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Introduction

2 The outbreak of the Palestinian intifada, the popular uprising of
Palestinians against the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, which began in December 1987, marked a crucial turning point
in the political mobilization of many Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian
women. The intifada was one of the major catalysts behind the change
in the magnitude and visibility of women’s activism both in Israel and
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In addition to empowering Pales-
tinian and Israeli-Jewish women to step up their level of political in-
volvement, and creating a new context for alliances across the
Israeli-Palestinian divide, the intifada brought the struggles of Palestin-
ian and Israeli-Jewish women to the attention of the international
community.

Feminist scholars and activists, women peace activists, and sym-
pathetic journalists traveled to Israel, and to the Israeli-occupied West
Bank and Gaza Strip, to witness the upsurge in women'’s political ac-
tivism and to express solidarity with and lend support to these struggles.
The result is a rapidly growing body of literature on Palestinian and
[sraeli-Jewish women. Based primarily on interviews with Palestinian
and Israeli-Jewish women activists, and written for the most part in
English, this work has generated mixed responses from women in both
communities.

Many women activists were torn between their eagerness to spread
the message about their struggles to a wider audience and their uneasi-
ness with being someone’s “object of study.” Women activists featured
in some books and articles were not always pleased with the way they

1



/ Gender and Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

had been described and analyzed, even when they had been consulted
and asked to review sections that dealt with their lives. The problem
is not generally one of misrepresentation but cuts across a variety of
more serious issues. As a Palestinian woman activist pointed out about
a recent book written by an American woman sympathetic to the Pal-
estinian women’s movement , “the problem was not with what she
wrote about me, in fact she did a good job articulating my position.
The problem was with the arguments that my quotes were supposed to
support and with the broader context that framed the project.”!

The nature of feminist solidarity and the similarities and differ-
ences between the struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women
and women’s political activism in other parts of the world revealed yet
another problem area. Although some women were eager to spend
hours discussing the applicability of feminist perspectives and interpre-
tations to the Israeli-Palestinian context, others rejected the imposi-
tion of what one Israeli-Jewish woman termed “textbook feminism”
upon their particular struggles.

Some of these problems stem from the fact that much of the work
dealing with the political involvement of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women has not been written primarily for women activists in the re-
gion but rather about them. The major impetus has been to provide
information about the daily lives and struggles of Israeli-Jewish and Pal-
estinian women to a wider public, outside the Middle East, mainly in
Europe and in North America. This emphasis was based on the assump-
tion that such information is likely to counter stereotypes, to raise
awareness of the implications of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict for
women'’s lives, and to mobilize broader international support for the
struggle against the Israeli occupation and for a just and lasting resolu-
tion of the conflict.

Many Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women activists recognize the
importance of this literature and its contribution to their broader
struggles. At the same time, there has been a growing consensus, espe-
cially among grassroots activists on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian
divide, on the need to document and theorize about women’s political
struggles from within their own movements. To move in that direc-
tion, women in Israel, and in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, have be-
gun to address the relationship between gender issues and other social
and political problems in their lives in newsletters, magazines, panel
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discussions, and local and international conferences. Palestinian women
have established a number of women’s centers in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, including a Women’s Studies program at Birzeit Univer-
sity. Israeli women, on the other hand, are gathering material for a book,
written by and for activists, on women’s peace activism in Israel since
the intifada. In addition, they are organizing an international confer-
ence on women, war and peace scheduled for December 1994.

This book has been inspired by the urgency and excitement sur-
rounding Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish activists’ efforts to document
and analyze their struggles from the inside out. But where is the “in-
side” and who is authorized to represent it? Who frames the issues and
sets the boundaries around what can be researched? What are the po-
litical implications of addressing certain issues and leaving others aside?
The importance of grappling with such questions, which raise issues
regarding authorship, identity, representation, and responsibility, can-
not be overestimated. At the same time it is important to bear in mind
that none of these questions has clear or easy answers.? The challenge
is to recognize the necessity of continually asking these questions with-
out creating or perpetuating rigid distinctions between self and other,
insider and outsider, theory and practice or scholar and activist.

The distinction between insiders and outsiders represents one way
of separating “us” from “them.” This distinction has been used to sepa-
rate people who live in the Middle East from those who do not, femi-
nists from non-feminists and grassroots activists from academic scholars.
But the terms insider and outsider, which are often utilized to establish
or undermine authority, authenticity, and credibility, acquire different
meanings depending on the context. On the grassroots level in social
movements, for example, being an insider may lend credibility and ac-
cess to privileged information. Within academic circles, on the other
hand, attempts to write as an insider, particularly about social move-
ments, are often met with resistance by those who argue that in order
to produce “sound and objective scholarship,” a scholar must remain
an outsider.

This book is written from both an insider’s and an outsider’s per-
spective. The decision to write from both perspectives, while refusing
all along the rigid distinctions between them, is related to my own frag-
mented identity and personal/political experiences. I am an insider since
I grew up in Israel, lived there most of my adult life, and was active
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both in the women’s movement and in the peace movement prior to
and after the outbreak of the intifada. At the same time I am an out-
sider. During the past five years, | have spent more time in the U.S.
than in the Middle East, while completing a Ph.D. in Conflict Analy-
sis and Resolution, and engaging in public speaking, local
organizing and writing on gender issues and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.

By writing from both an insider’s and an outsider’s perspective,
[ have sought to reach a broad audience, comprised of academics and
activists in the Middle East and elsewhere. In addition, this approach
enabled me to explore the relationship between theory, research, and
practice. Rather than testing the applicability of a given theoretical
framework to a particular case study, as is often done in conventional
social science studies, I have located my research and theoretical
domain within the daily lives and ongoing struggles of Palestinian
women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and Jewish women in
Israel, treating the perspectives and strategies of women activists as
theories about gender issues, resistance, and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.

This is a book both about and for Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women. It explores the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from the perspec-
tives of women activists, focusing primarily on the issues, strategies, and
assumptions that women have used to address the interplay between
the politics of gender and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict. In so doing, 1 sought to contribute to the project of documenting
women’s perspectives and struggles in the Middle East and to examine
these struggles, offering some insights that Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
activists may find useful. At the same time, the book examines the ways
in which the struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women have
been studied and presented both in the Middle East and in writing
outside of the region. i

The decision to discuss in the same book the struggles of Pales-
tinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and those of Jewish
women peace activists in Israel was perhaps the most difficult decision
[ had to make, especially given my social location and identity as an
Israeli-Jewish feminist. This is not yet another attempt by a liberal
Israeli woman to impose her vision of women’s liberation onto the mul-
tifaceted struggles of Palestinian women or to search for common
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ground between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women under the uni-
versalizing banner of global sisterhood at the expense of overlooking
the unequal power relations that structure their relationship. Instead,
I have sought to challenge throughout the book the presumed symme-
try between Israelis and Palestinians, which is prevalent in most con-
ventional accounts of the conflict.

All too often, media accounts and academic scholarship on the
[sraeli-Palestinian conflict have fallen into a trap of false symmetry.
Typically, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is presented as an intractable
struggle between two parties over territory, identity, or security. What
this interpretation overlooks is that the present phase of the conflict
involves the Palestinians’ struggle to rid themselves of the Israeli mili-
tary occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, which has not been
benign. For Palestinians, the occupation has included, among other
things, widespread arrests, detentions, curfews, and shootings, not to
mention a maze of military laws and regulations that impose upon
all aspects of daily life.’ In spite of this, whenever there is an escala-
tion in violence, the tendency has been to label Palestinians as the
aggressors.

Such interpretations obscure the asymmetrical power relations
between Palestinians and Israeli-Jews. One of the objectives of the
simultaneous focus on the struggles of both Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women is to stress the asymmetric nature of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. This involves drawing attention to power relations,
structured inequalities, and manifold differences between and among
the Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women’s movements. More specifi-
cally, this entails pointing out how the history and politics of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict have differently situated Palestinian and
[sraeli-Jewish women in relation to gender issues, the struggle against
the occupation, and one another.

This book covers six years, from the 1987 onset of the intifada to
December 1993, including the aftermath of the September 1993 sign-
ing of the Declaration of Principles between the Israeli government
and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). Yet, many of the
questions, problems, and insights that shaped the conceptual under-
pinnings of this book have been informed, directly or indirectly, by the
cumulative effects of my life experiences in Israel and in the United
States and especially by my own political activism on the Israeli-
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Palestinian conflict and involvement in struggles for peace, justice, and
women'’s rights in the past twelve years.

Two major themes are woven throughout the book. The first in-
volves the relationship between gender issues, women’s resistance, and
the history and politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The second
involves the perspectives and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women activists. As a result, the book’s scope is not limited to
studying only the effects of the conflict on Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women. Rather, it is grounded in the contention that the very
peculiarities of gender relations both within and between Palestinian
and Israeli communities have played a major role in shaping the con-
flict. Therefore, analyses of women's complex relations with men, and
with masculinized political leaderships, and changes in prevailing con-
ceptions of masculinity, femininity, and gender relations are viewed as
crucial to the understanding of political developments such as the
mtifada, the November 1991 Madrid conference, the 1993 Declaration
of Principles, or the Cairo agreement concerning the implementation
of the Gaza and Jericho First plan, signed in 1994.

How do Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women and groups address
the connections between their struggles for gender equality and their
resistance to the I[sraeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip?
What are the changes that have taken place in dominant understand-
ings of masculinity, femininity, and gender relations in both Palestin-
ian and Israeli-Jewish communities, and how are these changes
connected, if at all, to the historical trajectory of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict? These are some of the questions I seek to illuminate through
a detailed exploration of such issues as the connections between the
violence of the conflict and the escalation in violence against women,
the relationship between militarism and sexism, the role of national-
ism in the construction of individual and collective identities, and the
prospects, pitfalls, and fragility of different forms of alliances between
Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women.

Following the introduction, the first two chapters of the book pro-
vide a broad historical and conceptual context for my exploration of
the issues, strategies, and assumptions about gender and politics that
shape the struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women as well as
the relationship between these two women’s movements. Chapter 2
consists of theoretical exploration of the complex relationships between
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feminist frameworks, women’s movements, and Middle East politics.
The notion and methods of theorizing from women’s lives and struggles
are introduced and discussed in relation to contemporary feminist de-
bates in the Middle East and more globally. In order to provide an al-
ternative account of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, we need to treat
the daily experiences and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women as a particularly important location from which theories can
emerge.

Contrary to conventional accounts of Middle East politics, which
render women and gender issues invisible or unimportant, chapter 3
focuses on the interplay between gender and the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict, surveying the implicit and explicit assumptions about masculin-
ity, femininity, and gender relations that inform the politics and
dominant interpretations of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The cen-
trality of the conflict in the daily lives of Israelis and Palestinians made
it perhaps the most significant catalyst for the consolidation of particu-
lar ideas about national identities and communities. The construction
of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish national identities, like that of any
other national identities, has been shaped by particular understandings
of gender roles and gender relations. This chapter examines the piv-
otal role of the Israeli discourse on national security and the Palestin-
ian discourse on national liberation in shaping the terrain of
understanding of both national identities and gender and setting the
boundaries for women’s resistance.

Chapter 4 outlines the history of Palestinian women’s political
mobilization from the turn of the century until the outbreak of the
intifada. It examines the implications of particular turning points in the
history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—such as the British Mandate,
the 1936-39 Palestinian revolt, the 1948 war, which ended with the
establishment of the state of Israel, and the 1967 Israeli occupation of
the West Bank and Gaza Strip—on the lives and struggles of Palestin-
ian women. Another significant turning point was the establishment
of the Palestinian women’s committees in 1978; these committees are
affiliated with the major factions of the PLO and form the backbone
of the organized Palestinian women’s movement, often referred to as
the “new” women’s movement.

Following a detailed historical overview of the emergence of a dis-
tinct Palestinian women’s movement in the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
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chapter 5 examines the political mobilization and involvement of Pal-
estinian women since the beginning of the intifada. Although the
women’s committees were already active, the uprising induced signifi-
cant changes in the scope, ideology, and strategies of women’s struggles.
The chapter pays particular attention to attempts by women to link
their struggles for gender equality with their participation in the
national struggle against the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. These connections have become more explicit with the
establishment of new women’s research, training, and counseling cen-
ters, by and for women, and with the emergence of local feminist dis-
courses. The excitement that accompanied the crystallization of a
feminist awareness within the Palestinian women’s movement was
interrupted by political developments such as the Gulf War, the Madrid
conference and more recently the Declaration of Principles. The chap-
ter examines the short- and long-term implications of these political
developments for Palestinian women'’s lives and the various strategies
they have utilized to confront these challenges.

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on the emergence and activities of the
women’s movement on the Israeli side of the Israeli-Palestinian divide.
Beginning with the founding of the Women’s Workers’ Movement, in
1911—the first example of Jewish women’s political organizing in Pal-
estine—chapter 5 examines crucial turning points in the history of Jew-
ish women activism until the intifada. These include the establishment
of the state of Israel in 1948, the 1967 and 1973 wars, and the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon in 1982, which served as a serious catalyst for the
emergence of a distinct women'’s peace movement in Israel.

Chapter 7 examines the emergence of exclusively female and
largely feminist peace groups founded during the first years of the
intifada. The analysis highlights three groups in particular: Women in
Black, the Women’s Organizations for Women Political Prisoners
(WOFPP), and Shani—Israeli Women Against the Occupation. The
issues, assumptions, and strategies particular to women peace activists
in Israel are analyzed in relation to the body of literature on women’s
peace activism in other parts of the world. The chapter also discusses
Israeli women’s attempts to articulate a feminist politics of peace, which
links sexism and militarism and uses the theme of motherhood as a pri-
mary discourse of struggle against the militarization of society and of
women’s lives. The relationship between violence on the battlefield and
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the escalation of violence against women on the homefront, as well as
different modes of women’s organizing on these issues are carefully ex-
amined in this chapter.

Chapter 8 provides an overview of numerous grassroots initiatives
designed to build bridges of trust, understanding, and collaboration
between Jewish women in Israel and Palestinian women in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. These initiatives, largely triggered by the intifada,
included demonstrations, mutual visits, dialogue groups, local and in-
ternational conferences, and collaboration on particular projects such
as those dealing with Palestinian prisoners’ conditions and family re-
unification. Feminist scholars and activists from around the world who
visited the region or read about these joint ventures in feminist
magazines, have tended to treat these coalition-building attempts
uncritically, presenting them as a proof that if Palestinian and Israeli
women are able to build alliances transcending national boundaries,
sisterhood is indeed global. Rather than idealize alliances between Pal-
estinian and Israeli-Jewish women, | examine both their potential and
pitfalls, stressing the need to recognize and confront structural differ-
ences in power and privilege that underlie the relationship between
women across the Israeli-Palestinian divide.

The prospects for a just and lasting resolution of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict remain uncertain. What is quite clear, however, is
that the contribution of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women to the
peaceful resolution of the conflict continues to be ignored. Women,
and their particular experiences and concerns, are rarely at the nego-
tiation tables. For most media analysts, policymakers, and scholars of
international politics, an international women’s peace conference, or
a joint demonstration in Jerusalem by Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women, is no more than a human interest story. This book seeks to
challenge such views. It treats the struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women against the Israeli occupation, and for their own gender
equality, as important political interventions. It further demonstrates how
crucial the relationship between gender and politics is to understanding
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the prospects for its resolution.

The lives and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women
highlight dimensions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict that often re-
main unaddressed in conventional accounts and scholarship on Middle
East politics. They also offer alternative conceptualizations of peace and
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security and a clear vision for the transformation of the Middle East
based on the principles of democracy and social justice. For peace in
the Middle East to become more than an historical document and a
famous handshake, peace initiatives must relate clearly to the lived re-
alities of people and to the struggles of social movements to transform
the region. As will become evident from both the history and contem-
porary struggles of the Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women’s move-
ments, the rich experiences and political maturity of Palestinian and
Israeli-Jewish women activists could make a real difference in the imple-
mentation of a just and lasting peace in the Middle East.



A

Feminist Theory, Gender Issues,

and Middle East Politics

< During a recent visit to Israel, in November 1993, following the sign-
ing of the Declaration of Principles between the Israeli government
and the PLO, I was asked on several occasions for my opinion on what
became known as the Oslo Accord. Given my familiarity with the cul-
tural politics of Israel, where women are rarely asked for their views
on current political events, I welcomed the opportunity to make some
observations about the accord and to raise a number of questions about
the hidden workings of gender and politics. Among the more general
points | addressed were the exclusion of women from the negotiation
table and how ironic it was that high-ranking Israeli generals, who spent
a good portion of their lives waging war, have now become the ulti-
mate voices of authority of peace while the perspectives and experi-
ence of women peace activists have been rendered trivial.

I was particularly eager to share my feminist perspective on the
Oslo Accord, because I did notice some changes in the public politi-
cal debate in Israel during that visit. For the first time it seemed that
Israeli media and public relations campaigns had been recruited to mo-
bilize support for peace rather than for war. In fact, more people than
[ had expected expressed open and unequivocal support for the agree-
ment. At the same time, | soon came to realize that many things re-
mained the same. Most men, regardless of their political positions on
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, resisted aspects of my interpretation that
addressed gender issues such as the connection between the escalation
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of the conflict and the increase in violence against women and grew
absolutely impatient when [ mentioned the word feminism. For most
of them the term is still associated with images of men-hating radical
bra-burners from the American 1960s, and their local followers, and
thus has no relevance to political discussions about war and peace.

In Israel, as in other parts of the world, the term feminism trig-
gers strong reactions from men as well as from many women with high
stature and visibility, who either honestly or strategically disassociate
themselves form feminism. Far from being popular, feminism in Israel
is not considered a legitimate framework for political analysis, especially
when the focus is on Middle East politics. Thus, even among politi-
cians and activists, there have been (and still are) women who avoid
identifying themselves or their activities as feminist. Despite unsym-
pathetic-to-hostile public reactions, and a general atmosphere of back-
lash against feminism, women in Israel and around the world have
increasingly aligned themselves with struggles for gender equality.

Feminism means different things to different people. Many pow-
erful forces and preconceived notions of feminism and of struggles for
gender equality have worked to undermine the importance of feminist
movements and their perspectives on social and political life. This
chapter explores the manifold interpretations, images, and practices
associated with women'’s struggles and with the term feminism and ex-
amines the role of gender in the making of the Oslo Accord. It also
establishes the importance of women’s struggles as a location for theo-
rizing about the relationship between gender and international poli-
tics and, more specifically, about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
prospects for its resolution.

Women’s Struggles and Feminist Theories

Women in varying sociocultural and political contexts have
worked throughout history for the right to participate fully in the so-
cial, political, and economic life of their communities. Many did not
regard themselves as feminists but the impetus for their mobilization
and actions was in many ways similar to the impulses and motivations
behind what we know as feminist struggles around the world. These
struggles have been grounded in attempts to resolve the tensions and
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contradictions between what women want to be and do and what has
been considered socially and politically acceptable, according to the
written and unwritten rules within their societies or communities.

Women'’s struggles throughout history have taken different shapes
and forms. Women have organized individually, collectively, and
often alongside men, not only around gender and women’s issues, but
also for social and political transformation. In addition to the ongoing
efforts to gain equal rights and to challenge gender discrimination,
women have been at the forefront of peace and justice movements, en-
vironmental movements, and national liberation struggles.! Feminist
theories emerged in the context of, and in direct relation to, these
multifaceted struggles.

According to Chandra Mohanty, there is “an interdependent re-
lationship between [feminist] theory, history, and struggle.”” This in-
terdependency is often reflected in the arguments and strategies of
feminists, both scholars and activists. To come to terms with various
forms of women’s resistance, we need to make explicit the assumptions
about gender, politics, and society that are central to a particular
struggle and examine them in relation to the broader historical and
sociopolitical context. A good place to start is to examine the trans-
formations in the basic assumptions that have guided feminist theory
in recent years.

Consider for example the demands of women of color, poor
women, and lesbians for space and recognition within the international
feminist movement, which came to the forefront during the United
Nations Decade for Women (1975-85). These different groups of
women called into question hegemonic understandings of feminism
based on assumptions about the universality of women’s experiences,
which took as a model the daily lives, concerns, and priorities of het-
erosexual white upper-middle class women in Europe and North
America.’ Such critical interventions by women who felt marginalized
and excluded within the movement forced many feminists to make ex-
plicit and question the basic assumptions that informed their under-
standing of feminism.

