufficiently 

investigated. There is a significant gap within the sub-field of women and politics in 

considering the impact of transitions to democratic rule. This subject adds to the field of 

knowledge regarding the role of women’s civil society organisations and women’s political 
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participation, as there is insufficient explanation of how women’s civil society 

organisations have come to have specific influence over the political process, nor how they 

have improved women’s political life.   

Moreover, this thesis established an understanding of the way women’s activism intersects 

with civil society, as well as with the processes of institutional change in order to promote 

political change. This investigation focuses upon Jordan and builds upon Waylen’s (1994; 

1998; 2007; 2008; 2009; 2010, 2011) analytical research, which does not encompass 

Middle Eastern countries. This will add to the literature regarding women and politics in 

Jordan to provide insight into the changes that have resulted in the improvement of the 

status of women in Jordan over time. Waylen’s analysis showed that Historical 

Institutionalism was an approach that enabled the creation of knowledge that focused on 

the institutional change and how this might be applied to advance successful outcomes for 

women. She also found that women’s organisations have organised to practise gender 

interests, they also have become more active in promoting the importance of observing 

human rights, and they have focused women’s mobilisation on gender issues beyond 

welfare-related issues. In addition to this, they played an essential role in process of the 

transition to democracy, without which Jordan’s claim to becoming a more open society 

could not be supported.  

In order to improve the prospects for women to obtain political and decision-making 

positions, as well as to increase the overall political representation for women’s issues, 

recommendations need to be made based on the findings of this research that will hopefully 

provide options for future research. There is also a need to discuss the limitations of the 

research before summarising the main conclusions. Currently, improving the prospects for 

women’s organisations to attain their goals will be realised through the distribution of 

relevant awareness and information to other women and the improvement of their skills-

base. Thus, women will therefore be able to participate in future politics and potentially 

attain sought-after elected office. Others may, in the future, hold positions within various 

ministries, and in doing so, more women will have the opportunity to become more active 

in decision-making processes, and through lobbying, be able to implement relevant laws 

addressing women’s priorities.  

As women’s organisations generate more dialogue between their members, this will, in 

turn, facilitate the inclusion of women throughout the country, particularly those inhabiting 
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rural areas within the provinces, and encourage them to raise their own concerns and 

identify their own priorities. Women’s organisations have established and recommended 

certain policy changes, including the passing of equality laws so that women attain equal 

status, thereby improving the chance of equal allocation of seats for women to hold office. 

This is to be realised through the analysis of laws related to women’s representation in 

order that more women will be qualified in holding decision-making positions. This study 

also provides recommendations in terms of the promotion of educational workshops related 

to issues such as women’s rights, opportunities, and educational options for youth and 

women at all levels of education and backgrounds. Educational workshops will reach out 

to members of women’s organisations across the country in order to foster additional 

support and provide motivation for them to increase their skill-base (or ‘up-skill’) and 

enhance their capabilities so that in the future those women who are interested will be ready 

and able (as well as look forward) to take part in the political process, and thus themselves 

be able to serve as female representatives.  

With regard to the main offices of women’s organisations, they should consider enhancing 

their communications and connections with other female members regardless of their 

location in the country. For instance, the main offices in the capital of domestic women’s 

civil society organisations should develop a strong relationship with the branches, in order 

to encourage other members from the rural areas to be more active in important activities 

that the main office offers. The main office may create a comprehensive strategy and 

agenda which will ensure equal support for all women, regardless of location or 

background. Consequently, with regard to issues related to women in the provinces, it is 

therefore necessary to provide them with more opportunities to become involved in the 

operations of primary organisations. Future research should continue to focus upon the 

relationship between primary women’s organisations and members in the provinces and 

continue to focus on discussions that will enhance the participation of these aforementioned 

provincial women.  

Women’s organisations could organise meetings to establish strategies to devise 

fundraising activities to support their organisation’s activities, as well as to involve them 

in fundraising activities that will allow them to learn and obtain relevant experience. This, 

in turn, will help them to achieve the goal of full and equal rights for women, thereby 

enabling them to take part in the setting up of small businesses and other projects within 
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their communities that may be able to raise funds in supporting women’s organisational 

activities. Furthermore, these women could establish connections with other members of 

their communities with the aim of supporting and assisting their members with their 

campaigns, which will, in turn, be reflected in women improving their political status. This 

can be achieved through the intensification of efforts supporting and empowering women 

economically, and with women’s projects used to support women’s incomes, these 

supporting institutions could provide women with greater means by which to participate in 

politics and run for office. As women’s organisations contribute and organise support to 

help women with their election campaigns, fundraising will consequently help female 

candidates acquire the resources needed to enhance their ability to run effective campaigns. 

