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Disabled yet perfectlyable

Despitethe

challengesthey
face, group of

Arab Israeliwomen

with disabilitiesare

determined to find

their placein

societyand be

successful at the

same time

DISABLED WOMEN gatherfor group session

RUTH ECLASHText and photos: RUTH ECLASH

typesand degreesof disabilityto participatemore fullyin

their society.
"There are ways for you to apply for funding for your

projects,"explains young Jewish Israeliman, addressing
the group in Hebrew and informingthe women, mostly
with covered heads, of some of the foundations and

organizationsthat provideassistance to small businesses.

He is from the Keren Shemesh Foundation, non-prof

it organizationthat assists talented young entrepreneurs

to transform good idea into successful sustainable

business. The women ask questionsand seem delighted
with the knowledge that there is someone who might be

interested in supportingtheir businesses and ideas for

social projects.
The 15 or so participantsare in program called

Women with Disabilities run by the Al-Tufula Center in

partnershipwith the American Jewish JointDistribution

Committee (JDC)'sMasira-Journeyprogram.

explainsSamar/׳"This group is for academic women

Abu Kirshien, coordinator of the program. "At this stage,

most of the women are at advanced stagesof developing
their business idea or community project.Two of the

women are working on community projectsand five

have business plansalready."
As Abu Kirshien talks, her head moves but her eyes do
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not, and it quicklybecomes clear that she is visu-

allyimpaired.Despiteher own disability,she tells

me that she has made it her life'smission to help
other Arab women with disabilitiesto break soci-

ety'staboos againstworking outside the home and

to function as independenthuman beingsin all

spheresof the community.

Arab women with disabilities are discriminated

againston three levels,states the 36-year-old,who

was born sightedbut started losingher vision at

the age of eightor nine.

"Firstly,we are talking about women, and

women in Arab societyhave different standing
to the men, so there are challenges for them as

women. And secondly,they have disability,so

theyare seen as weak and not capable.And third-

ly,theyare Arabs livingin Israelisociety,"contin-

ues Abu Kirshien, who has bachelor's degreein

education and sociologyand master's in social

work, both from the Universityof Haifa.

"Most of the women here have highacademic

level but their chance of findingwork is almost

impossible,"she explains,adding "it is just not

acceptablefor these women to be independent
and work outside the home. While it is becoming
more common in our societyfor young women to

live alone, those with disabilities do not have the

power to fightthis additional battle."

Contraryto this,Abu Kirshien did have the sup-

port and encouragement of her own family,and

she believes that thanks to programs like this one,

which providesboth support network and

empowerment, the situation could change,at least

when it comes to findingemployment or future

opportunities.

"There are some families, like mine, that believe

in the abilities of their disabled daughters,but

there are those who refuse to accept that the

women can ever be independent/'Abu Kirshien

says. "Of course there is love for them but some-

times the familiesgivetoo much love and are over-

protective.This stopsthem from progressing."
She adds: "The minute there are more women

with disabilitiesvisible in our community, there

will be more connection and more understanding
of the situation. Hopefullyit will change the way

."peoplerespondto them

ONE OF the group'sparticipantsis 37-year-old
Inam Zoabi from the nearbyvillageof Tamra. She

finished her masters degreeat the Universityof

Haifa more than five years ago, and despiteher

amplequalifications,has yetto find any work at all.

"Societyin generaldoes not accept peoplewith

disabilities,and for women with disabilities,espe-

ciallyan Arab woman with disability,it is even

harder," says Zoabi, who has suffered from vision

problemsall her lifeand lost her sightcompletely
when she was in her 20s.

"People are just not aware of what we go

through;theyare not frightenedof us but theydo

not know how to relate to us. have even reached

the conclusion that need to teach peoplehow to

respond to me. need to go out there and talk to

people,be open and help them to get to know

me."