As a result, some of the taken for-granted assumptions about femi-
nism have been challenged and transformed. Feminists have begun to
recognize feminism as a contested term, whose understandings are
shaped by different struggles, contexts, and social locations. Moreover,
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feminists have come to realize that the contested terrain of feminism
is not marked only by gender lines but also by differences of race, class,
ethnicity, nationality, culture, sexual orientation, political commitment,
and theoretical framework. In other words, the prima facie assumption
that sisterhood is global, or that the shared oppression of women around
the world could provide the primary basis for solidarity among women,
has been called into question.

What is the relevance of this discussion for understanding femi-
nist projects and women’s resistance in the Middle East, particularly
in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict? To answer this ques-
tion, we should first make gender visible as an important dimension of
the conflict. At the same time, we have to carefully examine the
struggles of Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women and capture the mul-
tiplicity of voices and perspectives within both movements. Of particu-
lar interest are the issues, strategies, and assumptions used by women
to address the connections between gender and struggles against the
Israeli occupation and toward a just resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.

Making Gender Visible

Before we make gender visible in the context of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and point out how gender has and continues to sig-
nificantly shape its various manifestations, we must be clear about what
gender is. According to Jane Flax, gender is “a thought construct or
category that helps us to make sense out of particular social worlds and
histories, and . . . a social relation that enters into and partially con-
stitutes all other social relations and activities.” In many cultures and
societies, gender is often understood as interchangeable with sex, that
is, the biological differences between males and females. In Hebrew,
for instance, the terms gender and sex are indistinguishable. There is
no specific word for gender. The word min, which translates as sex, is
used to refer to both gender and sex. This conflation of “gender” with
“sex” complicates feminist attempts to draw distinctions between the
biological categories of male and female, the socially constructed no-
tions of masculinity and femininity, and political positions based on
masculinist or feminist assumptions.® Thus, many attempts by feminists
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to conceptualize gender begin with the assertion that gender does not
rest primarily on biological sex differences but rather on various inter-
pretations of behavior culturally associated with sex differences.®

The conceptualization of gender as a social, cultural, and politi-
cal aspect of human existence and behavior enables the exploration
of varieties of masculinity and femininity that are highly variable across
cultures, time, and sociopolitical contexts. This understanding of gen-
der takes into account the complex discourses, power relations, and
practices that shape and inform particular notions of femininity,
masculinity, and gender relations. In other words, taking gender seri-
ously implies asking questions about a complex ‘set of behaviors, social
norms, systems of meaning, ways of thinking, and relationships that
affect how we experience, understand, and represent ourselves as men
and women.

From this perspective, we can see that gender is a fundamental
element of social relations across cultures and time. Gender enables us
to examine not only the relations between men and women, but also
other social relations grounded in unequal relations of power and privi-
lege. My apparent privileging of gender in this book is not based on
an assumption that gender is more important than other dimensions
of identity around which social relations are structured. Rather, it pre-
sumes that “gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual, and
regional modalities of . . . identities.””

To come to terms with how gender works, both as a category of
analysis and as a relational process that shapes the character and domi-
nant representations of the I[sraeli-Palestinian conflict, let us first ex-
amine the United States sponsored peace process in the Middle East
which was launched in Spring 1991, in the aftermath of the Gulf War.
As we might expect, women and gender issues were excluded from the
negotiations preceding the signing of the agreement, a fact which has
remained for the most part unnoticed and unaddressed. What helps per-
petuate and naturalize this exclusion from dominant accounts of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is that certain understandings of masculin-
ity, femininity, and gender relations that inform these accounts remain
concealed, even when some prominent women who work in the spot-
light gain recognition.

The November 1991 Madrid conference helped turn Hanan
Mikhail-Ashrawi, the spokeswoman of the Palestinian delegation, into
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1. The Palestinian negotiating team to the Middle East peace talks, Wash-
ington, D.C., July 1993. Courtesy Shia Photo, Impact Visuals.

a media celebrity. At the same time, instead of calling attention to the
striking absence of more women at the negotiations, most accounts por-
trayed Dr. Ashrawi—who was not, in fact, present at the negotiation
table—as a major figure, highlighting her intelligence, eloquence, West-
ern dress and education.® Implicit in this representation was the assump-
tion that talented, capable, Westernized women, who understand the
political game and learn how to play it, can find a place and a voice in
the arena of international politics. What most media accounts failed
to recognize was that Hanan Ashrawi, like Zahira Kamal and Suad
Ameri, the two other women in the Palestinian delegation, earned their
places in the delegation as a result of the ongoing struggles of Pales-
tinian women throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip, especially
since the outbreak of the intifada.® The massive political mobilization
of Palestinian women and their explicit demands to take part in the
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2. The Israeli negotiating team to the Middle East peace talks, Washington,
D.C,, July 1993. Courtesy Shia Photo, Impact Visuals.

decisions that affect their lives forced the Palestinian leadership to in-
clude women in social and political institutions. Nevertheless, women’s
access to decision-making remained limited.

As Cynthia Enloe argues, “the national political arena is domi-
nated by men but allows women some select access.”!® In most cases,
women who are able to enter or manage to “invade” that arena must
be able to “successfully play at being men, or at least not shake mascu-
line presumptions.”"! Unlike other prominent women leaders such as
Margaret Thatcher, Indira Gandhi, Jeane Kirkpatrick and Golda Meir,
who had previously gained recognition in the domain of world poli-
tics, the women in the Palestinian delegation did not act or talk like
men. In fact, Hanan Ashrawi became a media celebrity, precisely be-
cause she introduced a fresh perspective and a nonmasculine voice to
the arena of international politics.
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5. Dr. Hanan Mikhail Ashrawi, former spokeswoman of the Palestinian delega-
tion to the Middle East peace talks. Courtesy Rick Reinhard, Impact Visuals.
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The popularity and success of the Palestinian spokeswoman was
no doubt the major factor that prompted the appointment of women
as spokespersons for the Syrian and Israeli delegations. Feminists, how-
ever, should celebrate these appointments with both caution and
suspicion because they may indicate nothing more substantive than
a contingent strategy of using women to sell international politics. It
is still men who almost always decide when women’s visibility or in-
visibility is likely to promote their national or international agendas.
The gendered dimension of their decision-making remains, in most
cases, concealed. As a result, the political efforts and accomplishments
of many women have been relegated to the backstage of international
politics.

Following the signing of the Oslo Accord, which led to the Sep-
tember 1993 Declaration of Principles, we had to read between the lines
of the New York Times and the Israeli press to find out that two promi-
nent Norwegian women played a pivotal role in the pre-negotiation
stage that led to the signing of the Israeli-Palestinian agreement.”” The
first woman was Marianne Heiberg, a scholar at FAFO, the Norwegian
Institute for Applied Social Science and author of a study of the liv-
ing conditions in the Occupied Territories who also happened to be
married to Johan Jorgen Holst, the Norwegian foreign minister, the per-
son who received most of the credit for mediating the Oslo Accord.
What remains largely unknown is that it was in fact Marianne Heiberg
who introduced both the foreign minister (her husband) and Terje Rod
Larsen, the executive director of FAFO (her boss), to the key people
on the Israeli side. To achieve this goal, Heiberg used her personal and
professional connections in Israel and in the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
especially her close working relationship with Professor Yair Hirschfeld,
who later became part of the Israeli team to the secret negotiations."

The second prominent woman, whose role is even less known
than Heiberg’s was Mona Yoll, top advisor to the Norwegian foreign
minister and married to FAFO’s director, Terje Rod Larsen, whose role
in orchestrating the Accord was widely recognized. There are few de-
tails about the exact role Mona Yoll played on the backstage of the
secret negotiations in Oslo, but it is clear that she was instrumental in
setting up the preliminary meetings leading to the direct secret nego-
tiations and that she was present in most meetings. Her name and po-
sition, however, have been mentioned only in relation to her husbands,
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as evidence of the close connections between FAFO and the Norwegian
government. '

The active roles of Marianne Heiberg and Mona Yoll in the pre-
negotiation stage remain the best-kept secrets in the “his-tory” of the
secret backstage negotiations that led to the Oslo Accord. The
marginalization, or rather omission, of the contributions these two
prominent women made to the peace process demonstrates how, in
many instances, it is gender which determines who would be visible
and who would remain invisible as well as whose work and services
would get credit and whose would be taken for granted. This story con-
firms Enloe’s argument that women’s work in the arena of international
politics, as in other domains, has been treated as if it were “natural”
and thus taken for granted.” This gendered division of power and labor
remains unnoticed in media coverage and “expert” analysis of the
Israeli-Falestinian conflict.

There are a few obvious reasons that may account for the omis-
sion of gender as an important dimension of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. First, according to commonsense understandings, gender is usu-
ally perceived as a synonym for women. Consequently, as are women,
gender is excluded from most discussions concerning international poli-
tics. Second, according to conventional understandings, the practice of
politics in general and of international politics in particular is associated
with experiences, behavioral norms, meanings, and ways of thinking that
are considered masculine and often negate or devalue concerns, inter-
ests, information, and meanings considered feminine.'¢

As Wendy Brown argues, “more than any other kind of human
activity, politics has historically borne an explicitly masculine identity. It
has been more exclusively limited to men than any other realm of en-
deavor and has been more intensely, self-consciously masculine than most
other social practices.”'” As a result, any attempt to ask questions about
gender in relation to international politics may appear threatening to
men in that it makes them visible as men, and holds them accountable
for the power and privilege they enjoy and take for granted. Moreover,
making gender visible is also likely to be perceived as a threat to the
social order and political status-quo locally and globally since they are
grounded in and sustained by gendered divisions of power and labor.

If, indeed as Enloe insists, “making women invisible hides the
working of both femininity and masculinity in international politics,”
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then by making men visible as men we can expose the working of mas-
culinity and femininity in world politics.”® As a place to begin, con-
sider for example the notions of masculinity, femininity, and gender
relations implicit in the speech delivered by Israeli Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin at the 1993 signing ceremony of the agreement between
the Israeli government and the PLO.

Rabin’s speech was filled with battlefield metaphors and a warrior’s
vocabulary, beginning on a personal note with an assertion that signing
the agreement was not easy for him—*a soldier in Israel’s war.”'® The
speech provides numerous examples of what Carol Cohn called “the
dominant voice of militarized masculinity and decontextualized rational-
ity.”?® The language and images invoke very specific notions of mascu-
linity and femininity: men are the fighters, the protectors who are ready
to sacrifice their lives to protect women and children while women (and
children) are the ever-present, passive victims in need of protection.’!
Images of “mothers [who] have wept for their sons,” and “our children”
and “our children’s children” have been used throughout the speech to
emphasize that the threat of “violence” and “terror” had to be met with
militaristic and masculine actions of “defense” and “sacrifice.”*

No political analyst or journalist commented on the gendered as-
pects of Rabin’s speech; they were either unable to see those aspects
or unwilling to consider them seriously. To treat gender as an impor-
tant dimension of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict requires a different
perspective on international politics, a perspective that can develop
only if we look at the world through different lenses.

Why Gender-Sensitive Lenses?

The lenses we use determine not only what we look for and are
able, or unable, to see, but also how we interpret these explorations.
Making gender visible as an important dimension of social and politi-
cal life requires gender-sensitive lenses.”’ In the context of Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, gender-sensitive lenses, unlike conventional lenses,
enable us to see how the conflict has been shaped by gendered assump-
tions, concepts, practices, and institutions.**

The gender-sensitive lenses I employ to examine the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict are broad and multidimensional. They are designed
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to capture interplays between gender and politics that transcend dis-
cussions of essential differences between women and men. Instead of
treating men and women as fixed categories grounded primarily in bio-
logical differences, this inquiry focuses on the social construction and
transformation of particular understandings of masculinity, femininity
and gender relations. Moreover, since the actual content of being a man
or a woman, and the rigidity of the categories themselves vary across
cultures and time, gender-sensitive lenses are context-specific. In other
words, they enable the exploration of changes in conceptions of mas-
culinity, femininity, and gender relations throughout history and in
various sociocultural and political contexts.

Gender-sensitive lenses allow us to see the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict both as a dynamic catalyst of and as a diversion from conflicts
around questions of identity and community within both the Palestin-
ian and the Israeli-Jewish communities. In other words, the role of gen-
der in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict extends beyond
what it means to be a man or a woman; gender plays an
important role, shaping individual and collective identities as well
as dominant interpretations of the conflict and prospects for its
resolution.

Gender, Collective Identity, and Conflict

Media accounts and “expert” intepretations of the Israeli-
Palestinian Declaration of Principles presented the handshake between
Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat
as the crossing of a significant border, both politically and psychologi-
cally. Yet, these rather simplistic interpretations reinforced the same
border they claimed to challenge: that between “us” and “them”—
[sraeli-Jews and Palestinians. The excessive (often obsessive) focus on
the actual or symbolic significance of a handshake between official rep-
resentatives of two national collectivities failed to acknowledge, and
indeed helped undermine, the ongoing struggles of women and other
progressive social movements in the Middle East within and across geo-
political borders.

Every invocation of the term we in the official text of the accord
and in the major speeches during the signing ceremony can be interpreted



Feminist Theory, Gender Issues 23

<

i

4. The famous handshake: PLO chairman Yasir Arafat and Israeli Prime
Minister Yizhak Rabin following the signing of the Declaration of Principles,
Washington, D.C., September 13, 1993. Courtesy Shia Photo, Impact Visuals.

as an attempt to draw boundaries between those who are part of the com-
munity and those who are not, while at the same time erasing, or ren-
dering invisible, boundaries within each community and bridges of
understanding and solidarity that existed between citizens of both com-
munities long before September 1993. Gender can be utilized to both
mark and erase borders within and between communities. This is par-
ticularly evident in Rabin’s speech where the word we appears more than
twenty times. He describes the Israeli-Jewish collectivity through images
that are both militaristic and masculinist:
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We, the soldiers who have returned from battles stained with
blood; we who have seen our relatives and friends killed before
our eyes; we who have attended their funerals and cannot look in
the eyes of their parents; we who have come from a land where
parents bury their children; we who fought against you, the Pal-
estinians (emphasis added).?”

Rabin then defines Israeli-Jewish collectivity as an extended family
and asserts his role as one of its patriarchs:

We have come from a people, a home, a family that has not
known a single year, nor a single month, in which mothers have not
wept for their sons. We have come to try and put an end to the
hostilities so that our children, our children’s children, will no
longer experience the painful cost of war: violence and terror. We
have come to secure their lives...(emphasis added).?

Rabin’s use of the term we is grounded in a particular understand-
ing of gender and gender relations, in which Israeli collectivity depends
upon men who are ready to fight and die on the battlefield and upon
women who fulfill their duties as “mothers of the nation,” not only as
caretakers and keepers of the homefront, but also as suppliers of chil-
dren to the nation.?” Rabin’s speech reveals his inability to imagine a
Jewish-Israeli collectivity that does not depend on the persistence of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and on the preservation of traditional
conceptions of masculinity, femininity, and gender relations.

Gender-sensitive lenses may-illuminate the processes and prac-
tices that enabled governments in the Middle East to use the Arab-
[sraeli conflict, especially its Israeli-Palestinian dimension, to justify
both the neglect and marginalization of other social issues and dis-
criminatory state policies against disenfranchised groups such as
women and minorities. In addition, these lenses will help us focus
our attention on attempts by individuals and groups to address the
interplays between gender and politics and transform dominant con-
ceptions of masculinity, femininity, and gender relations by introduc-
ing alternative possibilities and practices. A close look at the lives
and struggles of women activists on both sides of Palestinian-Israeli
divide is necessary in order to come to terms with the role of gender
in shaping and transforming conventional understandings of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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Theorizing from Women’s Struggles?®

The perspectives of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women on gen-
der relations and on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the struggles
they have waged on these issues are informed by certain assumptions
about gender and politics. These perspectives evolve and tend to change
over time in relation to women’s daily experiences and struggles, par-
ticular problems that confront them, and the broader sociocultural and
political context that shapes their priorities. They provide women with
a sense of direction and purpose as well as with general frameworks and
theories of struggle that enable them to make sense of and cope with
challenges they face in their daily lives.?®

One major objective of this book is not only to make explicit the
frameworks and strategies that underlie the struggles of Palestinian and
Israeli women but also to demonstrate their relevance and contribu-
tion to the development of feminist theory, research, and practice and
more particularly, to the exploration of women’s struggles in other parts
of the world. Instead of introducing one particular theoretical frame-
work to be later applied to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, I treat the
daily experiences and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli women activ-
ists as locations where theorizing takes place. In other words, Palestin-
ian and Israeli women activists are treated as social and political
theorists.

To write about women activists as theorists is to de-marginalize
their experiences and to stress their political agency. But it is also to
recognize that agency is shaped by a particular context of power rela-
tions. It requires us not only to record women’s voices or perspectives,
but also to establish their authority and expertise in a domain of en-
gagement—the political arena—and on a particular topic—the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict—from which women’s perspectives and gender
issues have been previously excluded.

In the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, theorizing from
women’s struggles is an attempt to elicit alternative interpretations of
the conflict. According to Chandra Mohanty, such a project entails “the
very practice of remembering against the grain of ‘public’ or hegemonic
history, [and] of locating the silences and the struggle to assert knowl-
edge which is outside the parameters of the dominant.”*’ Particularly
relevant to this discussion is a new genre of feminist scholarship that
views women’s life experiences and struggles as valuable locations from
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which critical analyses and theorizing about and for women should
begin.*

Whether we are aware of it or not, theorizing is part of our daily
lives; we ask questions, make assumptions, gather relevant information,
and draw conclusions. Theorizing about daily experiences and struggles
has been an integral part of the emergence and development of social
movements in general and women’s movements in particular. The as-
sumptions, issues, and strategies that inform a particular struggle con-
stitute a theoretical framework; they are the lenses through which we
interpret the world. Contrary to common views, the crystallization of
theories does not occur only in academic settings. There are theories
which evolve in direct relation to particular struggles.

Feminist theories, for example, emerged in the context of women’s
struggles around the world while Marxist theories have their ground-
ing in the rich histories of labor movements. These theories, however,
like the movements that inspired them, should be discussed in rela-
tion to a particular sociocultural and political context. That is, the
struggles of women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and in Israel need
to be explored, on cne hand, in relation to feminist theorizing and
women’s struggles worldwide, and on the other, in relation to Middle
East politics and to women’s political activism throughout the region.

Women’s Struggles and Middle East Politics

Recent scholarship on women in the Middle East, including biog-
raphies, oral histories, testimonies, poetry, and research, highlights pre-
viously unknown accounts of women’s lives and struggles in the region.’!
These accounts point out that women in the Middle East have raised
the issues of women’s rights and gender inequalities since the turn of the
century through the publication of books and the establishment of maga-
zines and special forums explicitly advocating the improvement of
women’s lives.”” This growing body of literature by and about women in
the Middle East calls attention to the range of activities and multiplic-
ity of voices and perspectives among women in the region.

Middle East “experts,” however, often fail to display this diver-
sity and instead tend to reinforce stereotypical images. As Orayb Najjar
asserts “somewhere out there in the land of Middle East Studies live
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‘Arab-Muslim-Middle-Eastern women’. As a Muslim Arab who has
lived in the Middle East, I do not know the women about whom most
Middle East ‘experts’ write.”” To challenge the stereotypical depictions
of Middle Eastern women, Najjar makes an effort to include in her book
“women of different ages who have lived through various periods of
Palestinian history (British, Jordanian, Israeli, and intifada) and women
with different kinds of experiences and educational levels . . . illiterate
women, educated women, some who are deeply involved in the struggle
against the Israeli occupation, as well as others who are merely strug-
gling to get by or get an education.”*

Another example of a project that challenges the stereotypical
depictions of Middle Eastern women is Arlene Elowe Macleod’s detailed
exploration of the practice of veiling among lower-middle-class women
in Cairo.”» MacLeod notes that “the veil has been an obsession of West-
ern writers from early travelogues to more recent television docudramas,
serving as the symbol par excellence of women as oppressed in the
Middle East, an image that ignores indigenous cultural constructions
of the veil’s meanings and reduces a complex and everchanging sym-
bolism into an ahistorical reification.”® To counter this image, MacLeod
shows how the meaning of any act of veiling depends upon its con-
text. There is no single reason why women veil, and in some cases
women may veil as a sign if their own agency.”’