This research indicates that women from urban areas, particularly from Amman, possess 

many opportunities through which to take part in the various activities of women’s 

organisations, and have greater access to important positions. This is despite the fact that 

often the educational level and experience of women who reside in the provinces may be 

higher. However, as such women do not have the equivalent opportunities to obtain position 

in politics as their peers in higher social strata, they are therefore less likely to be considered 

for political positions. This may be due to the fact that they are farther away from the central 

offices of decision-making position, and therefore are subject to the maxim ‘of out of sight, 

out of mind’. As women in the provinces are better engaged by women’s organisations, 

this may assist central office as such individuals have insights and strengths that can 

complement those in urban areas. This can also bring in more and different members.  

Women’s organisations could send their newsletters to members in the provinces and 

thereby create more opportunities by which to connect and influence the media, including 

radio stations, magazines, newspapers and television. This, in turn, could be utilised to 

encourage interviews and more coverage of their activities and events. Furthermore, these 

may be used to expand the participation of women in the provinces so that they are more 

aware of the activities of the main office of the women’s organisation. This will enable 

women, no matter where they are located, to more easily participate or to be aware of the 

relevant meetings. It is possible that women in rural areas will be able to regularly organise 

local activities in conjunction with those of the main offices. The main office of women’s 

organisations may consider developing greater flexibility so that their branch chapters are 

better able to work locally with regard to their programmes, as each city has different issues 
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based on the backgrounds of their citizens. Women in the provinces could pursue their own 

regular meetings that assist central office. These women will nevertheless be developing 

their skills as members, and so are more able to contribute to the goals and aspirations of 

the organisation. This would require additional organisational coordination if it is to be 

efficacious. 

This critical enhancement will assist women to achieve their goal of changing their reality, 

and thereby ensure women are better recognised and more successful as a gender. 

Additionally, by offering interesting and insightful training, workshops, and seminars to 

current members, as well as the offer of programmes that will attract new members, 

women’s organisations will expand their reach. For example, a programme could be 

developed for different niche target audiences and focus on issues-oriented training, 

training for working women, or training for mothers and daughters. Indeed, organisations 

may also devise a questionnaire and distribute it to inquire into suggested topics for 

training, or to survey their members to determine new and interesting programmes to 

perpetuate the up-skilling of their members.  

However, the findings of this research highlight the impact of the activities of women’s 

organisations with regard to the improvement of members’ skills and knowledge in order 

to alter the role of women and enhance their prospects of attaining political or public office. 

And it is important to continue to collect information on the activities of women’s 

organisations and their contribution in enhancing women’s political representation and 

status, if these organisations are to succeed in their goals.  

Political representation that takes into account women’s issues of concern and enhances 

each woman’s capability, skill level, and education, will very likely result in women 

holding even more important political roles and being elected on their own merits. 

Furthermore, as women’s political representation continues to grow and women become 

more active in politics by participating in the process as campaign staffers, volunteers and 

interns, public and media relations personnel, trainers, educators, and campaign managers, 

they will, in turn, become more effective as representatives and politicians, and all of 

society will prosper as a consequence.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

Interview Questions 

A- International Organisations 

1- What kind of work you are currently doing in this organisation and what is your background 

in the field (e.g. education and professional experience)? 

2- How long have you been working for this organisation? 

3- When was your organisation established? 

4- What kind of media does your organisation use to engage with women in different parts of 

Jordan? How else do you disseminate information? 

5- As an international organisation, what kinds of feminist transnational networks does your 

organisation build with domestic organisations to give women opportunities to share with other 

women around the world? 

6- Can you explain the way in which these networks work before and after the transition to 

democracy? 

7- What kind of relationship is there between your international organisation and the domestic 

organisations who are working for women’s issues? 

8- As professionals working for women, what has your organisation done for Jordanian women, 

especially regarding political participation? 

9- What challenges do international organisations face in trying to improve women’s political 

participation in countries like Jordan? 