Zoabi hopes to create community projectin

her villagethat will empower women and people
with disabilitiesby encouraging them to become

more independent.Although she has yet to decide

on the format such program will take, the young

woman says defiantly:"I want people to realize

that am justlike everyone else; have the same

abilityto work like any other person. want to let

peopleknow that theyshould not be scared

Overcomingthe barriers

women with disabilities should never give up

their efforts to become fullycontributingmem-

bers of society.
Shalata's own story is inspiring.Born blind, the

young woman overcame almost everybarrierin her

path and in recent years has fulfilledher personal
ambition to help other women with disabilities by

managing the Center for Independent Living,

DC-supportedcommunity empowerment project

in her town.

"I have to helpthese young women to getup and

fight,"says the charismatic Shalata, who in addi-

tion to beinggainfullyemployedhas also complet-
ed two academic degrees bachelor of arts from

the Universityof Haifa and second degreein

social work from Bar-IIan University.
"All peoplewith disabilitiesface barriers, but

most of them we can deal with," she says matter-of-

factly.

Althoughclearlypositiveand determined char-

acter, Shalata adds that the biggestbarrier facing
Arab women with disabilitiesisthe one imposedby
their society.
"I never felt that was not able to do some-

thing,"she philosophizes."I learned how to

study,went to university,made my own friends

and went out for fun. The main barriers that were

the hardest to overcome were those forced on us

by our 17^0society.

She cites findingwork as one good example.
"There were moments when feltlikegivingup,"

recallsShalata. "But could not allow myselfto do

it.Even when was at the end and there was noth-

ing,itmade me even more determined to move for-

."ward

She continues: "My whole lifeis filledwith chal-

lengesbut there isnothing can do about it, can-

not hide from my disabilitiesor from the chal-

lengesaround me. have no choice but to confront

them."

While Shalata is confident that she can help
other disabled women become productivemem-

bers of societytoo, she falterswhen asked about the

taboo of these women findinghusbands or starting
iieir own um ilies.

"This is subjectthat always knew would be

impossible.Women with disabilitiesin Arab socle-

tycannot find husband," she states resignedly."A

boyfriendmaybe but it vvi'.lnever amount to any-

thingbecause after few years his familywill make

him break off the relations with the woman."

"The role of the woman isto clean the house and

take care of the children;how can blind woman

or woman in wheelchair take care of these

things?"she asks sarcastically.

Talkingabout her own personalexperience,Sha-

lata adds: "I had boyfriendfor few years and

even though his father loved me and welcomed me

into their home, he never thought could be his

son's wife. How would be able to keephis son's

house clean and raise his son's children?"

After short pause, Shalata says she has come to

accepther fate.

"It does not make my lifeany more difficult[not

having family].have disabilityand have to

accept the outcome of that," she says,adding,"I

would preferto staysinglethan be forced to marry

man do not love or who is not normal just

because am blind."

"I have acceptedthat thisis fact of my life. am

working to change many things,but how many

thingsin societycan you realisticallychange?"she

concludes. R.E

HANA SHALATA says the

biggestbarrier facingArab

women with disabilitiesis the

one imposed by their society
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SAMAR ABU KIRSHIEN, coordinator of the Women with Disabilities program, has

made ither life'smission to helpothers

WOMAN helpsher daughterwith her prostheticleg. :H■ ui.-i

Societyin

generaldoes

not accept

peoplewith

disabilities,and

for women

with

disabilities,

especiallyan

Arab woman, it

iseven harder

of me justbecause have disability."

After some thought, Zoabi adds: "I

think that every employer wants some-

one who will work to the best of their

abilityand theythink that person with

disabilitymight not work like it needs

to be done. wish that someone would at

least justgiveus chance to see that we

can be the best. No one gave me the

chance."

Despitethis negativereflection, thanks

to the support of her group here at the

center, Zoabi is optimisticthat she will

find her placein society.
"I know it'shard and that there are peo-

piewho do not accept us, but at universi-

ty overcame the barriers and believe

that now can overcome society'sbarriers

and change the way peoplereact to us,"

she says. "I need to show other people
that can do this. No one else will help
me except myself,"she adds.

countenance bright-Although Zoabi

ens when she talks about her plansfor

the future and her determination to sue-

ceed in the workplace,when asked about

the other challengesshe faces, including
whether she plans to get married and

start family,her voice faltersslightly.