The stereotypical image of Middle Eastern women as veiled, voice-
less, and powerless victims contributes to the backlash against women’s
movements and feminist projects in the Middle East; it renders invis-
ible more than a century of women'’s struggles in the region and silences
the multiple voices and perspectives on gender, culture, and politics
that have been articulated by these women. Consider for example a
recent front-page article in the New York Times titled “Fundamental-
ists Impose Culture on Egypt,” which was accompanied by a photo of
veiled Egyptian women and girls.”® The article itself did not only fail
to discuss the relationship between gender, Islam, Egyptian politics, and
international politics, it failed altogether to mention women. Yet, the
visual message was clear and explicit: women were the victims of a re-
lentless fundamentalist campaign and the traditional Islamic dress
served as a symbol of the “strict Islamic culture” they seek to impose.”

Such images of Middle Eastern women are often contrasted with
those of liberated Western women. This juxtaposition rests on a
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notion of essential differences between women in the Middle East and
women in Europe and North America on one hand and on the era-
sure of difference within each group of women on the other, a point of
view that has come to be known and criticized as “orientalism.”® In
addition to rendering women powerless and voiceless, and erasing
diversity, orientalist representations contribute to the backlash against
Western women by creating the illusion that gender equality and
women’s liberation have already been achieved in Western countries.

The stereotypical depictions of Middle Eastern women have
served another purpose. The reinforced otherness of Middle Eastern
women has also served as pretext or justification for Western interven-
tion in the Middle East. During the Iranian revolution of 1979, the
Western media utilized images of veiled Iranian women in order to
mobilize public opinion in the United States and in Europe in support
of continued U.S. intervention in Iranian politics as well as in other
parts of the region. The veil was invoked as a symbol of Islamic re-
pression, a supposition that ignores the fact that many highly educated
women took up the veil voluntarily, as a symbol of struggle and of their
opposition to the Shah # According to Cynthia Enloe, a similar subtext
was used during the Gulf crisis and war: “by contrasting the allegedly
liberated US woman tank mechanic with the Saudi woman deprived
of a driver’s license, U.S. reporters are implying that the United States
is the advanced civilized country whose duty is to take the lead in re-
solving the Persian Gulf crisis.”*

A critical examination of stereotypical depictions of Middle East-
ern women and the political ends they have served must be an inte-
gral part of any discussion of feminist projects and women'’s resistance
in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. One way of doing this
is by providing detailed accounts of particular women’s struggles in the
region and by highlighting the differences that exist among Middle
Eastern women. In addition, we must examine the different discourses
about gender equality and women’s liberation that have informed
women’s resistance in the Middle East in relation to feminist theories
and discourses about gender, politics, and society in other contexts. As
Deniz Kandiyoti points out, women’s struggles and feminist projects in
the region ought to be treated as “both intensely local, grappling with
their own histories and specificities, and international, in that they have
been in dialogue, both collaborative and adversarial, with broader cur-
rents of thought and activism.”
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Scholarly work on women’s resistance, gender issues, and femi-
nism in the Middle East reflects multiple perspectives and different
emphases. Recent writings have focused primarily on women activists
themselves, stressing their political agency and challenging their pas-
sive portrayals.** Representative of this genre is Badran’s and Cooke’s
recent anthology, documenting a century of Arab feminist writing. They
employ a working definition of feminism that “involves one or more
of the following: an awareness by women that as women they are sys-
tematically placed in a disadvantaged position; some form of rejection
of enforced behaviors and thought; and attempts to interpret their own
experiences and then to improve their position or lives as women.”#
Based on this broad definition, they classify writings by Arab women
to these three rubrics: Awareness, Rejection, and Activism.*

Another trend has been to explore the evolution of women’s resis-
tance through time and in relation to the changing sociopolitical condi-
tions in the region, that is, to rewrite the history of the region based on
women’s perspectives and experiences.*” More recently women's lives and
struggles in the Middle East have been examined in relation to a variety
of social issues, institutions, and movements. This perspective is reflected
in the outpouring of literature on such issues as the relationship between
gender issues and nationalism, Islam, development or democracy.®

These approaches to the study of women in the Middle East are
not mutually exclusive but rather complimentary. Each approach reflects
a crucial dimension of women’s struggles. Yet, taken separately, they are
often unable to capture tensions and complexity or reflect the multiplicity
of voices among women. Since women are not a monolithic group, any
single framework will not be sufficient to capture the complexity and
the different dimensions and particularities of their struggles. In other
words, we need to move beyond typologies and into the complex realms
and locations where women actually make history and theory.*

Conceptual frameworks that seek to account for the relationship
between gender and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
to theorize about women's resistance in this context cannot emerge in
academic settings and then be applied to case studies dealing with the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Theorizing on these issues has to emerge
from the complex and multidimensional daily struggles of Palestinian
and Israeli women whose lives have been entangled in the conflict and
whose stories and attempts to draw connections between gender and
politics have been largely ignored in conventional accounts.
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Nationalisms, Gender, and the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

% Picture an op-ed piece titled “Gender and the Israeli-Palestinian
Conflict,” in the Sunday edition of the New York Times or a special
edition of CNN'’s World News featuring interviews with Palestinian and
Israeli women activists on the gendered dimensions of the September
1993 Declaration of Principles and its implications for women’s lives
and struggles in the region. These would be hard to imagine because
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is analyzed and discussed as if it were
ungendered. The fact that the conflict is distinctly shaped by and has
significantly shaped gender relations and certain understandings of femi-
ninity and masculinity has not been an issue for serious political con-
cern. It is the aim of this chapter to show that this view is mistaken.

Gender, like other such structures of social identity as culture,
race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and nationality, shapes who we are, what
we have, and how we make sense of the social and political world. Tak-
ing gender seriously, therefore, involves asking questions about the so-
cial construction of individual and collective identities as well as about
daily practices that reflect often taken-for-granted distinctions between
what it means to be a man or a woman.

In the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict taking gender se-
riously involves addressing such questions as how are particular under-
standings of masculinity, femininity, and gender relations shaped and
transformed in relation to the historical trajectory of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict? What sort of transformations in assumptions about
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gender identities and relationships between women and men may con-
tribute to the peaceful resolution of the conflict’” And what have been
the contributions of the Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women’s move-
ments to this process! These questions necessitate a critical discussion
about the modalities of masculinity and femininity that underlie domi-
nant practices and interpretations of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and
more broadly, about the role of gender in both the construction and
the consolidation of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish national identities.

Gender and the Boundaries of Nationalism

It would be an understatement to say that the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict has shaped the lives of at least three generations of Israelis and
Palestinians. The Arab-Israeli conflict, particularly its Israeli-Palestinian
dimension, has played a central role not only in the daily lives of people
throughout the Middle East but also in the lives of Palestinians and
Jews living outside the physical land of Israel and the Occupied Terri-
tories, many of whom see their existence as inseparable from political
developments in the region. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has served
both as the catalyst and the touchstone for the consolidation of par-
ticular notions of national “imagined community” for Palestinians and
for Israeli-Jews respectively.!

For Palestinians, the imagined community came to be seen as a
future sovereign Palestinian state. Apart from differences concerning
the territorial boundaries and the political and social character of their
future state, there is a broad consensus among Palestinians that the prin-
ciples of national self-determination and territorial sovereignty are in-
separable and crucial to the survival of the Palestinian people. A
consensus around the same principles has served as the basis for the
[sraeli-Jewish imagined community. Yet, while Jews realized their dream
and established a Jewish state, this has come at the expense of Pales-
tinians, whose desire to fuse national self-determination with territo-
rial sovereignty remains unfulfilled. This turn of events has in many
ways formed the basis for the present conflict.

The insistence on the inseparability of national self-determination
and territorial sovereignty has reinforced a sharp distinction between
“us” and “them” that has its origins in the early conflicts between
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Zionist settlers and the indigenous Palestinians population and has been
reinforced by the efficacy of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The cen-
trality of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the daily lives and practices
of Israelis and Palestinians since that time has helped generate the an-
swers to the question “who we are,” that played such an important role
in shaping Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish collectivities.

One set of answers to this question that has its origins in the rigid
distinction between “us” and “them” has structured the relationship
between Palestinians and Israeli-Jews. But an overemphasis on this dis-
tinction often overlooks differences within each community and thus
other possible answers to the question “who are we.” Just as Palestin-
ians and Israeli-Jews have articulated different, and often competing
answers to this question, there have been multiple answers within each
national collectivity. These answers always involve, explicitly or im-
plicitly, particular assumptions about masculinity, femininity, and gender
relations.

Deniz Kandiyoti points out that these answers “are not given, but
fought over and contested by political actors whose definitions of who
and what constitutes that nation have a crucial bearing on notions of
national unity and alternative claims to sovereignty as well as on the
sorts of gender relations that should inform the nationalist project.™
Competing definitions of who and what constitutes the imagined com-
munity often reflect differences in social location, experience, and
power. In other words, as Cynthia Enloe points out “women and
men . . . struggle with each other over whose experiences—of humili-
ation, of insecurity, of solidarity—will define the community in its new
national manifestation.”?

At times, women win small victories but, for the most part, it is
men who set the agenda of nationalist projects. This is not always clear
from the outset because nationalism in its different forms offers a vision
that speaks to women by providing them with a community in which
they can be members and with incentives to become political actors.
According to Enloe, “national consciousness has induced many women
to feel confident enough to take part in public organizing and public
debate,” because more than other ideologies, nationalism “has a vision
that includes women.”* '

The problem, however, is that, women often do not have a say
in determining the terms of their inclusion in nationalist projects,
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especially when they unfold in a militarized context like that of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In highly militarized societies, women'’s par-
ticipation in and contribution to their national collectivities often re-
sult in the militarization of their lives both as individuals and as
members of the community. The following examples demonstrate how
national movements have been able to mobilize women’s identities, so-
cial roles, and bodies by militarizing particular notions of femininity
on the one hand and by reinforcing the power and privilege of a mili-
tarized masculinity on the other.

In the early 1950s, Israel’s first prime minister David Ben-Gurion,
turned the issue of women’s fertility into a national priority, arguing
that “increasing the Jewish birthrate is a vital need for the existence
of Israel, and [that] a Jewish woman who does not bring at least four
children into the world is defrauding the Jewish mission.” Based on
these convictions, Ben-Gurion initiated a special state fund designed
to pass out symbolic money rewards to “heroine mothers”—women who
had ten children or more.®

In the 1980s, this “necessity” was once again invoked to fit the
political agenda of the time. The newly formed “Efrat Committee for
the Encouragement of Higher Birth Rates” linked the public debate
on abortion at the time to the widely disseminated worry among Is-
raelis that Israel’s survival depended on its victory over Palestinians in
what they saw as a demographic war. Utilizing the rhetoric of religious
anti-abortion groups and the memory of the Holocaust, the Efrat Com-
mittee called upon Jewish women to fulfill their national duty by bear-
ing more children to replace the Jewish children killed by the Nazis
during the Holocaust. In addition, then advisor to the minister of
health, Haim Sadan, proposed to force every Jewish woman consider-
ing an abortion to watch a slide show that included along with gro-
tesque slides of dead fetuses in rubbish bins, pictures of dead Jewish
children in the Nazi concentration camps.” This proposal was narrowly
defeated, but its message was clear: abortion was an act of national trea-
son while bearing more children turned Israeli-Jewish mothers into na-
tional heroines.

Attempts to promote the virtues of heroine mothers have been
prevalent in many national movements because along with praising
women’s participation in the national struggle, they reinforce a certain
understanding of femininity and womanhood grounded in women'’s
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5. A Palestinian woman trying to prevent Israeli soldiers from arresting her
son, Occupied East Jerusalem, 1989. Courtesy John Toradi, Impact Visuals.

reproductive role and nurturing capabilities. In the Palestinian context,
for example, the tendency to depict women as “mothers of the nation,”
which gained particular importance during the first three years of the
intifada, embodied both the steadfastness and cultural continuity asso-
ciated with Palestinian national liberation and the warmth, care, and
compassion associated with womanhood. As Nahla Abdo points out
“the construction of motherhood equals nationhood within the Pales-
tinian context emerged as an expression of Palestinian lived reality.
Expulsion from the homeland and refugeeism in foreign territories pro-
vided the impetus for the mother-nation relationship.”®

Despite significant differences in context, women in both the Pal-
estinian and Israeli cases were encouraged to participate in nationalist
projects but were publicly praised only when they participated as
women. In other words, to fulfill their national duty women had to ac-
cept primary responsibility for reproduction and cultural transmission
of their respective communities. The “mothers of the nation” have
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nonetheless often been relegated to the margins of their collectivities.
Despite this, the intensity of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its cen-
trality in people’s everyday lives have naturalized the tendency to over-
look differences within one’s imagined community, particularly the
narrow roles allotted to women, and tamed, until recently, possible re-
sistance on the part of women.

National Security and National Liberation

The intensity of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its significant
military component over the years has contributed to the consolida-
tion of Israeli-Jewish collectivity through an emphasis on its national
security. For Palestinians, on the other hand, national liberation has
emerged as the most important focus of their collective identity, espe-
cially following the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip
in 1967 and the emergence of the PLO as a vehicle of national aspira-
tions. Within the Israeli-Jewish society, the constant invocations of
Israel’s security concerns has helped reinforce an overt and covert mili-
tarization of peoples’ lives. For Palestinians, on the other hand, the cen-
trality of the conflict has manifested itself in the privileging of national
liberation not only as the primary ideology of struggle against Israeli
occupation but also as a principle discourse that shapes certain ideas
and ways of thinking about Palestinian identity and community.

National security and national liberation discourses are similar in
that they view the potency and unity of the nation as superior to is-
sues raised by private citizens and various social groups within that na-
tion. As a result of the primary emphases on national security and
national liberation respectively, different social and economic problems
within both communities have been rendered less important and thus
put on the backburners until the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would be
resolved.

Still, the differences between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian
nationalisms, which are often overlooked, are far greater than the simi-
larities. They are based on fundamental differences in the history and
social context of the two national movements, and most particularly,
in the striking disparities of power and privilege between them. On the
one hand is the difference between institutionalized state nationalism
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6. An occasional “encounter” between Israeli and Palestinian men: Israeli
soldiers round up Palestinian men, Occupied East Jerusalem, March 1991.
Courtesy Francisco Conde, Impact Visuals.

and the nationalism of a liberation movement, and on the other the
disparities in power relations between an occupying state and a popu-
lation struggling to rid itself of that state’s rule.” The distinction
between Israel’s discourse of national security and Palestinian discourses
of national liberation are both theoretically necessary and politically
important.

As has been suggested throughout this discussion, the discourses
of national security and national liberation, like most nationalist dis-
courses, involve explicit or implicit assumptions about masculinity,
femininity, and gender relations. For example, both discourses affirm
the centrality of territorial sovereignty for the preservation of their
national collectivities. Consequently, men in both communities are
socialized to be the protectors and liberators of their nations—that is,
to seek to either maintain control or gain control over land. Women,
on the other hand, are cast as those whose role is to reproduce the
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nation and are, therefore, in need of protection. This gendered division
of labor and power reinforces the tendency to represent the nation and
its territory as a woman to be protected, or in some cases occupied. Rep-
resentations of nation-as-woman are common in almost all nationalist
discourses and are quite often highly sexualized: “whenever the power
of the nation is invoked—whether it be in the media, in scholarly texts,
or in every day conversation—we are more likely than not to find it
couched as a love of country: an eroticized nationalism.”'°

A careful examination of the Hebrew language and of a number of
taken-for-granted practices easily demonstrates how central the theme
of nation-as-woman has been to the construction of Israeli-Jewish
nationalism. The Hebrew word kibush, which is the most commonly used
term for the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, is also
used to describe conquest either of a military target or of a woman’s heart.
This conflation of women and military targets is not merely linguistic; it
informs numerous practices in Israeli society, most particularly in the mili-
tary. During military training exercises, for example, strategic targets are
often named after significant women in the soldiers’ lives. This common
practice implies that wornen, like military targets, must be protected so
that they will not be conquered or controlled by the enemy.

Interpretations and appropriations of the relationship between
women and their national collectivities vary across sociocultural con-
texts. These interpretations are not stable but rather change over time
and in relation to broader political developments. The intifada, for
example, gave rise to dramatic transformations in conventional notions
of femininity, masculinity and gender relations in Palestinian society.
The massive political mobilization of women in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip called into question passive images of women as dutiful,
daughterly, maternal, and chaste.

The new political reality created an atmosphere in which some
prevailing attitudes about the sanctity of the woman’s body became the
topics of public discussions and contestation.!! Nahla Abdo, for ex-
ample, writes about Um al-Asirah, the mother of a Palestinian woman
imprisoned during the intifada, who was one of the keynote speakers
at the 1990 annual convention of the Union of Palestinian Women’s
Associations in North America (UPWA).!? Taking pride in her
daughter’s imprisonment, Um al-Asirah asserted that even if her daugh-
ter will be sexually harassed or raped in jail, this will not deter her or
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any other Palestinian woman from political activism.” In addition,
Abdo describes other significant changes such as public discussions on
the subject of political rape that took place in a number of villages,
stressing the fact that women raped or sexually assaulted by Israeli
soldiers and police were not considered outcasts any more.'4

Changes in social attitudes towards political rape within Palestin-
ian society were triggered and facilitated by the dynamic nationalism the
intifada sparked. As mentioned, issues such as sexual abuse and rape of
Palestinian women prisoners in Israeli jails, which were rarely discussed
in public prior to the intifada because they were considered socially taboo,
were being discussed in the open during the first three years of the up-
rising. In order to encourage Palestinian women to remain politically ac-
tive at the forefront of the intifada, it was necessary to treat sexual assault
and rape as no different than other forms of torture.

Despite the undeniable change in social attitudes toward Pales-
tinian women prisoners, women'’s bodies remain central to the Pales-
tinian national project. The treatment of Palestinian women'’s prisoners
who survived rape and sexual violence in the Israeli jails as national
heroines instead of as outcasts, does not challenge but rather helps re-
inforce the centrality of women’s bodies in Palestinian national dis-
course. The nation is still depicted as a woman’s body whose violation
by the enemy forces its men to rush to her defense.

Palestinian women’s identities and bodies have in fact become the
battlefields for both types of nationalisms: Israeli national security on
one hand and Palestinian national liberation on the other. Palestin-
ian women embodied Palestine not only for Palestinians but also for
their Israeli occupiers.”” The Israeli military has used the discourse of
national security to justify the massive arrests of Palestinian women and
their forceful interrogation. Threats and actual sexual assaults were used
during interrogations to pressure women to get incriminating evidence
against family members and force the families to turn Palestinian fugi-
tives to the Israeli authorities, as well as to deter women from resisting
the occupation. To counter such practices and fight back, proud Pales-
tinian nationalists, men and women, have sent a loud and clear mes-
sage to the Israeli occupation authorities that is best summed up in Um
al-Asirah’s assertion: “I know that my daughter might be sexually
harassed or even raped, but your threats will not deter her or other
women from political activism.”
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Gender and National Security

Marcia Freedman, perhaps the first outspoken feminist in the
Israeli Parliament (Knesset), describes Israel as “a country where the
liberation of women . . . [is] seen as a threat to national security.”!? Ac-
cording to Freedman, this perception is a clear indication of the spe-
cial role of gender within the social and political fabric of Israeli society,
as well as of the centrality of national security to defining the contours
of Israeli-Jewish collective identity. In Israel, national security is the
principle discourse to which political discussion and practice must re-
fer in order to be taken seriously. However, there is no given or objec-
tive definition of security in any society, including Israel; its meanings
depend first and foremost on how a nation defines itself because this
definition often shapes the understandings of security.!®

The processes and practices that gave rise to the dominant inter-
pretations of “national security” in Israel, and to the centrality of this
discourse, are complex and have changed over time. Nevertheless, these
interpretations have always been gendered. In the name of national
security, certain meanings of masculinity and femininity have been de-
ployed to consolidate the Israeli-Jewish state and society. Political prac-
tices and rhetoric that stressed the need to create a united front against
the enemy have reinforced the central role of national security discourse
in shaping Israeli’s understandings of identity and community.