10- From your perspective, what is the main challenge that Jordanian women face in their political 

lives? 

11- How has the transition to democracy in Jordan helped Jordanian women to be part of political 

decisions affecting them in their political life especially with regard to their political 

participation as MPs or office holders? 

12- How do you engage with the Jordanian government in discussing women’s issues in Jordan? 

Are there any particular groups or political parties in Jordan that you work with? 

13- As an international organisation, what is your plan for improving women’s political 

participation in Jordan at this stage, and how will you do this? 
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14- As an international organisation, do you try to use the concept of feminism in Jordan during 

your meetings with the domestic organisations? 

15- Do you have any additional comments? 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 

____________ FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER _2011_____ / _7726_____ 

B- Domestic Organisations 

1. What kind of work you are currently doing in this organisation and what is your background 

in the field (e.g. education and professional experience)? 

2. How long have you been working for this organisation? 

3. When was your organisation established? 

4. What kind of media does your organisation use to engage with women in different parts of 

Jordan? How else do you disseminate information? 

5. As a domestic organisation, what kinds of feminist transnational networks does your 

organisation build with international organisations to give women opportunities to share with 

other women around the world; can you explain for me the way in which these networks work 

to improve your experience and knowledge of political life? 

6. As professionals working for women, what has your organisation done for Jordanian women, 

especially regarding political participation? 

7. What challenges do local women’s organisations face in trying to improve women’s political 

participation? 

8. As a domestic organisation in Jordan, what kind of relationship do you have with international 

organisations to improve women’s political participation? 

9. How do you transfer the knowledge and the experience that you have from participating in 

international conferences and training to other women? 

10. How do you engage with political parties to enhance and increase the number of women 

participating politically? 

11. What kind of relationship do you have with Members of Parliament to facilitate support from 

them regarding any law changes that can be helpful for women? 

12. What do you see are the obstacles that Jordanian women face in public work, especially in 

political life? 

13. How has the transition to democracy in Jordan helped women in civil society organisations to 

become a part of decision-making for women in political life, especially concerning women as 

MPs or office holders? 

14. What challenges have you faced in transferring your ideas to the government for improving 

women’s political participation? 

15. Do you have any additional comments, please provide these? 
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APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 

_____________ FOR (3) YEARS, REFERENCE NUMBER _2011___ / _7726___ 

 

 

C- Women politicians / candidates / political elites 

1- What kind of work you are currently doing in this organisation and what is your background 

in the field (e.g. education and professional experience)? 

2- How long have you been involved in political life? 

3- What experiences of political life as a female candidate / politician would you consider sharing 

with other women in Jordan?  What would be the best way of transferring your knowledge?  

Do you see women’s organisations as having a role in this way? 

4- As a politician woman in Jordan what kinds of feminist transnational networks do you involve 

to build your own knowledge and in order to share with other women around the world? 

5- As women politicians or MP / candidates what kind of relationship do you have with civil 

society (women’s) organisations in Jordan? 

6- In your view, to what extent have civil society (women’s) organisations changed in recent 

years? 

7- What role do you think international women’s organisations play in increasing women’s 

political participation? 

8- To what extent can the government help women to be part of political decision-making in 

Jordan? 

9- What role have civil society (women’s) organisations played in promoting political 

participation for women specifically? 

10- What is the effectiveness of civil society organizations’ programmes in achieving progress in 

the status of women and their political participation in elite positions? 

11- In your opinion as a female politician / MP/ candidate how can the number of women in 

decision-making positions be increased? 

12- Do you have any additional comments? 
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Appendix 2 

Twelve Jordanian Provinces included in the fieldwork in this research 
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Appendix 3&4 

Consent Form & Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix 5 

Interviewee Codes 

- First category: International women’s civil organisations (IWCSOs). Each 

participant from the main office of two organisations has been given a number code. 

For IWCSOs A, this code is from 1-3, and for IWCSOs B it is from 1-3 (e.g., 

IWSCOs A1, IWCSOs B1). 

 

- Second category: The main domestic women’s civil society organisations 

(DWCSOs). Each participant from the main offices of the JNCW and JNFW were 

given numbers which included the name of the organisations. 