"Honestly, never had the chance to

get married because never got any

offers,"she says. "A few years ago really
wanted to get married and have children

but now don't reallycare because am

moving in new direction."

Other women in the group share simi-

larsentiments. They are excited and ener-

gizedby the new opportunitiesregarding

work or even volunteeringin their com-

munities, but when it comes to the more

intimate aspectsof lifesuch as finding

partner,havingchildren or even running
their own household, the women's faces

cloud over.

"I dream of havingchildren one day,"
comments 33-year-oldAbtsam Amara

from Kafr Kanna, who has alreadyseen

success with women's fashion business

she started lessthan year ago.

"I am lucky. have many friends and

good familythat helps me, but when

am alone, when go into my bedroom

and close the door, cry because of my

fate," she says.

Unlike most of the other women in the

group, Amara is not vision impairedbut

suffered serious accident when she was

child, damaging her left leg.She has

undergone operationsover the past25

years.

"You cannot see my disabilityfrom the

outside, but if liftup my pants you will

see all the scars," she says, frowning.

"Everyonein my community thinks am

fine and that am receivingmoney from

the National Insurance Institute and that

should be enough for me but it is not

enough. We want to live normal life

like everyone else."

"There is very slim chance for an Arab

woman with disabilityto get married,"

agrees the group'scoordinator Abu Kir-

shien. "There are few who manage to

get married but it is very unusual, and

sometimes the women are forced to

marry men who are violent or who also

have disability."
She philosophizesthat the barriers pre-

ventingthese women from living noi-

mative life like most others in society

includingworkingand starting family
stem mostly from the stigmasand not

from the religiousrestrictions.

"Religiouslaw allows disabled women

to marry,"she says, addingthat she her-

selfhas received some marriageproposals
but thanks to her family'ssupport has

been able to turn them down because

theywere not suitable.

"Some of the women's families support

them and help them move forward in

life,"says Abu Kirshien. "Luckilyfor me,

my family listened to me and supported
me. At firsttheyonly wanted to protect

me but refused to letthem shield me all

the time and when theysaw that really
wanted to be independentand saw that

could achieve it, they also started to

."believe in my abilities
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The silenced

voices

empowerment of Arab women, enablingthem to go out

to work while someone else cared for their babies.

"In the beginningwe started by trainingearlychild-

hood caregiversbut soon we realized that we had to work

in every area of empowerment for women," commented

Nabila Espanioly,the center'sdirector.

As the center's work developedand theybegan to reach

more and more women, Espaniolydiscovered group

that was completelyinvisible in mainstream Arab socie-

ty:women with disabilities.

"I called them the silent voices," she says, observing
that many of the women had never before had the

chance to participatein the world around them.

"Each the women that comes here is storyby herself,"

says Espanioly."Each woman has different obstacle to

overcome and we cannot even imaginethe challenges

they face. When

wake up, get

dressed, get in my

car and drive to

work without real-

ly thinkingabout

it, but for them,

these simpletasks

are huge barriers."

She continues:

"Arab women with

disabilitiesare dis-

criminated against

three times, they
are part of

minority,theyare

women and they
face internal dis-

crimination in our

societybecause of

their disability.
The community as

whole lacks the

knowledgeof how

to deal with its

own

groups in society."
While there are many reasons for this internal discrim-

ination, Espaniolybelieves that at the core of the prob-
lem is fear within families that their daughterswill be

mistreated and theyare very over-protectiveto compen

sate.

"They are afraidtheir children will be abused but often

the over-protectingbecomes paralyzing,"she pointsout,

adding that, in addition, parents feel ashamed or guilty

and blame themselves for their child's disabilityand

often tryto keepthem hidden at home.

"The layersof the problemare very deep and there are

so many areas that we need to focus on to tackle this,"

says Espanioly,addingthat improvingtheir livesbegins
with the women themselves.

"The women must accept their disabilitiesbut they
must also be shown that theycan become fulland active

participantsin their communities and in societyin gen-

eral,"she says. "The women must organizeand empower

themselves and in this group we are helpingthem to do

R.E.״that
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