Through consistent references to the survival of Israel and of the
Jewish people as a whole, particular conceptions of national security
have become hegemonic in Israel. Drawn from different strands of
Zionist ideology and selective interpretations of Jewish history and the
Arab-Israeli conflict, these conceptions rest on particular assumptions
about masculinity, femininity, and gender relations. The construction
of an Israeli nationality has been significantly shaped by the assertion
of an aggressive and highly militarized masculinity, justified by the need
to end a history of weakness and suffering. Images of Israeli-Jewish men
who are exceedingly masculine—that is, pragmatic, protective, asser-
tive and emotionally tough—have been contrasted with a fairly tradi-
tional notion of femininity on the one hand, and with images of the
helpless and powerless Jew in the diaspora on the other.

The practice of calling those born in Israel sabras stands as an ex-
emplary metaphor for this reassertion of masculinity. Named after the



Nationalisms, Gender 41

indigenous cactus fruit, which is tough and prickly on the outside and
soft and sweet on the inside, the sabra motif has played an important
role in the socialization of a new generation of Jewish men born in [s-
rael. These “new” men have been portrayed as the antithesis of the
weak, persecuted Jews, most commonly associated with the collective
traumatic memories of the Holocaust."

In addition to the negative juxtaposition of the Israeli-born Jew
with women and with Jews in the diaspora, the sabra has been contrasted
with images of the so-called enemy. These various juxtapositions resemble
the general pattern of self-other cartographies of identity. In this particular
context, the “self,” represented by the sabra image, marks the center of
Israeli collectivity, while the “other,” or more correctly the “others,” serve
as its contrasts. In other words, Jews who were not born in Israel or do
not live there, women, and Arabs (especially Palestinians)—all charac-
terized as non-masculine—are presented as potential threats to the sabra’s
identity. Against this background, the sabra man is encouraged to come
to terms with and assert his masculine identity. And, the primary respon-
sibility for the construction and validation of Israeli men’s identities lies
in the hands of the Israeli military.

Gender and the Militarization of People’s Lives

Perhaps the most significant implication of the centrality of na-
tional security within Israeli society is that the army has become the
most important institution in Israeli society; the gradual militarization
of people’s lives has followed closely behind. According to Enloe, the
process of militarization which is always gendered, intensifies “when a
community’s politicized sense of its own identity becomes threaded
through with pressures for its men to take up arms, [and] for its women
to loyally support brothers, husbands, sons and lovers to become sol-
diers.”® Yet Enloe insists that “militarization is a process that is not
geared with natural inclinations and easy choices. It usually involves
confusion and mixed messages. On one hand, it requires the partici-
pation of women as well as men. On the other hand, itis a social con-
struction that usually privileges masculinity.””!

This privileging of masculinity is quite evident in Israel. To be a
man implies first and foremost being a soldier. Israeli-Jewish men are
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7. A cactus, the symbol of the [sraeli Sabra who is characterized as tough on
the outside and tender on the inside. From “Tough and Tender,” an art in-
stallation by Gabi Gofbarg. Courtesy Gabi Gofbarg, 1992.
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The native-born Israeli has been given the sobriquet “sabra,”
after the wild cactus which flourishes in the arid soil of Is-
tael. The fruit of this plant is prickly on the outside and soft
on the inside. This implies that our sabras are tough, brus-
que, inaccessible, and yet surprisingly gentle and sweet with-
in. The nickname is given affectionately and is borne with
pride by our young, who enjoy the reputation that they can-
not be “savored” from outward appearances.

“But you don’t look Jewish!” is the dubious compliment
a young Israeli usually receives when he goes abroad. The
sabra is generally a head taller than his father, often blond
and freckled, often blue-eyed and snub-nosed. He is cocky,
robustly built, and likes to walk in open sandals in a free-
swinging, lazy slouch. He speaks Hebrew either in a rapid-

8. The Israeli Sabra. From “Tough and Tender,” an art installation by Gabi
Gofbarg. Courtesy Gabi Gofbarg, 1992.
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required to complete a three-year mandatory military service; after that
they serve in the reserves and complete at least one month of military
service a year until they are fifty-five years old. Military service consti-
tutes a necessary rite-of-passage, for a man to earn his place in Israeli
society and to be considered a loyal citizen. As was mentioned earlier,
the militarized masculinity of Israeli-Jewish men is associated with per-
sonal qualities such as pragmatism, assertiveness, emotional toughness,
and readiness to sacrifice one’s life for the homeland. This notion of mas-
culinity has been shaped and reinforced by the constant background of
the Arab-Israeli conflict. In this context, the exploration of alternative,
non-militarized forms of masculinity, which very few Israeli-Jewish men
explicitly undertake, is often perceived as an act of national treason.

While Israeli-Jewish men learn to fight and protect, women are so-
cialized to be caretakers on one hand and deferential and in need of pro-
tection on the other. The intensity of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has
contributed to the fact that Israeli women’s identities are often defined
in relation to significant men in their lives. As former member of parlia-
ment Geula Cohen, founder of the extremist right-wing Tehiya party,
asserted “the Israeli woman is a wife and a mother in Israel, and there-
fore it is her nature to be a soldier, a wife of a soldier, a sister of a soldier.
This is her reserve duty. She is continually in military service” (empha-
sis added).?? The militarization of women’s roles in Israel implies that
women who do not comply with their assigned duties are viewed not
only as rejecting their personal responsibilities but, even worse, as refus-
ing to contribute their share as members of the Israeli collectivity.

In addition to their socially-assigned responsibilities as keepers of
the homefront, Israeli-Jewish women have to serve in the military. Israel
was the first, and is still one of the few states in which women are
recruited to serve in the army through a national recruitment law.”
This law fueled a prevailing myth regarding gender equality in Israel.
Images of attractive, exotic, young Israeli women in military uniform
with machine guns slung over their shoulders have been systematically
deployed in Israeli public relations campaigns to emphasize the seri-
ousness of the continual threat to Israel’s national security and the ex-
tent to which the nation is prepared to sacrifice to meet this threat.
Although within Israeli society the separation of masculine and femi-
nine domains has preserved men’s roles as protectors and women’s as
needing protection, to the world, the state of Israel has portrayed the
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9. An Israeli woman soldier posing for a photo taken by foreign reporters.
Women’s Training Camp, Israel, April 1991. Courtesy Henrik Saxgren/2 maj,
Impact Visuals.

seriousness of the conflict by emphasizing that even women are fighting.
Contrary to liberal feminist interpretations, the recruitment of Israeli
women into the military has not been presented as a principle grounded
in a struggle for gender equality, but rather as an inevitable necessity.

In sharp contrast to the popular image of the Israeli woman sol-
dier, official accounts reveal that at least seventy percent of the Israeli
women who serve in the military are trained to occupy traditional
women’s roles. Most spend their two-year service as clerk-typists, fold-
ing parachutes, working in base kitchens, or serving entertainment
troops. The remainder are loaned out to various government ministries
to cover shortages; they work as teachers, policewomen, nurse’s aides,
and so forth.* The military’s practice of loaning women to civil ser-
vice institutions blurs the distinctions between battlefield and
homefront and reinforces the centrality of the Israeli military in all
spheres of Israeli society.
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Women serving in the Israeli military belong to the Women’s Corps,
which is known in Hebrew as chail nashim but usually referred to in its
abbreviated version, chen, which translates literally as charm and grace.
This is not merely a linguistic coincidence. In fact, during their basic
military training, women are coached to emphasize their femininity and
neat appearance; they even receive cosmetic guidance as part of their
official basic training. Through an emphasis on national security and total
social mobilization, the Israeli military has been implementing explic-
itly sexist policies toward women. Women in the military are expected
to raise the morale of male soldiers and make the army a home away
from home. This gendered division of labor and power was institution-
alized in February 1981, when the Israeli military attorney general ruled
that coffee making and floor washing are within the legitimate duties of
military secretaries, the majority of whom happen to be women.?

The Israeli military should be seen as another site within Israeli
society—albeit an exceedingly important one—where Israeli-Jewish
women are expected to perform traditional feminine roles and duties;
the only difference is that they do so in military uniform. Moreover,
the patriotic rhetcric that has been deployed to obscure the daily re-
alities of women in the Israeli military makes women’s protest against
their assigned roles in the army almost impossible. Any sign of resis-
tance is likely to be interpreted as a woman’s refusal to contribute her
share to the most sacred institution in Israel, the military. Military ser-
vice is the key to first-class citizenship in Israel, and obeying orders is
the key to being a good soldier; to demonstrate their loyalty and fulfill
their duties both as citizens and as soldiers, Israeli women must com-
ply with the gendered division of labor and power and with the sexist
practices that characterize the Israeli army.

Aside from gender inequalities, the Israeli military has reinforced
class, ethnic, and racial inequalities as well. Although it was supposed
to be a melting pot designed to transform people of various Jewish ori-
gins and different cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds into the
desired model of the new Israeli citizen, its policies and practices have
not only mirrored but have also restored existing differences and struc-
tured inequalities within Israeli society. As Nira Yuval-Davis points out,
the Israeli military “is far from being the perfect ‘melting pot’ which
Ben-Gurion dreamt it would be. Class and cultural distinction are well
reflected within the internal stratification of the army.”? For example,
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Jewish women who come from families with Middle East origins
(known as Sephardic or Mizrachi) have had quite a different relation-
ship to the military than have either their male counterparts or women
who come from families with European and North American origins
(known as Ashkenazi). The different treatment of these two groups has
been particularly evident in the criteria used by the Israeli military to
excuse people from military duty.

Despite the mandatory recruitment law, only sixty-five percent of
[sraeli-Jewish women serve in the military. Twenty-five percent opt out
on religious grounds, and the remainder includes women the army labels
qualitatively unsuitable; that is, women who do not meet the minimum
requirements for military service: physical fitness, a sound knowledge
of Hebrew, a minimum level of education, and a certain level of per-
formance on psychotechnic tests.?” Another category of women released
from mandatory military service includes married and pregnant women
or women with children. These women are released even if they are
in the middle of their service. Apart from a small, extremely religious
group of Ashkenazi women, the majority of women not recruited into
the Israeli military come from families with Middle Eastern origins and
low socioeconomic status. The army justifies these selective exemptions
by pointing out that it has no need for soldiers under a certain educa-
tional level. Yet men with similar backgrounds are recruited into the
military and often provided with educational opportunities and spe-
cial training.

In sum, the Israeli army has played a chief role in upholding the
centrality of national security in Israel and a gendered division of power
and labor. In addition, the army has maintained and often reinforced
a myriad of other structured inequalities within Israeli society.

Gender and National Liberation

Masculine and feminine gender identities and normalized gender
roles may become temporarily or permanently unsettled during such
periods of change and transformation as in the course of national lib-
eration struggles. This fluidity has been evident in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, particularly since the outbreak of the intifada. One such
indication is the fact that Palestinian women’s participation in street
demonstrations, confrontations with Israeli soldiers, and their leading
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roles in their neighborhoods’ popular committees have become much
more acceptable. This shift in acceptability of women’s roles and po-
litical participation, however, has not been presented as a transforma-
tion in gender roles but rather as a national emergency; women'’s
resistance was treated by men and women alike as “national work” (in
Arabic: amal al-watani).*®

The Palestinian Declaration of Independence issued on Novem-
ber 15, 1988, included a “special tribute to the brave Palestinian woman,
guardian of sustenance and life, keeper of our people’s perennial flame.”?
This tribute must be understood as an attempt to cope with rapidly chang-
ing gender relations; it sought to resolve possible tensions between older
and newer conceptions of Palestinian femininity by acknowledging
women’s contribution to the struggle on the one hand and by highlight-
ing images associated with earlier notions of femininity on the other.

The same tensions often surface in women’s attempts to recon-
cile their new activities and aspirations within the contours of the na-
tional struggle. As Deniz Kanchiyot points out “women participating
in nationalist movements were . . . prone to justify stepping out of their
narrowly prescribed roles in the name of patriotism and self-sacrifice
for the nation. Their activities, be they civic, charitable or political,
could most easily be legitimized as natural extensions of their wom-
anly nature and as a duty rather than as a right.”*® This interpretation
in no way diminishes the fact that women who choose to take an ac-
tive part in the struggle for national liberation develop new political
skills and often new political awareness as they constantly negotiate
their roles with their male counterparts.

The Palestinian women’s movement in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip emerged as part of and in direct relationship to the national
struggle of the Palestinian people to rid themselves of the Israeli occu-
pation. An underlying assumption during the early days of the move-
ment was that Palestinian women would gain their liberation in part
because of their ability to play an important role in the progressive ranks
of the national movement. This assumption served as the primary pre-
text for the massive mobilization of Palestinian women during the early
stages of the intifada. According to Palestinian scholar and activist
Eileen Kurtab, “during that period the Palestinian woman chalked up
achievements and sacrifices which firmly established her historic place
in the struggle against imperialism and Zionism. She strove to prove
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10. Palestinian women harangue Israeli soldiers, Ramallah, Occupied West
Bank. December 1988. Courtesy Neal Cassidy, Impact Visuals.

herself and to assert her presence, and to express her belonging and
being part of a national struggle.’!

The decline in the intensity of the national struggle—during the
third year of the intifada, especially during and in the aftermath of the
Gulf War—triggered a sense of disillusionment and caution among
many Palestinian women activists. Women began to raise questions
about the fact that “the intifada has no social program which could
aid the development and institutionalization of women’s role in the
struggle and politics” and that “the national forces’ awareness and in-
formation regarding the necessity of women’s participation in the
struggle for (national) liberation was not reflected in a parallel policy
of liberating women from the traditional values which block them from
actively participating in the revolution.”? Thus, although Palestinian
women’s commitment to the struggle for national liberation has not
changed, many women have begun to publicly express their concerns
that despite their contribution, national liberation will be achieved
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without significant changes in the status of women and in gender rela-
tions within the Palestinian community.

The surfacing of an uneasy relationship between national libera-
tion and women'’s liberation made the discourse of national liberation
alone insufficient to inspire the Palestinian women’s movement. Thus,
while most Palestinian women activists continue to argue that nation-
alist projects and women's liberation projects are interdependent and
inseparable they have begun to chzélenge the separation between “gen-
der and women’s issues” and “national politics.” In doing so, Palestin-
ian women have indicated that their struggles for gender equality and
women'’s rights cannot be hidden anymore between the lines of nation-
alist discourses. Contrary to the premature judgment of some feminists
in Europe and North America, many Palestinian women activists are
quite aware of the double standards and tensions that underlie their
participation in the national struggle.

Despite their commitment to the national struggle against the oc-
cupation and for a Palestinian state, women activists have vowed not
to forget “the bitter experience of Algerian women who, despite their
major contributions to their national liberation movement, were barred
from political and other forms of public life after Algeria won inde-
pendence from France.”” In the past few years, analogies between the
struggles of Palestinian women and those of women in other national
liberation movements, in particular the struggle of Algerian women
against the French colonial occupation of Algeria, have become an in-
tegral part of daily discussions and strategizing sessions of Palestinian
women on the grass-roots level.** “We will not let what happened to
our Algerian sisters happen to us.” This assertion—made by a young
Palestinian woman activist in response to a question from an Ameri-
can feminist about what will happen to Palestinian women after na-
tional liberation is achieved—is indicative of the growing awareness
among Palestinian women that the struggle for national liberation and
for gender equality are inseparable.?

Local Discourses of Resistance

The itifada opened up space for both Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women to articulate connections between gender and the
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11. A Palestinian woman at the forefront of a PFLP demonstration organized
to commemorate the third anniversary of the intifada. Ramallah, Occupied
West Bank, December 1990. Courtesy Eric Miller, Impact Visuals.

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Prior to the intifada, women on either side
of the conflict rarely challenged the primacy of national discourses
whether oriented towards security or liberation. Israeli-Jewish women
operated within the confines of Israel’s obsession with national secu-
rity and its implications for women’s lives. Palestinian women seldom
called into question the gendered division of power and labor that un-
derlaid prevailing notions of national liberation. The intifada facilitated
the emergence of local discourses and strategies of struggle for many
women, reflecting a gradual departure from the constraints and hege-
mony of nationalist discourses.

These local discourses are not grounded in a particular ideology
or framework. They represent a search for context-specific frameworks
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that address the interplay between gender issues, women’s concerns
and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. These local dis-
courses, which are grounded in the daily lives and struggles of Israeli-
Jewish and Palestinian women, represent attempts by women activists
to link their struggle against the Israeli occupation of the West Bank
and Gaza Strip with the struggle for women'’s liberation and gender
equality.

What triggered the emergence of these discourses? What has
motivated Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women to become politically
active and search for ways to link their struggles for gender equality
with the broader political struggle for the resolution of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict? It is obvious that the intifada served as a signifi-
cant turning point for women's political activism on both sides of the
Israeli-Palestinian divide. Yet, what remains to be explored are the in-
fluences and processes that have facilitated the transformations in
women'’s political perspectives and mobilization. These transformations,
reflected in the perspectives of individual women as well as in the agen-
das, priorities, and strategies of struggle of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women's groups, can be usefully examined in relation to personal and
political turning points in women’s lives.

The Personal is Political

The phrase “the personal is political” was a popular slogan in the
women’s movement in North America during the 1960s and 1970s,
emerging in the context of consciousness-raising groups. Women were
urged to see their personal problems and disadvantages as an outcome
of public patriarchy and sexist oppression, and thus, as political issues.
The message was that one must work from the inside out. The self was
the starting point for a growing awareness of collective political con-
cerns. That is, the well-being and transformation of individuals was
treated as necessary for the accomplishment of the broader goal of social
and political change.*

In the decade of the 80s, however, a growing number of feminists
in Europe and in North America called the popular feminist slogan into
question for privileging the personal over the political. According to
bell hooks, although the popular slogan “did highlight feminist
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concern[s] with self, it did not insist on a connection between
politicization and transformation of consciousness.””” In other words,
the personal became political, but the political did not become per-
sonal. As Jenny Bourne argues, “the organic relationship we tried to
forge between the personal and the political has been degraded that
now the only area of politics deemed to be legitimate is the personal.”

In areas outside the cozy North American context, however, it is
often the political that is deemed more important than the personal.
As is evident from the literature on women’s lives and struggles around
the world, women who become politically active in their communi-
ties reach new levels of personal and political consciousness and aware-
ness of the interconnectedness between the two.** This awareness
requires an understanding of the complex relationship between history,
politics, and the daily experiences and struggles of women.

To come to terms with this relationship, in the particular con-
text of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, we must pay close attention to
the historical turning points and to particular experiences that have
shaped the political perspectives and actions of Palestinian and Tsraeli-
Jewish women activists. In other words, focusing on the experiences
of women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and in Israel, in relation
to the historical trajectory of the conflict, enables us to examine the
complex processes through which political perspectives are constituted
and transformed.

Given the centrality of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the lives
of people in the region, it is not surprising that the stories of Palestin-
ian and Israeli-Jewish women activists have been shaped in direct re-
lation to the conflict. By recording the particular historical moments
that served as turning points in the development and the consolida-
tion of women’s political perspectives, we do not only challenge the
exclusion of women’s voices and perspectives from conventional
accounts of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict but also contribute to the
counter-hegemonic project of rewriting the history of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict from a new and previously marginalized perspec-
tive. Finally, since women’s experiences are diverse and multifaceted,
a discussion of personal and political turning points in their lives may
uncover new practices and modes of resistance.

When asked about significant turning points in their lives, many
Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women activists tend to connect the
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major events of their lives with crucial political developments in the
region. The fact that women do not separate between the personal,
political, and historical dimensions of their social transformation con-
firms that given the centrality of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, these
dimensions are intertwined and indeed inseparable.