  

- Third category: The participants from domestic women’s civil society 

organisations from the twelve provinces. Amman (the capital), Zarqa, Balqa, Ajlun, 

Jarash, Irbid, Mafraq, Madaba, Karak, Tafilah, Ma’an, and Aqabahave been given 

an anonymous number code for the province and a code that relates to the domestic 

organisation. (e.g., JNFW1, prov2). 

 

- Fourth category: Women politicians who were members of political parties 

or ministers. Each participant has been given a number along with the code “WP” 

(e.g., WP1). Women parliamentarians’ participants. These women were given a 

number along with the code “MPs” (e.g., MPs1). 

 

- Fifth category: Women candidates for office. Each participant has been 

given a number along with the code “WC” (e.g., WC1). 
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Appendix 6 

OneNote Software 

 

This picture shows the Software of OneNote, which has been used to organise the data, and 
how the themes have been organised, on the top the themes, and on the left the categories. 
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Appendix 7 

Jordanian women’s participation in political parties since in 1992 

 

* No enough information. Source: Data from Ministry of Interior, 2012, Jordanian National Commission for 
Women, National Report The progress of women toward the Jordanian justice, participation and equality 
2010-2011, Amman, Jordan, 2011. 

 
 

       Date of 

 Establishment 

  

Political Party Number of 
members 

Men Women Percentage of 
Women 

7/12/1992 The Islamic Action Front 
Party 

821 757 64 7,7% 

17/1/1993 The Communist Party of 
Jordan 

525 364 161 30,6% 

18/1/1993 The Baath Arab Socialist 
Party 

526 433 93 17,6% 

24/1/1993 The Jordanian People's 
Democratic Party 

578 292 282 48,7% 

9/2/1993 The Democratic Party of 
Popular Unity of Jordan 

512 373 193 37,6% 

3/4/1993 Du'aa Party 535 215 320 59,8% 

13/4/1993 The Progressive Arab 
Baath Party 

579 406 173 29,8% 

7/5/1997 The National 
Constitutional Party 

4250 4000 250 5,8% 

10/7/1997 The Nationalist 
Movement Party of 
Direct Democracy 

537 326 211 32,2% 

19/12/2001 The Islamic Wasat party 508 411 79 15,5% 

31/12/2002 Al Rasalah Party 509 452 57 11,19% 

14/3/2007 National Party of Jordan 714 309 405 56,7% 

30/9/2007 The Islamic Front Party 
of Jordan Unified 

541 508 33 6% 

          19/2/2008 9/2/8  Life Party of Jordan 567 382 185 32,6% 

17/2/2009 The Welfare Party of 
Jordan 

508 282 226 44,4% 

2009 National Tayyar Party * * * * 

10/3/2012 The National Youth 
Jordanian Party 

1000 700 300 30% 
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Appendix 8 

Key moments/events for women in Jordan 

 
Year Key moments/events of women 

1940-1960 The First Phase of women’s movement 
1945 Established the first women’s organisations 
1948 The war between Palestine- Israel 
1951 Act 36 1951by the Ministry of Social Development 
1954 Establishing the Arab Women’s Union (AWU) 
1957 The Jordanian Constitution include the right for educated women to vote for 

educated women 
1966 King Hussain asked the Prime Minister to study the demand of women for the 

right to  vote and to run for offices 
1970-1980 The Second Phase of women’s movement 

1967 The Arabic–Israel war 
1974 

 
The demand of the Jordanian constitution that the right of Jordanian women to 

vote and to be elected was extended to all women not educated women 
1975 The Second World Conference for Women in Copenhagen 
1980 General Federation of Jordanian Women established under Act No. 60 of 1981 
1981 The women’s movement re-established the JWU 
1985 Third World Conference on Women in Nairobi 

From the end of  
1980s-1990 

The Third Phase of women’s movement 

1989 Transition to democracy and the first election 
1990-1991 Occupation of Iraq in 1990 and the Gulf War of 1991 

1992 The political parties law has established 
1992 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women CEDAW 
1994 The Jordanian Women’s Union (JWU) re-established 
1995 The Fourth UN World Conference for Women in Beijing 
1995 The Jordanian National Commission for Women JNFW established as an 

umbrella for all women’s organisations 
1995 The Jordanian National Forum for Women JNFW 
2001 Electoral Act, Amendment No. 34 of 2001 to include quota reserved seats 
2003 The first election that Jordanian women have participates with the quota 

system and have won six seats 
2006-2010 Women’s organisations and updating the National Strategy for Women 
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