Consider for example the story of Radwa Basiir, a former Pales-
tinian political prisoner. Born in Jerusalem in 1952, she grew up in a
village near Ramallah and spent eight years in an Israeli prison. Basiir’s
political socialization started rather early; she recalls for example that
at the age of four she knew the names of the countries involved in the
Suez crisis in 1956.% Basiir decided at a young age to put all her energy
into studying, in order not to end up like most women in her village
“where the only idea was that a woman should marry and have a
family.”# She insists that her political commitment to and involvement
in the Palestinian national movement was intertwined from the start
with her struggle for dignity, equal rights, and self-determination as a
woman.

On the other side of the Israeli-Palestinian divide, the conflict
played an important role as well, shaping and transforming women’s
personal lives and political perspectives. During the 1967 War, Israeli
feminist and peace activist Dalia Sachs worked as an occupational
therapist in the rehabilitation section of a major hospital in Israel. She
insists that that particular experience was an important catalyst in the
development of her political perspective.* The traumatic personal en-
counter with dead and injured Israeli soldiers made her critical of that
particular war and later of all wars. The realization that “the people in
power did not have any intentions to withdraw from the territories they
occupied during the war,” gradually prompted her to become more
involved politically.® Although she joined what was then a tiny peace
movement, Sachs points out that she began to take leadership roles
and publicly express her political views only with the development of
her feminist consciousness and with the emergence of the Israeli
women’s peace movement following the outbreak of the intifada.*

In addition to highlighting effects of Middle East politics, most
particularly the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on women’s lives, these sto-
ries put a human face on the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict;
they highlight issues and make connections that are often written out
of conventional historical narratives of the conflict. The particular
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impact the conflict had on different women, and their own interpreta-
tions of their experiences, sheds light on the gendered dimensions of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well as on the structural disparities
in power and privilege between Israelis and Palestinians.

The next four chapters look at the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from
the perspectives of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women activists. In
addition to tracing the history of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women’s
movements in relation to the historical trajectory of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, these chapters highlight the diversity and multi-
plicity of voices among both Palestinian and Israeli women. Of
particular interest in this context are the strategies, forums, and prac-
tices that have been used by Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women to
address the relationship between gender and the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict and the gradual transformation in images of women that have been
projected by different women'’s groups.
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Palestinian Women’s Resistance

History, Context, and Strategies

2 The recent outpouring of writing on Palestinian women in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip has depicted the intifada as the major catalyst be-
hind the massive political mobilization of women.! The popular Pales-
tinian uprising has indeed made women’s involvement in the forefront
of the national struggle visible, created more opportunities for women
who were not previously part of movement, and triggered significant
changes both in the volume and magnitude of women’s resistance.
There has been a tendency, however, to overlook pre-intifada organiz-
ing. This is not only incorrect but also runs the danger of erasing, or
at least underestimating, a long history of pre-intifada women’s activ-
ism—a history that has shaped and still affects more contemporary cur-
rents of Palestinian women’s activism.?

Despite the fact that Palestinian women have been politically ac-
tive at least since 1917, organizing for social and political reforms and
later playing an important role in the Palestinian national movement,
the stories of their struggles have remained for the most part untold
and unexamined. This problem, however, is not unique to the Pales-
tinian case but rather representative of the relative lack of attention
to women’s history in general as well as in the particular context of
the Middle East.’> As Middle East historian Nikki Keddie points out,
women’s history in the region has been overlooked at least in part due
to methodological constraints: “because historians, unlike social scien-
tists, cannot construct their own research projects based on people who
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can be directly observed, interviewed, or given questionnaires.” Instead,
they have to rely “chiefly on written sources, which are heavily male
oriented, and a great mass of documents needs to be unearthed or
restudied with women’s questions in mind.”

Aside from difficulties in locating the relevant documents and re-
covering women’s narratives, two more particular factors have contrib-
uted to the absence of detailed historical accounts of Palestinian
women'’s resistance in the region. The first involves the persistence of
stereotypical representations of Middle Eastern women, and the sec-
ond, the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Until the outbreak
of the Palestinian intifada, Palestinian women, like women from other
parts of the Middle East, were stereotypically portrayed as passive and
subservient victims, largely dependent on men and confined to the
home. These orientalist portrayals were decontextualized as well as
ahistorical; little or no attention was paid to their ongoing, multifac-
eted struggles to achieve control over their lives and to their political
involvement in campaigns for social, economic, and political change.®
The politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have further complicated
the study of Palestinian women’s history. Because Palestinian histori-
cal narratives are often perceived as ideologically charged, it is possible
that to avoid controversy and possible career retributions, fewer scholars
have undertaken such studies.

Although recently there have been more attempts, particularly
by Palestinian women and a number of sympathetic scholars to unearth
Palestinian women'’s history, against this background, any discussion of
Palestinian women’s history may be interpreted as an attempt to pro-
vide a comprehensive account of women’s voices, perspectives, and
actions.” The objectives of this chapter, nevertheless, are far less
ambitious. It seeks to explore the origins and evolution of Palestinian
women’s resistance in relation to the changing sociopolitical context
in the region, particularly the different phases of the Arab-Israeli con-
flict. It examines the ideological and practical basis for women’s political
mobilization and their strategies at different points in time and focuses,
in particular, on the implicit and explicit connections made between
gender issues and the broader political challenges confronting Pales-
tinian society.

This focus points to a major dilemma that according to Rosemary
Sayigh involves the question of “whether or not there is a problem of
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women [that is] independent of the collective national problem, and
what is the correct relation between the two.” Stressing the insepara-
bility of these two sets of problems and the unavoidable dilemma they
have nurtured, Sayigh concludes that, “any attempt to escape this di-
lemma leads either to a feminism that ignores the effects of Ottoman/
British/Israeli oppression on Palestinian social/family structures; or to
sterile nationalism without social content.” In seeking to confront
rather than to avoid this dilemma, this chapter pays special attention
to the implications of certain historical turning points, from 1917 until
the outbreak of the indfada, on the lives and struggles of Palestinian
women and in particular to their attempts to address the connections
between gender, women’s resistance, and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Women Take Action:
The British Mandate Period (1917-1948)

The first attempts by Palestinian women to organize as women
occurred during the disiuantling of the Ottoman Empire by the colo-
nial powers, Britain and France, and in conjunction with the rise of
Palestinian nationalism.!® In particular, Palestinian women mobilized
alongside men against the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which affirmed
Britain's commitment to facilitate the establishment of a national
homeland for the Jews in Palestine and contradicted earlier promises
of Britain to support Arab self-determination. Threatened by British
support for the Zionist movement and its designs on their land, Pales-
tinian women marched alongside men in massive demonstrations in
Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa.

During that period, women’s activism did not take place within
the frameworks of exclusive women’s groups; women who mobilized in
support of the national struggle were mostly related to men who were
politically involved." It was not until the beginning of British rule in
Palestine, in 1921, that the first exclusively-female organization—the
Palestinian Women's Union—was founded. The Union was headquar-
tered both in Jerusalem and Haifa and played an important role in or-
ganizing demonstrations demanding the abrogation of the Balfour
Declaration, a halt to Jewish immigration, and an end to the torture
of Palestinian political prisoners.'> The Palestinian Women’s Union
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provided both the nucleus and a framework for later women’s initia-
tives in Palestine.

In 1929, during a year of particularly widespread nationalist pro-
test in which organized Palestinian resistance against both Zionist im-
migration and British rule increased, at least two hundred delegates
from all over the country attended the first Arab Women’s Congress
of Palestine.!® The conference empowered women to establish women’s
unions throughout Palestine in both large and small urban centers and
to intervene more directly in the shaping of foreign policy. Of particu-
lar interest in this context is the relatively well-documented story about
a delegation of Palestinian women who, following the Arab Women’s
Congress of Palestine, had presented a petition to the British High
Commissioner’s wife, demanding the abrogation of the Balfour Decla-
ration.!"* Although no one has systematically researched the history of
the Union after 1932, Rosemary Sayigh claims that “interviews con-
ducted with a few surviving leaders emphasize continued activity in
the face of mounting violence and insecurity.””

Palestinian women played an important role in the national move-
ment during the 1936-39 Great Revolt, when Palestinians rose up both
against the British and the Zionists. Women supported the strikes and
boycott against British and Zionist goods, sold their jewelry and donated
the money to the Palestinian fighters, hid political fugitives, carried food
and water to the guerrillas in the hills, and transported weapons.'® The
difficult circumstances during that time placed a double burden on Pal-
estinian peasant women, who in addition to their hard work at home
had to replace the men in the field during the harvest period.!"” Women’s
political organizing during that period was largely spontaneous, erupting
for the most part outside the scope of formal organizations.

Apart from their involvement in and contribution to the national,
anti-colonial struggle, Palestinian women were also active in the chari-
table societies which were founded in 1920s and 1930s by middle-class
Palestinian women. These women, according to Noha Ismail, “were
strongly influenced by the missionary philosophy.”'® Helping the poor
soon became one of the primary stated objectives of the charitable so-
cieties and because there were many poor women, it was a framework
that enabled women to help other women and facilitated encounters
between women of various backgrounds. Soon after their establishment,
the charitable societies had become the largest and perhaps most
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legitimate framework for social and political organizing among Pales-
tinian women.

A number of different interpretations shape our understanding of
Palestinian women’s roles and activism during this period. Hiltermann,
for example, argues that “the role of women during the Mandate pe-
riod was limited to relief work in times of crisis, when male fighters
needed women to provide them with food, clothing, and arms, and to
take care of the wounded.”" Rosemary Sayigh on the other hand ques-
tions the view that Palestinian women’s initiatives were merely auxil-
iary and supportive, arguing that there is not enough information to
support these generalizations. She further argues that the fact that little
evidence exists about women’s initiatives around the “woman question”
is not enough to determine that women’s organizations did not have a
clear position on this question, or on other social issues.?

Despite the lack of extensive historical research on Palestinian
women’s organizing prior to 1948, it seems, however, that even if Pal-
estinian women did address issues related to women’s rights and social
status, they made no explicit attempts at that point in time to draw
connections between issues of particular concern to women and the
national struggle. These connections became more evident and per-
haps unavoidable following certain political developments in the region
that had clear and direct implications for women’s lives, beginning with

the aftermath of the 1948 war.

Women’s Strategies of Survival:

Under Jordanian and Egyptian Rule (1948-1967)

The 194748 war, which ended with the establishment of the
state of Israel and the Jordanian and Egyptian takeover of the remain-
ing Palestinian lands, had grave implications for Palestinian women’s
lives, as it had for the Palestinian community at large. Almost over-
night, many Palestinians had lost their homes and land and had be-
come refugees. The loss of land translated into the loss of a primary
source of livelihood and forced many to flee to refugee camps or huddle
with members of their extended families who had survived the disas-
ter in the surrounding Arab countries.?! The dispersion, relocation, and
economic hardship ruptured women'’s lives and organizations as “poverty
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or reduced income confined women to their homes and forced them
out to work.”? As a result, “the number [of women] available for ‘na-
tional work’” was drastically reduced.””

Given these difficult times, there would seem little reason to doubt
the prevailing view that there was a serious void in Palestinian women’s
activism between 1948 and the establishment of the GUPW in 1964-65.
Rosemary Sayigh points out, however, that in spite of hard circumstances,
there was some continuity in women’s organizing and an exploration of
new forms of activism.?* Several branches of the Palestinian Arab Women’s
Union, mostly those located in historic Palestine (Jerusalem, the West
Bank, and Gaza), survived while few others were carried outside and re-
formed in the newly created Palestinian diaspora. But the various frame-
works of women’s organizing faced numerous political obstacles as
restrictions were imposed on their activities by the Jordanian, Syrian, and
Egyptian governments.”

Despite these obstacles, Palestinian women remained politically
active. In addition to working within already existing religious and
mostly charitable organizations, they established at least nine new so-
cial associations to deal primarily with the magnitude of the refugee
disaster.?® This upsurge of women'’s activism was affected at least in part
by the political and economic dynamism that swept the Arab world
during those years as a result of Nasser’s defiance of Western hegemony
and the rise of Arab nationalism. Consequently, educated and unmar-
ried women, mostly from upper-middle-class backgrounds, joined
opposition parties in the Arab world and in Israel.””

Open participation by Palestinian women in mixed-gender forums
reflected a transformation in prevailing understandings of gender roles
and gender relations within Palestinian society. This transformation had
its origins both in the weakening of the extended family as the most
powerful social institution in Palestinian society, which was a direct
result of the 1948 disaster and dispersion, and in the spirit of social
and political transformation that Arab nationalism nurtured. The new
political reality, along with a high value placed on higher education
(including that of women) and the harsh economic situation, which
made the survival of many families dependent on women working
outside the home, facilitated the development of women’s political
consciousness and inspired new modes of women'’s resistance. Although
admitting that “only a small minority of women were politically
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active during the 1948-67 period,” Sayigh stresses that “their impor-
tance as a vanguard went far beyond their numbers.”?

The establishment of the PLO and the Palestinian Women’s As-
sociation (PWA) in 1964, and of the GUPW, in 1965, marked a new
phase in Palestinian women’s political activism. The PWA was founded
in the West Bank and soon thereafter sent delegates to the May—June
1965 meeting of the Palestine National Council (PNC) in Jerusalem.
Following its first conference, the PWA began to branch out to other
parts of the region and laid the foundations for the establishment of
the GUPW a few months later, in August 1965.

The GUPW’s stated goals were “to mobilize the efforts of Pales-
tinian women and to organize a progressive political women’s organi-
zation within the framework of the Palestinian Liberation Organization
in order to represent Palestinian women everywhere and to defend
women'’s material and moral interests, as well as to improve their so-
cial, cultural, vocational and living standards in general, and above all
to achieve equality in all areas of social and economic life.”?* The scope
of activities of both the PWA and the GUPW included emphases on
raising women'’s political consciousness, education, literacy campaigns,
and training courses for women in sewing, first aid and nursing.

A year later in 1966, the Jordanian authorities banned both the
PWA and the GUPW, along with other groups and institutions affili-
ated with the PLO.*® The PWA, nevertheless, continued to operate “as
a clandestine organization under the cover of various charitable soci-
eties in the West Bank.”?! The GUPW, on the other hand, moved its
headquarters to Cairo for a period of two years and then moved to Leba-
non. After that, according to Laila Jammal, “the GUPW went under-
ground in Jordan and continued to work and hold meetings.”*? Despite
these political obstacles, the goals, projects and strategies of struggle
of the PWA and of the GUPW laid the foundations to many practical
and theoretical frameworks that were instrumental in shaping women’s
resistance to the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

The Israeli Military Occupation:
Implications for Women’s Lives and Struggles (1967-1978)

The Israeli defeat of the Arab armies in 1967 and the subsequent
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip transformed the
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predicament of Palestinian society and precipitated the emergence of
a Palestinian resistance movement, which offered new frameworks for
women’s political involvement. Women, like the rest of Palestinian
society, were forced to redefine their goals and organizations and to
adjust their strategies to the new reality of military occupation.”

The Israeli occupation created 300,000 new refugees and was
implemented through a heavy-handed policy of social, political, and
economic repression. This policy involved systematic attempts to con-
fiscate Palestinian land and included a campaign designed to destroy
the pre-1967 socioeconomic system, dismantle existing social and
political institutions, and detain popular leaders.’* The harsh policies
of land expropriation and control over water resources forced more
and more men and women to shift from agricultural work to other
types of labor. Many Palestinian men had no choice but to become
migrant workers in Israel and in the Arab states, particularly the Gulf
countries.

Palestinian women first tried to obtain work on family farms, and
when this was no longer an option they joined the ranks of unskilled
laborers either in Israel or in the newly-established Israeli factories in
the Occupied Territories.”> The burdens on women were great and al-
most unbearable at times. As Islah Jad points out, “in addition to the
stress-provoking nature of the work they tended to find, which was tem-
porary and dependent on the fluctuations of the Israeli market,” women
were under enormous psychological stress because they continued to
be solely responsible for housework, child-rearing, and for the well-
being of their families.*

The Israeli occupation confronted Palestinian women with at least
three interlocking systems of oppression—as Palestinians, as women,
and as workers. They were forced to simultaneously struggle against this
triple oppression and at the same time explore new ways of coping with
the overwhelming pressures and responsibilities imposed by the occu-
pation. During this period, especially between 1967 and 1971, women’s
participation in the Palestinian resistance movement took new forms.
Women took part in a wide range of activities from demonstrations and
sit-ins to sabotage and as a result some were killed, imprisoned, and
deported.’” While on the whole, the number of women participating
was still not that large, the continuous insurrection in Gaza from 1968
to 1971 did involve the participation of many women.*
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At the same time, some women confronted the occupation
through channels of the local charitable organizations and through the
GUPW, which were both linked to the Palestinian leadership.”® The
women’s charitable organizations emerged in the West Bank during the
last years of the Jordanian rule and expanded during the first decade
of the Israeli occupation. They enabled members to carry out commu-
nity-based initiatives while trying to escape the close monitoring of the
Jordanian and later the Israeli military regimes. These organizations
provided a valuable social and organizational framework for many
women during that time.

Among the largest, most widely-recognized, and perhaps most suc-
cessful of the charitable organizations in the West Bank is the Society
of Ina’sh Al-Usra (Family Rehabilitation) in Al Bireh, whose primary
goal since 1967 has been to help women cope with the multifaceted
impediments of the Occupation. One of the guiding principles of the
organization has been to train women especially in the production of
traditional embroidery. In addition, the society has assisted women fac-
ing harsh conditions such as deportation, death of a relative, or im-
prisonment of men in their families.*

Notwithstanding their commitment to helping Palestinian
women by organizing literacy and educational programs alongside
vocational courses, these charitable organizations had some liabili-
ties. Recent accounts, mostly by Palestinian scholars and activists,
have described the work of the charitable societies as “a philanthropic
expression of middle-class values” and as reinforcing prevailing struc-
tures of gender inequalities.*! Rita Giacaman argues that “women were
being trained in jobs that serve as backup for men’s work: to be good
housekeepers and mothers; and to have as many children as possible
because this is their wajib watani (national duty).”# Along the same
lines, Islah Jad concludes that “women’s issues were looked down on
as not worth considering” and that “by linking their work to the
general struggle of women at a strictly ‘national’ level, the charitable
organizations were mobilizing women only sporadically and in a lim-
ited fashion.”® Nevertheless, both Giacaman and Jad acknowledge
that the work of the charitable societies set the stage for new frame-
works for women’s organizing, which tried to address some of the
ideological and practical limitations of earlier modes of women’s
resistance.*
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The “New” Women’s Movement:
The Emergence of the Women’s Committees (1978-1987)

The women’s committees were founded in the late 1970s and early
1980s and are considered the backbone of what is often referred to as
the new Palestinian women’s movement.” Their establishment, how-
ever, did not occur in a social or political vacuum but rather during a
period that marked a great surge in national resistance and saw the
emergence and activism of the student movement, trade unions, and
numerous professional associations. Against this background, some
women activists held a meeting on March 8, 1978, International
Women'’s Day, which resulted in the establishment of the Women’s
Work Committee (WWC). The founders were part of a new genera-
tion of women—university-educated, politically aware and socially
progressive. They grew up under Israeli occupation, were active in vari-
ous voluntary work camps and increased their political involvement
after the 1976 municipal elections in which women were allowed to
vote for the first time.*

The women of WWC were determined to undertake initiatives
that transcended the scope of membership and activities of the chari-
table societies and of other existing frameworks for women. They
searched for new modes of organizing designed to “reach out to ordi-
nary women, to help them understand their situation under occupa-
tion and overcome their disadvantages as women.” In order to meet
their ambitious objectives successfully, WWC activists decided to first
assess the needs of the women with whom they intended to work. To
this end, they carried out two surveys in the Ramallah and al-Bireh
area: one among working women employed in local workshops and the
other among housewives.*® The surveys were designed to determine
whether the initial objectives set by WWC indeed reflected women’s
needs and wants and to develop strategies for recruiting these women
into WWC as well as into the trade-union movement.

The WWC tried to reach out to the masses of women outside
urban areas, primarily in villages and refugee camps. The plan had a
clear rationale: in order to produce material and design projects that
would be relevant to the daily experiences and struggles of women out-
side urban centers, WWC activists had to meet these women. The en-
counter shocked many WWC activists, who, as Philippa Strum notes,
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“were astonished to discover a population totally outside their experi-
ence.” They found that a large proportion of the women in the vil-
lages and refugee camps were “illiterate, overworked, poor, economically
dependent on men, unaware of their legal rights, and focused entirely
on the private domain of home, cooking, cleaning, and children.”®

Overall, this new mode of organizing yielded promising results:
the WWC “succeeded in attracting a following and in encouraging oth-
ers to join the union movement.”! At the same time, following their
eye-opening encounters with women in villages and in refugee camps
WWC activists realized that some of the women they met carried a
burden that was too great to permit their immediate mobilization for
political activities. Nevertheless, the surveys and the follow-up field
work reaffirmed the importance of the grassroots level, not only for
massive political mobilization of women but first and foremost for their
own professional development and political education as they were
finally able “to get acquainted and link up with real people, the rural
majority,” which amounted to nearly seventy percent of the people.*

This new awareness among middle-class Palestinian women ac-
tivists and the emphasis on grassroots projects and organizing had a
great influence on the development of WWC and later on the entire
Palestinian women’s movement. Consequently the WWC adopted a
platform demanding “improvement in women’s political, economic,
social and cultural status as part of the process of liberation from all
forms of exploitation.”” For the first time, the Palestinian women’s
movement was engaged in a somewhat open debate on the relation-
ship between gender inequalities and other forms of exploitation and
between women’s liberation and national liberation.

During the course of this debate in the early 1980s—which took
place amidst broader discussions within the Palestinian national move-
ment over ideology and modalities of struggle—some of the differences
within the women’s movement began to surface. Initially, the WWC
adopted a broad nationalist platform without, however, affiliating with
any of the four main factions of the PLO. But this did not last long.-
Even though women’s political affiliations did not play a central role
in the early mobilization and activities of WWC, a partisan power
struggle soon emerged within its ranks. This fragmentation was not
unique to the women’s movement; trade unions confronted similar chal-
lenges during the same time.>*
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The WWC became explicitly associated with the political plat-
form of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP),
which led some members of WWC who disagreed with the pro-DFLP
line to establish new committees affiliated with other PLO factions.
Thus, pro-communist party women established the Union of Palestin-
ian Working Women’s Committees (UPWWC); women favoring the
platform of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP)
founded the Union of Palestinian Women’s Committees (UPWC); and
pro-Fatah women established the Women’s Committee for Social Work
(WCSsw).5s

Although some Palestinian women saw the split as a major im-
pediment to the unity of the women’s movement, others argued that
the existence of more than one women’s committee creates honest com-
petition, offering women more options and spurring overall recruitment
for the Palestinian women’s movement.*® Indeed, it appeared that de-
spite the split along partisan lines, the women’s committees tried to
avoid the type of rivalry, conflicts, and factional politics that charac-
terized other sectors of the national movement, such as the trade
unions. This may be partially due to the fact that the four women’s
committees—especially WWC, UPWWC and UPWC, which shared
a broadly socialist platform—had a similar analysis of the problems con-
fronting Palestinian women and similar strategies for organizing and
mobilizing women. Given what they had in common, the women’s
committees made conscious attempts to coordinate their work.

In 1984, the committees set up an informal network designed to
coordinate their responses to the pressures of the Israeli occupation and
its direct impact on Palestinian women’s lives. Based on their success,
they then called for unity in the broader national movement.’” It re-
mains unclear, however, whether women engaged in these initiatives
were motivated primarily by the urgency to create a united national
front, or whether they saw factional politics as diverting energy and
attention away from the problems facing the Palestinian women’s move-
ment or whether it was a combination of both.

During the 1980s, all four women’s committees carried out
projects, mostly at the grassroots level, designed to improve women’s
socioeconomic situation and to increase their education. These projects
included vocational training, literacy courses, and health education
for women in villages and refugee camps as well as helping to spur
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unionizing of women workers, setting up of new production coopera-
tives and establishing new nurseries, kindergartens, and mother-child
health centers throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip.”® All these
projects were implemented in a climate that was far from ideal. In ad-
dition to the standard problems of obtaining funds, mobilizing women,
and confronting prevailing attitudes against their participation in public
life, the women’s committees had to deal almost on a daily basis with
harassment by the Israeli military.>

In sum, the new women’s movement represented a dramatic de-
parture from earlier modes of women’s activism. Perhaps the most sig-
nificant change involved the gradual shift from a movement that
appealed primarily to upper-middle-class women to a movement that
was becoming more class-conscious and grassroots-based. This change
in the social composition and class structure of the new women’s move-
ment was reflected both in its objectives and in its strategies. The move-
ment sought to reach out to ordinary women, especailly to women in
villages and refugee camps.

The women’s committees made their commitment to improving
women’s lives explicit. The daily lives and experiences of women were
treated as a crucial dimension of the Palestinian struggle. Although re-
sistance against the occupation remained a top priority, for the first
time, Palestinian women began to examine and confront the effects of
the political situation on their lives as women. This emphasis created
a context and planted the seeds for future discussions concerning the
relationship between the struggle for national liberation and that for
women’s rights and gender equality that became widespread following

the outbreak of the intifada.
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Palestinian Women and the Intifada

2 As the previous chapter pointed out, a long history of women’s politi-
cal involvement and organizing produced the basis upon which responses
to both the hardships and the opportunities of the intifada were predicated.
The infrastructure of the women’s committees was already in place and pro-
vided from the earliest stages of the uprising a framework and leadership
for the swift and massive mobilization of women. The women’s commit-
tees were not entirely surprised by the intifada and thus were quick to re-
spond; when motivated women approached the committees and indicated
their willingness to contribute, the framework was already there.!

In addition, Palestinian women’s participation in the intifada
bore the fruits of almost ten years of grassroots organizing and consciousness-
raising. The intifada provided women who had participated in literacy
programs or in skill-training courses operated by the women’s commit-
tees with a golden opportunity to officially join the women’s movement
and to put what they had learned throughout the years to use. This
generated a remarkable change in the composition of the Palestinian
women’s movement; those who participated in direct confrontations
with Israeli soldiers, especially in villages and refugee camps, were no
longer only students and longtime political figures, but rather women
of all ages and from all sectors of society.

Women’s Resistance During the First Years of the Intifada (1987-90)

Women’s participation remained consistently strong throughout
the intifada, although the nature of their roles changed over time.

69
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12. A Palestinian women’s demonstration for International Women’s Day,
Jenin, Occupied West Bank, March 1990. Courtesy Jonathan Lurie, Impact
Visuals.

During the first three months—a period of mass national mobilization
characterized by embryonic and often spontaneous modes of organizing
and leadership—women took to the streets to join numerous demonstra-
tions and marches organized by the women’s committees. Women of all
ages and social classes threw stones, burned tires, transported and pre-
pared stones, built roadblocks, raised Palestinian flags, and prevented
Israeli soldiers from arresting people. Political participation by women,
which at times involved confrontations with the army, was most intense
in refugee camps, villages, and in the poorer neighborhoods of towns.?
The experience, social legitimacy, and institutional base of the
women’s committees enabled mass participation by women in the
intifada. Day-care centers, that had been established by the commit-
tees throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip during the 1980s,
changed their regular schedules: instead of operating on a five-and-one-
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13. A Palestinian woman doctor teaching a first aid class for women in the
village of El-Khadir, Occupied West Bank. Courtesy Neal Cassidy, Impact
Visuals.

half-day schedule, they were kept open seven days a week and to late
hours. Of particular significance during this stage was the health-
education training that many women had received over the years; this
training became indispensable as casualties mounted. According to a
women’s committee report, women “in villages, camps and cities have
taken in the injured and administered first aid whenever possible in
an attempt to prevent the inevitable arrests at hospitals.”* But as the
intifada moved into the next stage, the patterns and forms of women’s
participation changed, as did the responses of different groups within
the Palestinian community.

The magnitude of women’s resistance marked a significant trans-
formation in gender roles; modes of behavior that were not deemed
socially acceptable prior to the intifada became commonplace. Yet, the
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lasting effect of this transformation should not be overestimated.’ In
retrospect, it seems that the relative fluidity in gender relations and
roles that occurred during the first months of the intifada was a by-
product of the massive Palestinian response to the new reality intro-
duced by the uprising.

This type of response to a political crisis is not unique to the Pal-
estinian community. Literature on women’s participation in broader
political struggles points out that social crisis draws women into com-
munity and political activity, thus challenging the rigidity of prevail-
ing notions of femininity, masculinity, and gender relations. At the same
time, it appears that in most cases these challenges fail to yield long-
term transformations in either gender roles or relations as communi-
ties tend to fall back on preestablished gender hierarchies once they
overcome the initial reaction to the crisis.® This retreat to the prevail-
ing notions of gender relations in the community prior to the crisis is
not only a statement about gender. Rather, it reflects the community’s
attempts to readjust by embracing modes of social behavior that are
familiar and thus associated with stability and survival.

During this crisis, however, Palestinian women's struggles for voice
and visibility reached an important peak. Women seized the opportu-
nity not only to demonstrate their contribution to the national struggle
but also to assert themselves as women. What was the response of the
Palestinian community to the new definitions of womanhood and gen-
der relations that accompanied the massive participation of women in
the early stages of the intifada? According to Islah Jad, women’s mas-
sive participation in the uprising during its early months was acknowl-
edged by most segments of Palestinian society, and women were urged
by the Palestinian national leadership to continue to play an active
role in the Palestinian resistance movement.” Judging from the initial
response, women’s participation was not perceived as a challenge to
social stability but rather as a necessary and valuable contribution to
the national struggle. At the same time, in the spirit of the spontane-
ous popular nature of the struggle at that stage, the women’s commit-
tees did not articulate a clear agenda specifying the form women’s
participation should take.®

The intifada entered its second stage around March 1988. This
stage lasted about a year and was characterized by the establishment
of a local institutional infrastructure in the occupied West Bank and
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Gaza Strip. Of particular significance was the founding of the Unified
National Leadership of the Uprising (UNLU) and the establishment
of the popular committees. The UNLU, representing all the factions
of the PLO, was immediately declared illegal by the Israeli military. It
remained underground and led the intifada via regular communiques;
directives were implemented through the expanding network of popu-
lar committees. Five principle popular committees dealt with agricul-
ture, education, food storage, medical, and guarding and each
neighborhood or village created its own local committees to address
these concerns.’ :

Popular committees soon became the most practical mechanism
for political mobilization and for the preservation of the community.
For many Palestinians the committees represented the infrastructure
of the future Palestinian state or at least transient institutions designed
to govern the community during the intifada. The committees resembled
the women’s committees in structure and in orientation. Indeed, there
is clear evidence that the women’s committees lent their experience
and leadership to the establishment and expansion of the popular com-
mittees, to the extent that in some places “the work of the women’s
committees and the popular committees became indistinguishable.”®

Rema Hammami, however, argues that this stage of the ntfada
was also characterized by a relative withdrawal of women from active
political participation in the struggle and by a gradual move toward a
gendered division of labor and power in the popular committees. Many
women were forced to return to the primary roles they had before the
intifada, which included mainly teaching and homemaking—more in
line with prevailing notions of womanhood and gender relations. The
prolonged closure of Palestinian schools and the massive imprisonment
of Palestinian men were among the major factors that contributed to
the retreat of active women’s participation at the forefront of the
intifada. The move toward a more gendered division of labor in the
popular committees was reflected in the fact that women were active
mostly in the education committees. There were hardly any women in
the guarding committees, which formed the basis for what later came
to be called the popular army, occupying an important and prestigious
role at the decision-making level."

There is no indication that women’s participation in decision-
making increased through their activism in the popular committees.
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14. A Palestinian woman activist in an agricultural cooperative established
by one of the Women’s Work Committees. Sa’ir Village (near Bethlehem),
Occupied West Bank, June 1990. Courtesy Rick Reinhard, Impact Visuals.
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On the contrary, with time “women’s role in the popular committees
became an extension of what it traditionally had been in the society:
teaching and rendering services.”"? Despite their progressive orienta-
tion and democratic decentralized structure, the popular committees
“were used more as a means for maximizing the number of organized
people than as instruments of social change.””® Contrary to the expec-
tations of many activists in the women’s committees, women'’s partici-
pation in the popular committees did not result in a dramatic change
in their social status or in a move toward gender equality in Palestin-
ian society. ,

The realization that full participation in the national struggle does
not necessarily guarantee an improvement in women’s rights and social
conditions triggered critical discussions within the Palestinian women’s
movement and in other progressive circles. This period of disillusion-
ment sparked a strong sense of commitment to the struggle for gender
equality and women'’s rights, and opened a new chapter in the history
of the Palestinian women’s movement. Palestinian women were deter-
mined to confront the obstacles that keep women and their concerns
politically marginalized. Thus, they engaged in a process of assessing
and rethinking their previous work as part of a search for new strate-
gies of struggle and modes of organizing.

One of their first conclusions was that the women’s committees
needed to work more closely together. This resulted in the establish-
ment of the Higher Women’s Council at the beginning of 1989. The
council was designed to serve as an umbrella organization for the ma-
jor women’s committees and to facilitate collaborative projects and en-
hance coordination. Another major conclusion was that the women’s
movement itself had treated the relationship between women’s libera-
tion and national liberation as self-evident, failing to articulate a clear
position on gender issues and on problems that concern women within
the broader struggle. As Palestinian scholar and activist Eileen Kuttab
points out, women realized that “the Palestinian women’s movement
in general, and the women’s committees in particular. . . did not for-
mulate a clear social and democratic program which would speak to
women’s issues and work toward the solution of a portion of their
problem.”'*

When it became clear that the Palestinian national movement
was no different than most national liberation movements, in that it
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lacked the tools, frameworks, and motivation to seriously confront gen-
der inequalities and discrimination within the movement and in the
society, Palestinian women explored alternative ways to put gender and
women’s issues on the agenda of the national movement. One impor-
tant result was that a number of new women’s centers were established

in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.

New Women’s Centers

The founding of new women’s research, training and counseling
centers represented another important step for the Palestinian women's
movement. According to Lisa Taraki, these centers were the conse-
quence of “the crystallization of what may be called a new feminist con-
sciousness within the women’s movement.””® The newly established
centers have offered both forums and new frameworks, enabling women
to explore the complex relationship between national liberation and
the emancipation of women. In addition to targeting specific problems
which confront Palestinian women, these centers sought to develop
both feminist consciousness and a feminist agenda which responds to
the needs of Palestinian women.!® For the first time, feminist theory
and practice and references to women’s struggles around the world be-
came institutionalized as part of the ongoing debate within the Pales-
tinian women’s movement.

The forerunner of this new development was the Women'’s Af-
fairs Center, established in Nablus in 1988 by Palestinian novelist Sahar
Khalifeh. It sought to develop a feminist praxis that was context-
specific and would resonate with the lives and struggles of Palestinian
women in the Nablus area. Still in existence, the center’s objectives
are “to enhance the status of women in all walks of life by providing
vocational and educational training, [and] conduct a wide range of re-
search on women’s issues.”!” The center offers computer training, En-
glish language and literacy courses, and publishes literature and
magazines specifically addressing women’s issues. More recently, the cen-
ter initiated an action-research training course designed to prepare Pal-
estinian women to carry out research for and about women."® Given
the enthusiastic responses of women, the founders of the Nablus
Center helped establish a similar center in Gaza in 1991 and are
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currently is in the process of training the staff of a third center that
will soon be opened in Jenin."’

Another center that emerged during this period is the Women’s
Studies Center—also known as the Training and Research Society—
which was founded in 1989 in the Jerusalem area. Similar in orienta-
tion and scope to the Women’s Affairs Center in Nablus, it is
committed to collaborative action research. The mission statement
stresses its main objective: “developing both feminist consciousness and
a feminist agenda which responds to the needs of Palestinian women.”?
The center is nonpartisan and works closely with all the women’s com-
mittees as well as with women who have not been officially affiliated
with any committee or political faction.

The Women's Studies Center offers training courses in research
methodology and writing and holds workshops and lectures on such
topics as “Women and Social Change,” “Violence Against Women,”
and “Women’s Health.” In addition, the center has an active research
agenda that includes projects on “School Dropouts” and “Women La-
borers in Palestinian Factories.” It also offers an impressive women-
centered library and publishes Al-Mar’a (The Woman), the only
Arabic-language monthly magazine in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
and a bimonthly English-language magazine, Sparks, addressed prima-
rily to women in the international community who have been support-
ive of the Palestinian women’s movement.?!

Inspired by the new wave of women’s awareness and activism,
women affiliated with the Bisan Center for Research and Development
founded in 1990 the Women’s Studies Committee. The committee
sought to raise the level of women’s involvement in decision-making
and “to develop feminist thinking suitable for the Palestinian environ-
ment which will promote women’s involvement in building Palestin-
ian society at the social, economic, and cultural level.””* A unique
characteristic of the committees is its constant attempt “to bridge the
gap between women active in the grassroots movement and female aca-
demics and professionals.””® The Bisan committee has undertaken a
number of projects including workshops and conferences, the publica-
tion of a comprehensive directory of Palestinian women'’s organizations,
a survey on the needs of women’s organizations in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, an evaluation of services for women offered by international
non-governmental organizations in the Occupied Territories, and a
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research project on “The Impact of the Intifada on the Social Status
of Women in Jalazoun Camp.”*

All the projects carried out by these newly established centers are
grounded in the conviction that Palestinian women experience oppres-
sion not only due to their national identity but also based on their gen-
der and class identities, and therefore “for Palestinian women’s
emancipation, struggles must be waged on all these fronts.””® The ar-
gument that Palestinian women suffer from a number of interlocking
systems of oppression is not new. Yet the frameworks and strategies that
have been explored by the newly established centers to confront this
problem are fresh, innovative, and courageous. Most women’s centers
and projects work to raise women’s awareness as women, as Palestin-
ian citizens, and as workers in order to transform prevailing understand-
ings of femininity, masculinity, and gender relations and to put women
and gender issues on the agenda of the national movement and of the
future Palestinian state.

Based on this shared rationale, the centers have explored differ-
ent venues to achieve their objectives and have developed particular
expertise on issues ranging from women’s health and violence against
women to women'’s involvement in the national decision-making pro-
cess. With the establishment of the new centers, Palestinian women
activists began to explore and redefine the meaning of “women’s issues”
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip in the context of an ongoing struggle
against military occupation.

Women’s Issues as Social and Political Issues

The term women’s issues is generally used to refer to those issues
that are thought to be of concern solely to women or have particular
implications for women'’s lives. Although there has been a growing rec-
ognition that issues such as women’s health, reproductive rights, and
violence against women, for example, cannot be treated in isolation
from other social and political questions, the responsibility and bur-
den of addressing them have been assigned in most societies solely to
women. Another problem, feminists have recently argued, is that nar-
row definitions of women’s issues have been used to justify women’s ex-
clusion from domains that men have sought to maintain as their own
primary positions of social and political power.
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There has long been a consensus within the Palestinian women’s
movement that all issues are women’s issues. Any issue that could be
considered a women’s issue has its origins in and has been shaped by
the social and political fabric of Palestinian society under Israeli mili-
tary occupation and thus is related to the broader political context. As
a result, women have insisted that it is not simply women’s responsi-
bility alone to confront and resolve them. Despite the growing realiza-
tion by Palestinian women that for too long issues central to their lives
had been put on the backburner because they were considered simply
women’s issues, there was little public discussion around these issues
prior to the establishment of the women’s centers.

Determined to devote more attention to the particular problems
and concerns that affected their lives as women, Palestinian women
initiated numerous forums, research projects, and publications designed
to explore the meanings of and strategies of dealing with women’s issues
in the Palestinian context. In this context, perhaps the most signifi-
cant contribution of the Women’s Studies Committee at Bisan was a
conference organized in December 1990. Held under the title “The
Intifada and Some Women’s Social Issues,” it was designed to provide
women and men from a variety of political and ideological streams with
a forum to discuss contemporary social and political issues and to ex-
plore possible solutions to these problems. The conference attracted
about 450 women and fifty men and included scholars, researchers, and
grassroots activists. This was the first time that some of the negative
byproducts of the intifada for women’s lives were discussed in a public
forum.%®

Initially, the conference’s planning committee intended to focus
on one particular issue—the pressure put on many women in the Oc-
cupied Territories to wear the hijab (headscarf).”” But after much de-
bate, the conference’s organizers decided not to treat the imposition
of the hijab as a problem in itself but rather as a symptom that ought
to be explored in the context of a broader discussion of women’s social
issues during the intifada. This was a strategic decision, reflecting the
rich experience, maturity, and level of sophistication of the Palestin-
ian women’s movement.”® Another strategic decision was to invite
prominent Palestinian men to make opening remarks at the confer-
ence.” The conference was designed to send an explicit message both
to the national leadership and to the society at large: that the lives
and struggle of Palestinian women deserved public attention.
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The broad platform of the conference provided a forum for the
discussion of other social issues that had affected women’s lives during
the intifada. Among the issues raised were the phenomenon of girls and
women dropping out of schools and universities, which had resulted
in a decline in the average marriage age, and the enormous burden car-
ried by many Palestinian women who, in addition to participating in
the national struggle worked to make the domestic economy self-
sufficient and at the same time bore the brunt for raising children and
maintaining the home.** Common themes throughout the conference
were that women’s issues are in fact social and political issues and that
the struggle for women'’s rights and gender equality should be an inte-
gral part of the process of building a democratic Palestinian state.

The conceptualization of women’s issues as social and political
issues stressed the centrality of gender roles and gender relations in all
spheres of life and opened up space for a critical exploration of differ-
ent understandings of femininity, masculinity, and gender relations in
Palestinian society. The conference and the public discussions it sparked
on gender issues and democracy were part of a conscious attempt by
women activists to hold Palestinian society in general and the national
movement in particular responsible and accountable for improving
women’s lives. The anticipated response on the part of the Palestinian
national leadership to this challenge was, however, once again super-
seded by unexpected political developments that relegated gender issues
and the women’s movement to secondary positions.

War, Peace, and Military Occupation:
Implications for Women’s Lives and Struggles (1991-1993)

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, and the subse-
quent deployment of American and international troops in the Gulf,
took their toll on Palestinian society in the Occupied Territories and
had direct implications for women’s lives. The most immediate ones
were economic. More than two hundred thousand Palestinians who had
been employed in Kuwait fled, leaving behind all of their possessions.
Only some were allowed back into the West Bank and Gaza Strip; most
had to seek refuge elsewhere. As a result, most of the financial support
sent by Palestinians in Kuwait to their families and to Palestinian
institutions was cut off.
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15. Young Palestinian women demonstrate against land confiscation. Occu-
pied West Bank, June 1991. Courtesy Paul Dix, Impact Visuals.

The economic hardship was compounded by the serious political
damage suffered by the PLO and the Palestinian community in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip. Following Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s
declaration that he would withdraw from Kuwait if Israel withdrew from
the Occupied Territories—namely, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and
the Golan Heights—PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat met with the Iraqi
President a number of times as part of an attempt to serve as a media-
tor in the crisis. In this context, their casual embrace, which is cus-
tomary among leaders in the Arab world, was misconstrued by the
international media as unequivocal Palestinian support for the Iragi
invasion of Kuwait. As a result, Palestinians everywhere became vic-
tims of guilt by association. Up to that point, no official Palestinian,
whether from the PLO or the Occupied Territories, had condoned the
Iragi occupation. On the contrary, Palestinian leaders in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip published several statements condemning the occupa-
tion and calling for the Iragi withdrawal. Nevertheless, there was
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virtually no interest on the part of the Western-based media to report
such statements and present a more accurate picture of the Palestin-
ian response to the Gulf crisis.”!

Adding to the mounting pressure was sharp deterioration in liv-
ing conditions following the October 8, 1990 massacre at the Haram
al-Sharif compound in Jerusalem. Israel’s notoriously brutal and quick-
trigger border police shot and killed twenty one Palestinians, wound-
ing more than one hundred, after Palestinians had gathered to defend
the Islamic holy site from rumored extremist provocations by Israeli
settlers from the West Bank.’? Following Palestinian demonstrations
of outrage against the massacre, the Israeli army contributed to the fur-
ther escalation of violence by pouring more troops into the Occupied
Territories. In addition, the occupation authorities sealed off the West
Bank and Gaza Strip and forbade any Palestinian who had ever been
placed under administrative detention from entering Israel. More than
ten thousand Palestinians had received green identity cards that barred
them from entering and working in Israel. At the same time, Israeli
employers were encouraged to replace Palestinian workers with Soviet
Jews.?

Despite difficult conditions, the Palestinian women’s committees
continued their regular work, and the Women’s Studies Committee at
Bisan was able to carry out the previously mentioned December 1990
conference on the intifada and women’s social issues. As the United
States’ self-imposed January 15, 1991 deadline neared, however, women
activists had to set long-term plans aside and gather all their energy to
cope with the economic and political crisis and the prospects of a large-
scale war in the region. Following the massive U.S.-led air attack on
Iraq, the Israeli military administration imposed a devastating twenty-
four-hour a day curfew on Palestinians in the Occupied Territories,
which lasted a full month and a half.**

Soon after the curfew was imposed, the first Iraqi SCUD missiles
were launched at Israel. On cue from Israeli media outlets, CNN was
quick to report on those Palestinians who had cheered the Iraqi mis-
siles from their rooftops. Little or no attention was paid to the fact that
more than 1.5 million people were being held hostage in their houses,
many on the verge of starvation, with no sirens and no gas masks to
protect themselves against the possibility of an airborne chemical at-
tack.” While images of Israelis in gas masks and Jews in sealed rooms
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were omnipresent in international media coverage, with all their his-
torical connotations, Palestinians in the Occupied Territories struggled
to survive with no money, food, or medicine and no one to bear wit-
ness. A particular difficult aspect of the prolonged curfew was that
people were cut off from one another and from their extended family,
community, and support networks. This imposed reality had negative
implications for women’s organizing, based as it was on group decision-
making and networking. Women’s committees and the women’s cen-
ters, like all other businesses and institutions, remained closed, making
most Palestinian women who worked outside the home unable to con-
tinue their social and political work; instead they were forced to be-
come full-time wives and mothers.

Just weeks before the actual ground war against Iraq was launched,
the Palestinian women’s movement was shaken by an internal conflict
in the Palestinian Federation of Women’s Action Committees
(PFWAC), one of the four major women’s committees. Grassroots in-
surgents took over the PFWAC’s building in Beit Hanina accusing the
head officer of not running the committee democratically. The result
was a split, with the two groups claiming title to the committee’s name
and ongoing projects. According to the insurgents, the conflict reflected
the chasm between the elite women who headed the committee and
the women who worked at the grassroots level. At the same time, it
was clear that the split was affected in part by a broader ideological
split within the DFLP, the PLO faction with which that PFWAC was
affiliated, over the preferred solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”®
As a result, intense internal discussions began in other committees on
the relationship between the grassroots and the elite as well as on the
relationship between the women’s committees and the various politi-
cal factions of the PLO.

In the aftermath of the war, the Jerusalem-based Women’s Stud-
ies Center started a research project on the effect of the Gulf War on
Palestinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.’” A few months
later in July 1991, the center organized a conference on domestic vio-
lence against Palestinian women, the first of its kind in the Occupied
Territories. The conference featured two papers followed by a lively dis-
cussion. First, Nadera Kivorkian discussed her field research on how
women in the Jerusalem District perceive the problem of husbands’ vio-
lence against women. The second paper, “Theoretical Considerations
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Regarding Violence Against Women,” was presented by Dr. Hala
Artalah from Birzeit University.*

The subsequent discussion focused on the ways in which women
could address domestic violence and resulted in a list of recommenda-
tions and in the establishment of a ten-member follow up committee.*”
The conference dealt with the sociocultural context of domestic vio-
lence but little attention was devoted to the connections between vio-
lence against women and the broader political context of the Israeli
occupation. Consequently questions concerning the possible effects of
the six-week curfew in the Occupied Territories during the Gulf on do-
mestic violence or concerning the relationship between the violence
inflicted daily on Palestinians by the military occupation and domes-
tic violence, were underplayed.

An exception was Kivorkian’s study which addressed the impact
of the intifada on violence against women in the Palestinian commu-
nity. It pointed to a lower frequency of domestic violence in Palestin-
ian homes, that had experienced direct violence at the hands of the
Israeli military during the uprising—families where someone had been
killed, wounded, or imprisoned by the Israeli military.* No attempt was
made, however, to interpret this relationship or to explore the relation-
ship between economic constraints, especially in the aftermath of the
Gulf War and the phenomenon of violence against women. Neverthe-
less, the conference not only placed domestic violence against women
on the agenda of the women’s movement and provided a public forum
for its discussion, it also redefined violence against women as a social
problem.

Indeed, the conference triggered not only an ongoing discussion
on the topic of violence against women, but also the founding of social
institutions such as a new counseling and consultation project for
women in Nablus as well as training courses, sponsored by the women’s
committees and centers. As part of the analysis of the problem, women
activists drew from feminist literature and models of activism concern-
ing violence against women around the world. The UPWW(GC, for ex-
ample, sent a representative to take part in a training course organized
by the U.S.-based Center for Global Issues and Women’s Leadership,
which dealt with violence against women in different contexts and
societies and focused on how to share experiences and develop strate-
gies to deal with it. The UPWWC also printed in its newsletter a copy
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of an international petition demanding that violence against women
be recognized as a violation of human rights. Signed by Palestinian
women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the petition was presented
to the 1993 United Nations World Conference on Human Rights.*!

Another topic that was high on the Palestinian women’s agenda
in the aftermath of the Gulf War was how to respond to the peace pro-
cess set in motion by the United States. Just as the Palestinian com-
munity was divided, the women’s movement was neither unified nor
clear about its stand on this process. The issue was not whether peace
was wanted or not, but rather what kind of peace could be obtained
under this format and what implications it would have for women’s
lives. Following the November 1991 Madrid conference, which brought
together Israeli and Arab representatives for the first time, the women’s
committees hosted Hanan Ashrawi and Zahira Kamal, both members
of the Palestinian delegation to the talks. In addition to providing
women with information about the peace process, the discussion
focused on the need to strengthen the role of Palestinian women in
the political arena and in the decision-making concerning the peace
process.*

Despite cautious optimism expressed by many women following
the Madrid conference, the focus of the Palestinian national struggle
shifted almost entirely from the grassroots level to the level of inter-
national diplomacy. As a result, women’s contributions and participa-
tion were marginalized once again. The political skills and experience
that Palestinian women had acquired in the course of their ongoing
struggles, their special concerns, and their perspectives and visions for
peace in the region were overlooked both in the composition of the
Palestinian delegation and on its agenda.

The exclusive focus on international diplomacy as the only vi-
able mean to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict triggered feelings
of confusion and frustration among Palestinian women activists, who
felt that their activism at the grassroots level was stripped of its politi-
cal potential and significance. According to Eileen Kuttab, many ac-
tivists found it difficult to “get back into action” and especially to
encourage other women to do the same.* The frustration and confu-
sion were related, at least partially, to the fact that the peace process
interrupted almost two years of intense discussions and planning by the
women’s committees, women’s centers, and representatives of various
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organizations, which had come together under the banner of a newly
established Task Force on Women to formulate a united agenda. Given
the new political context, some activists felt the only way to keep a
women’s agenda alive was to interject it into the official peace process.

As the Palestinian leadership established “technical committees”
designed to outline the basic frameworks and policies for the future Pal-
estinian authority, women activists pressured the leadership to put
women'’s issues on the agenda of those committees. Finally, after more
than six months, a Women’s Technical Committee was founded. The
women’s committee, however, unlike the others did not receive its funds
from the regular budget, but rather depended primarily on the financial
support of a foreign donor.* Nevertheless, the new committee embarked
on a rather ambitious journey, establishing several subcommittees to
examine issues such as legislation, education, and employment, with
the aim of making policy recommendations. In addition, the commit-
tee began work on a Women’s Bill of Rights, which according to
Giacaman and Johnson was “seen as a mobilizing tool to show the in-
terests and strength of women prior to the introduction of key pieces
45

The Women's Technical Committee members saw themselves as
part of a pressure group rather than as official members of a quasi-
governmental body. They consulted frequently with the women’s com-
mittees, women's centers, and grassroots activists. But following the
massive deportation of 415 Palestinians in January 1993, and the March
1993 blockade-style Israeli closure of the Occupied Territories, the re-
lationship of the Women’s Technical Committee with the women’s
movement, and especially with women on the grassroots level was
strengthened.* Many Palestinians, women in particular, grew suspicious
after twenty months of a so-called peace process that had only resulted
in harsher oppressive measures and more suffering and misery.

The spring and summer of 1993 marked a period of intense po-
litical debates within the Palestinian community on the future of the
peace talks, accompanied by increasingly harsh criticism of the undemo-
cratic practices of the PLO leadership in Tunis.* As the details about
the Gaza and Jericho First plan were made public and following the
signing of the Declaration of Principles, the public debate concerning
the future of the peace talks escalated into a serious conflict between
Palestinians who supported the agreement and those who opposed it.*
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The women’s movement also was and remains divided between
individuals and groups who back the agreement and those who oppose
it—primarily those committees and projects affiliated with the PFLP
and with Nayef Hawatmeh's faction of the DFLP. After women opposed
to the agreement argued that they could not work anymore under the
banner of the technical committee, they ceased to be invited to other
initiatives, such as demonstrations, launched by the other women’s
committees, against the closure and the deportations. During this pe-
riod, the women of the opposition directed their energies toward the
creation of a united opposition bloc. According to grassroots activist
and organizer Maha Nassar, the founding of an opposition bloc was not
a result of “unification from above,” initiated by the leadership of PFLP
and DFLP, but rather “a process which arose from below, from popular
organizations and institutions such as the trade unions and the women’s
committees.” ¥

Yet within the broader response to the peace process and the Oslo
Accord the women of the opposition found themselves part of an un-
easy alliance with Hamas, the major Islamist group in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. The two groups share a similar critique of the Gaza
Jericho plan which is seen simply as a device to legitimate the perma-
nent Israeli control of Palestinian lands and to disempower those who
have long struggled for Palestinian self-determination. It was clear from
the outset, however, that the opposition bloc and the Islamist forces
have different visions about the character of any future Palestinian state.
These visions of course involve also different understandings of femi-
ninity, masculinity, and gender relations. Women activists from the
opposition bloc are quite aware of the possible implications of this
alliance, which they refer to as both dangerous and temporary. Never-
theless, given the current political situation they treat this unexpected
alliance as inevitable.”®

New political circumstances forced women in the opposition to
keep their positions on women’s liberation and social issues separate
from their political stands on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Though
apprehensive, they are determined not to let the strategic political
alliance with Hamas affect their social platform or their commitment
to gender equality.’! The alliance between the women’s committees who
support the peace agreement and the Palestinian leadership is in many
ways equally problematic, dangerous and full of contradictions. Women
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who have sided with PLO factions supporting the Declaration of Prin-
ciples are far from being satisfied with the representation of women and
their concerns in the Palestinian delegation and in the technical com-
mittees. In both cases women have reacted to a current political de-
velopment based on their party loyalties and their positions on the
[sraeli-Palestinian conflict. At the same time, women activists on both
sides of the political divide are aware that they must stay vigilant and
protect their agenda on gender and social issues.

In conclusion, although many Palestinian women were already
aware prior to the intifada that theirs was a two-fold struggle, for
national liberation on the one hand and for women’s rights and gen-
der equality on the other, the uprising created a context for raising new
and difficult questions about the relationship between the two. Dur-
ing the first two years of the intifada the emphasis on women’s rights
and equality remained consistent for the most part; women activists
were convinced that the volume of their participation in and contri-
bution to the national struggle would inevitably result in a significant
transformation of their position in society.

This conviction weakened, however, as women increasingly
realized that their full participation in the struggle for national libera-
tion did not necessarily guarantee improvements in their social and
political status. The common tendency to prioritize the national
movement’s agenda over their own was replaced by a growing aware-
ness that what were called “women’s issues” should be an important
component of the national struggle and by an urgency to develop and
make explicit a women’s program. The founding of research, training
and counseling centers throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip
between 1988 and 1991 represented an important step in that direc-
tion. But as a result of the social and political impact of the Gulf crisis
and subsequent war, the excitement that accompanied the new initia-
tives of the women’s movement could not be sustained. This turn of
events serves as a clear reminder that political developments at the
international level often have direct implications for women’s lives and
struggles.

In the aftermath of the Gulf War, women activists resumed their
efforts to reconceptualize “women issues” as social and political issues
and to outline and implement projects that will improve the lives of
Palestinian women, especially those living in small villages and refugee
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camps. This time, however, women’s efforts were disrupted by peace
rather than by war. The U.S. sponsored Madrid Conference and the
later Oslo Accord and Declaration of Principles signed between the
PLO and the Israeli government became the major topics of political
discussions and concerns within the Palestinian community, both in
the Occupied Territories and in the diaspora. In addition to dividing
the Palestinian society into supporters and opponents of these devel-
opments, the exclusive focus on the narrow parameters of international
diplomacy marginalized grassroots work for social and political change
in general and women’s efforts in particular.

Once again, the Palestinian women’s movement has been forced
to assess and rethink its previous work and search for new strategies of
struggle and modes of organizing. Some women are convinced, how-
ever, that in order to successfully cope with the present crisis and pre-
vent future ones caused by political developments both at the local and
at the international level, the movement ought to pay closer atten-
tion to the relationship between gender and the political context of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This implies that when confronted with
a crisis situation, instead of reacting simply on the basis of prior politi-
cal affiliations, the women’s movement will facilitate public discussions
to assess the impact of a particular development on women’s daily lives
and to explore potential ways of coping with the crisis. Based on such
analyses of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the implications of dif-
ferent plans for its resolution for their lives and struggles, women might
put forth alternative visions for social transformation and peace-
building in the region.
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Israeli-Jewish Women’s Struggles

History, Context, and Strategies

< Two popular images have shaped the way women in [srael are viewed.
One is the tough, powerful, and exceedingly unfeminine Golda Meir,
the former Israeli prime minister; the other is the sexy, exotic woman
soldier, in military fatigues with a machine gun slung over her shoul-
der, ready to fight for her country. These images have fueled a myth
about gender equality and women’s political participation in Israel,
which, unfortunately, has helped reinforce the marginalization of
women within Israeli society and politics. The equality myth, however,
has not gone unchallenged. The great discrepancy between these im-
ages and the actual lives of Isracli women has resulted in numerous
attempts by women in Israel “to call the equality bluff’ by detailing
the institutionalized gender discrimination they confront every day in
Israeli society.!

More important than simply proving the myth to be false is un-
derstanding how it has been formed, which has been in direct relation
to the historical trajectory of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The image of
the liberated and sexy woman soldier, for example, became particularly
popular after the 1967 war, nurtured both in Israel and abroad to gar-
nish Israel’s victory. One the one hand, the public display of Israeli
women soldiers was intended to emphasize that Israel was fighting for
its very existence and therefore women had to contribute to the na-
tional efforc. On the other hand, women’s participation in the mili-
tary was also presented as proof of the modern and democratic character

90
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of Israel. This image of the allegedly liberated, modern Israeli woman
soldier was then contrasted with images of veiled, powerless Arab
women in order to depict the neighboring Arab countries as undemo-
cratic and culturally backward, thus demonstrating Israel’s role as an
outpost of the West.

The second image associated with Israeli women—that of former
prime minister Golda Meir—is also related to the politics of the Arab-
Israeli conflict in that it was used mainly abroad to mobilize support
for Israel. The powerful woman prime minister came to stand as a sym-
bol for a supposedly progressive society fighting for its survival. Despite
her coarse personality and tough rhetoric, the very fact that she was a
woman rather than a retired general made Israel appear more vulner-
able and thus generated more sympathy abroad. In particular, it helped
obscure Israel’s militaristic ethos, with its aggressive posturing and ten-
dency toward territorial expansion. Even more damning to the progres-
sive connotations of Meir’s leadership for women was that she was no
champion of women’s rights and was especially unsympathetic to the
feminist movement in Israel whose initial crystallization began during
her tenure.

Rather than accurately reflecting women’s actual roles and posi-
tions in Israeli society, popular images such as those of Golda Meir and
of Israeli women soldiers reflect the role of the Arab-Israeli conflict in
generating idealized notions of womanhood. The formation and trans-
formation of these images must be examined in direct relation to the
political context and more particularly in relation to the history of the
Arab-Israeli conflict. Equally important is to record the discrepancies
between common representations of Israeli women and their actual
lives.

In Search of a New Identity:
Jewish Women in Palestine (1911-1948)

The founding of the Women’s Workers’ Movement in 1911 rep-
resents the first example of Jewish women'’s political organizing in Pal-
estine. Established within the Labor Zionist movement, it grew out of
the disappointment of a small group of women with the limited roles
assigned to them in the emerging society. These women had come to
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Palestine to participate more fully in social life than they had been per-
mitted to do in the middle-class circles of their Jewish communities in East-
ern Europe. They did not expect, nor had they prepared themselves, to
struggle for equal rights. As Dafna lzraeli stresses, “they thought equality
would be an accompanying feature of their move to the new homeland.™
Many of these expectations had their origins in the nationalist-socialist
ideology prevalent in the Zionist movement at the time.

Based on her examination of articles, diaries, and collected writ-
ings by women in Palestine during 1904-1914 and 1919-1923, Deborah

Bernstein concludes:

“The most salient element in women’s articulation concern-
ing themselves was their identity as members of the new commu-
nity, the new workers’ society. Women repeatedly emphasized their
belonging to and partnership in the community . . . Women saw
only one way to achieve their aspiration, that is by taking part in
all that was considered important in the new society. There were
no different roles, criteria, and spheres for men and women. Thus
women could achieve their fulfillment as women precisely by tran-
scending gender differences, by embarking on action defined by
its social, national and human significance.”’

Reality, however, did not meet the expectations; women were
relegated to secondary roles in the new society. Farmers in the agri-
cultural villages refused to employ women, considering them ineffi-
cient for workers and immoral for living on their own among men.*
This situation prevailed even with the establishment of the kvutza, a
small collective settlement in which all were to share equally in the
work.” Conscious and egalitarian efforts to transcend unequal divi-
sions of labor within the Jewish community in Palestine did not
extend to women's work. Domestic work was still considered by many,
both men and women, as women’s responsibility; women were auto-
matically assigned to the kitchen and the laundry. Gradually, women
came to realize that their desire to work in agriculture and be equal
partners in building the new society could not be realized through
the existing structures of the Labor Zionist movement.

Based on their disillusionment, seventeen women attended the
first meeting of women workers in 1911, in Kinneret, one of the first
cooperative agricultural settlements. The meeting presented women
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workers with their first opportunity to share experiences and individual
grievances and to extend moral support to one another. It also laid the
foundation for the emergence of a Jewish women’s movement in
Palestine.® Yet it should be recognized, as lzraeli and others point out,
that “from its inception, the Zionist women’s workers movement
avoided defining itself as engaged in a struggle against male oppres-
sion.”” Instead, a need for “self-transformation” was stressed, empha-
sizing that to fulfill the ultimate goal of building a new society, “women
must be helped to change so that they could contribute more effec-
tively toward the realization of shared values and goals.”

During this period, Jewish women in Palestine struggled prima-
rily for greater equality between men and women in the allocation of
such scarce resources as immigration certificates and job opportunities
and demanded greater participation in the decision-making bodies of
the Labor Zionist movement and its affiliated organizations. In addi-
tion, they addressed particular problems confronting them as workers
and provided agricultural training for women. The discourse of self-
transformation and an emphasis on the value of working together as
women became the primary strategies for achieving equal rights. Shared
experiences and the unique problems and objectives of women became
the primary basis for political organizing. The underlying assumption
was that women could best achieve their goals by transcending gender
differences and stressing their similarities with men.

The struggle for gender equality during this period involved a con-
flict between two competing projects: one designed to put women’s self-
transformation on the agenda of the Labor Zionist movement, and the
other to turn the Women’s Workers’ Movement into a social service
organization. The conflict came to a partial resolution in 1930 when
the movement became more social service oriented and changed its
name to The Organization of Working Mothers in an attempt to re-
solve the tensions between women’s work outside the home and their
roles as wives and mothers.’

This transformation gave legitimacy to a gendered division of
labor and power. As a result, occupational training took on the task of
preparing girls and women for socially-accepted feminine roles such as
hairdressers, dressmakers, nursemaids and nursery teachers and left
political decisions, trade union activities and economic policy in the
hands of the male establishment. A number of interrelated factors led
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to this dramatic transformation in both the vision and the strategies
of the Jewish women’s movement in Palestine: (1) the exaltation of
aggressive masculinity by both men and women; (2) the organization
of production according to traditional definitions of gender roles;
and (3) the centrality of mothering to women’s identity and its
conceptualization as a women’s responsibility.’®

The difficult conditions in Palestine at the time served to increase
the importance of qualities considered masculine; physical strength be-
came one of the first criteria for the distribution of social prestige and
power within the community. Because physical strength was seen as a
key to productivity, and given that the kvutza was fighting for recogni-
tion of its economic viability, women were defined from the beginning
as being less productive than men. In their struggle for gender equality,
women emulated the masculine model and sought “to make the func-
tions, qualities and goals of men their own, without demanding a simi-
lar change on the part of men, without demanding that they ‘feminize’.”"!

Organization of production according to principles of productiv-
ity and profitability helped solidify the development of two spheres of
economic activity along distinct gender lines. Consequently, it became
impossible for women to win the prestige enjoyed by men as full-time
farmers—the true pioneer ideal, a central fixation of Jewish collective
identity in Palestine. Within this broader context, which valued mas-
culinity and profitability and directly linked the two, motherhood could
only undermine the status of women. Fogiel-Bijaoui describes how
“when the first children were born the care of the newborn was imme-
diately entrusted to the mother. And even though demands were made
here and there that fathers participate in the care of children, such a
solution was never seriously considered. . . . It seemed totally dysfunc-
tional and illogical within the realm of agriculture to exchange a man,
a ‘productive worker’, for a woman, a ‘less productive worker’.”!?

Another dimension crucial to understanding the struggles of Jew-
ish women in Palestine during this period concerns the broader politi-
cal context and its implications for women’s lives. With the escalation
of tensions between Zionists and Palestinians opposed to Zionist settle-
ment in Palestine in the mid-1930s, the problem of gender equality
was further marginalized and relegated to a secondary status. Many
women acceded to this. Some contended, however, that equality of
rights depended on equality of duties and therefore sought to partici-
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pate in various paramilitary organizations which operated underground.
Still, women’s participation in these organizations was limited to aux-
iliary roles on the homefront; women were not allowed to take part in
civil defense or in military operations.

During the 19361939 Palestinian uprising against British rule and
Zionist settlement, women were once again denied the possibility to
stand guard around the kibbutzim. This restriction sparked a women’s
rebellion in demanding their right to stand guard. It was swift and
strong and quickly achieved its goal: in most kibbutzim women were
allowed to stand guard. This rebellion is among the few successful ex-
amples of collective action by women designed to explicitly protest gen-
der inequality in the pre-1948 era. Yet neither the success of this
particular protest, nor the active participation of women in the Zion-
ist project changed the gendered divisions of labor and power within
the Jewish settlement in Palestine."

The Militarization of Women’s Lives (1948-1967)

Israel’s 1948 Declaration of Independence made an allusion to
gender equality, stating that “the State of Israel will maintain complete
social and political equality for all it citizens regardless of religion, race
or sex.”* Nevertheless, the establishment of the state narrowed the
little space women had to express their political views on general is-
sues and to struggle against their discrimination as women. The “found-
ing fathers” of the Jewish state, under the paternal leadership of Ben
Gurion, established themselves at the center of Israeli-Jewish
collectivity. In the aftermath of the war, and especially following the
1956 Sinai campaign, the military came to occupy a central institu-
tional role in defining and reproducing the social and political fabric
of Israeli society. As Natalie Rein points out “the army’s needs were
the country’s needs and no other philosophy had the slightest chance
of survival. Advancement on every field was dependent on performance
in the army. It set the tone of life.”"

The militarization of Israeli society was ushered in by the dynamic
and charismatic personality of Moshe Dayan who, in 1953, became the
army’s commander in chief and whose authority on military matters
remained virtually unchallenged for the next twenty years.'® Dayan
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became a symbol of the Sabra: militant, arrogant, and exceedingly mas-
culine. His personal ethos coupled with his military “adventures” in-
spired an entire genre of heroic anecdotes that occupied a central role
in Israel’s popular culture at the time. Dayan emerged as a primary role
model for Jewish men, representing a shift from a past of perceived help-
lessness and powerlessness associated with the European-Jewish expe-
rience to a present and future of personal and military prowess and
strength. Jewish manhood had been redeemed and redefined in terms
of an aggressively militarized national state.

The exaltation of masculinity was reinforced with the escalation
of the Arab-Israeli conflict and became linked not to profitability like
it was during the pre-state period, but rather to national survival and
national identity. The belief that Israel was a nation under siege pro-
vided the basis for maintaining national unity in the face of external
enemies, and men were assigned the primary role of safeguarding the
existence of the state. This shift in the individual and collective iden-
tity of Israeli-Jewish men had direct consequences for women’s lives
and struggles at the time. Natalie Rein summarizes this period as one
where “the hopes and aspirations of Israeli women toward equality and
egalitarianism faded. The country turned its back on humanism and
pursued a policy of nationalism, militarism and Zionism.”'” From 1948
onward, women had no space to assert themselves outside the confines
of their role as male-supporters or to protest the erosion in their sta-
tus. In order to be part of the Jewish state they had to constantly sup-
port and express gratitude for their male ‘liberators’ and ‘protectors,’
thus accepting the gendered division of labor and power.

This was the climate in which David Ben Gurion helped institu-
tionalize an ideal of motherhood as the major venue through which
[sracli-Jewish women could contribute to the national project. “If the
Jewish birthrate is not increased, “ Ben Gurion recounted in his pro-
jections at the time, “it is doubtful that the Jewish state will survive.”!®
In other words, while Israeli men defended Israel on the battlefield,
women were asked to secure Israel’s survival on the homefront. Indeed,
Ben Gurion took this analogy further by comparing “any Jewish woman
who, as far as it depends on her, does not bring into the world at least
four healthy children” to “a soldier who evades military service.””® The
analogy between women’s “special” role as reproductive units and the
military service of men has defined the Israeli national project, with
its gendered assumptions and practices to this day.
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With the militarization of motherhood and the additional na-
tional glory attached to the production of sons—that is, future sol-
diers—and given their limited access to decision-making levels of social
and political institutions, women had few options other than the so-
cially-accepted roles of wives and mothers. They did not mobilize to
protest their collective social and political predicament nor did they
take explicit political positions as women, especially not on questions
of war, peace, and security. This non-mobilization can be attributed
both to the absence of an organizational framework and to the broad
political and social consensus taken by many as a sign of unity, essen-
tial to the survival of the nation. :

Wars, Gender, and the Politics of Consensus (1967-1973)

The June 1967 war renewed and solidified the national and po-
litical consensus in Israel, reaffirming the centrality of the military and
significantly strengthening Israel’s relationship with the Jewish world
in the diaspora. The war, which resulted in Israel’s occupation of the
West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan Heights, also marked a new
stage in the construction of Israel’s collective identity. According to
former Israeli president Chaim Hertzog, it marked Israel’s “transforma-
tion from a potentially helpless victim into a brilliant victor [and] cre-
ated a euphoria which brought about a revolutionary change in Israel.
Against the background of somber prospects a few days before, their
incredible victory evoked a reaction throughout the Jewish world such
as Israel had never known or experienced.””

The first war fought by the new generation of Israeli Sabras was
interpreted as a major step towards leaving the past behind. Dominant
accounts of the war in Israel’s popular culture often contrasted images
of the newly triumphant heroes with the helpless Jewish victims of the
past. In many ways, crossing the pre-1967 border, known as the Green
Line, and defeating “the enemies” across that border, marked the
defeat of the enemy within—the passive and victimized Jew. The omni-
potence of the Israeli military resulted in further militarization of
Israeli society and the institutionalization of national security as the
top social and political priority, which defined the meanings and bound-
aries of legitimate political concerns.

The 1967 war and its aftermath had major implications for gen-
der roles and gender relations in Israel; it resulted in the reassertion



98 Gender and Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

and indeed celebration of militarized masculinity. To use Rein’s words:
“1967—and the June war of that year was for Israeli manhood the jewel
in its crown of military achievement.”! While ordinary Israeli-Jewish
men were praised for their accomplishments on the battlefield, Israel’s
male elite leadership secured its unchallenged position at the center
of Israeli-Jewish collectivity. Most women, on the other hand, had no
direct part in the glory because they did not take part in the actual
fighting. Their contributions on the homefront were either overlooked
or taken for granted, viewed merely as the fulfillment of their assigned
responsibilities as women.

It would be an understatement to say that the political climate
in Israel in the aftermath of the 1967 war was far from encouraging
alternative interpretations of the war—especially if they came from
women. Most felt that Israel had no other choice but to wage war to
defend its existence and that the price some people had to pay to reach
that goal was inevitable. The largely unchallenged acceptance of this
questionable interpretation silenced the few voices of dissent on the
margins of the Israeli political spectrum and made the emergence of
an anti-war or pro-peace movement almost impossible.

The few attempts by women to organize as women around con-
temporary political issues during that period were in support of the pre-
vailing public consensus. For example, on the eve of the 1967 war, a
group of women nicknamed “The Merry Wives of Windsor,” staged a
public demonstration in Tel-Aviv, calling for the appointment of hawk-
ish Moshe Dayan as minister of defense to insure the appropriate mili-
taristic response to crisis. A few years later, in 1975, a less known effort
was undertaken by the “Women of the First Circle,” who demanded
that the Israeli government state clearly that it would not withdraw from
the Occupied Territories.?

In light of the political climate and given the hegemony of Israeli
men in the political arena, the very fact that women formed exclusively-
female political groups and issued public statements deserves attention.
In other words, these examples could be examined in the context of the
long struggle of women in Israel for voice and visibility in the public po-
litical arena. At the same time, we must distinguish between political
initiatives that aim to uphold the status quo and those that are designed
to challenge it. Both examples—the Merry Wives of Windsor and the
Women of the First Circle—were clearly in support of the public con-
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sensus and the political status quo. The women who organized these early
actions did not attempt to articulate any connections between social and
political issues and the problems facing them as women. Instead, they
invoked prevailing notions of femininity such as care and unconditional
support for their men to justify their intervention in the political debate
and made no attempt to challenge its underlying assumptions nor its
gendered underpinnings. The political consensus both on the Arab-Israeli
conflict and on gender relations remained intact.

This was the context in which Golda Meir was elected prime min-
ister. Yet her term, which lasted from 1969 to 1973, did nothing to
alter the prevailing gender inequalities in Israel. In fact, many Israeli
feminists maintain that Meir’s tenure was a setback in women’s struggles
for equality in Isracl. Judith Buber Agassi points out that “though
herself a ‘strong woman’ who had fought for her own chance to enter
politics, Golda certainly was no feminist. She was a traditionalist con-
cerning gender roles and she did nothing to facilitate the entry into or
the advancement of other women in Israeli politics.”” Influenced by
stereotypical representations of the U.S. women’s movement in the
1960s that fueled the backlash against feminism in Israel during the
1970s, Golda Meir referred to feminists as “those crazy women who burn
their bras and go around all disheveled and hate men” or as women
who think that “it’s a misfortune to get pregnant and a disaster to bring
children into the world.”*

The prime minister’s attitudes toward the women’s movement and
her popular image as an Israeli legend, not a “real” woman, set her apart
from the movement and, in a sense, from most Israeli women. Not only
did she not empower women to enter politics, she did not in any way
challenge men’s dominance in the political arena as well as in every
other sphere of influence in Israeli society. Ironically, though her po-
litical career became a pretext for the assertions that Isracli women
were equal to men, she herself did not escape traditional feminine
stereotypes and sexist jokes. For example, she became known nation-
ally and internationally as “the ablest man in the cabinet,” a descrip-
tion coined by Ben Gurion to assure Israel and the rest of the world
that, despite her gender, Meir was capable of the masculine task of lead-
ing the country and upholding the political and social consensus.”

The political consensus and the status quo concerning gender re-
lations began to dissolve somewhat during the 1973 war. This war
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represented an anticlimactic turning point in the construction of Israeli
collective identity. It has been inscribed in Israel’s history and popular
culture as a collective trauma. By threatening to change the expanded
borders of 1967 and shattering the illusion of military invincibility, it
re-invoked the image of the Jew-as-victim grounded in the defensive
national ethos. To this day, more than twenty years later, many Israe-
lis frustrated with their inability to rewrite the 1973 war as a victory
are still searching for scapegoats in order to rid themselves of the bur-
den of collective responsibility.?

Apart from having a significant effect on Israeli-Jewish collective
identity, the 1973 war also triggered a public discussion on the gendered
division of labor in Israeli society. The war lasted only a few weeks,
but the massive mobilization of Israel’s reserve units had a dramatic
effect on Israeli society and economy, as well as on women. With most
of the men in the labor force taken to the battlefront, it seemed, at
least during the first few days, that the country stopped functioning.
Untrained and unskilled, women were frustrated as they were not able
to replace the mobilized men at the machines, in manufacturing, in
agriculture, and behind the wheels of buses.?” Moreover, attempts by
women to volunteer for various tasks on the homefront were not
welcome either. As Marcia Freedman points out, “during the first days
of the war, teen-age boys and older men were mobilized to provide
essential services. When women volunteered, they were turned away.
We were asked to knit woolen hats and bake cakes for men at the
front."?®

There were a few volunteer jobs for women on the homefront.
Freedman, for example, had the experience of being a “hostess” in a
small hotel in Haifa which was turned into a rest home for the men-
tally and emotionally wounded: “We were asked to be ‘hostesses'—to
serve coffee, try to talk with patients, play sheshbesh, backgammon. We
were to raise morale, to be a reminder of normalcy. All that was re-
quired of us was our womanhood. We were not expected to have any
therapeutic skills.”® In light of this very gendered experience and given
the emergence of a distinct women’s movement in Israel at the time,
women, not just feminists, began to ask critical questions about their
position in society.

Less than a year after the war, the feminist movement in Israel
dedicated a special issue of its newsletter to the topic: women and war.®
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The issue focused on what happened to the Israeli women during the
war, offering a penetrating critique of gender relations in Israeli soci-
ety. It chronicled the social and political marginalization of women dur-
ing the war—and its distorted representation in the Israeli media—and
included a critical examination of the economic loss to the Israeli
economy due to failure to consider women'’s work potential seriously.
Also discussed in this context were the situation of women in the [sraeli
military and the social and political implications of the war for differ-
ent groups of women.

This was the first time that women, mostly feminists, tried to ad-
dress the connections between gender differences and war from both a
practical and a theoretical perspective. Pnina Krindel stressed that the
distinctions between masculinity and femininity, which become more
rigid in times of war, represent “socially imposed patterns, rather than
people’s free choice or biological nature.”' She further argued that
“since the distinction between ‘fighters’ and ‘non-fighters’ is based on
gender, not on qualifications or preferences, it is conceivable that many
women would want to go and fight while men will prefer to stay
home."*

In another article in the same issue, Ester Eilam presented a rather
different feminist interpretation of the connections between gender and
war. Dealing more broadly with the relationship between war as an in-
stitution and the social construction of masculinity, Eilam argued that
“war represents a ‘masculine’ value par excellence” and that “the myth
of war is grounded in the idealization of ‘masculine’ values such as hero-
ism and loyalty and contrasting them with qualities such as fear and
weakness that are associated with women.”” Eilam’s critique of the re-
lationship of masculinity and war raises difficult questions for those anti-
war feminists who argue for equality within the prevailing order. Instead
of asking for mere inclusion of women in the war system, she argued
that the struggle for eradication of inequalities in power and privilege
was in fact an antiwar struggle.

These two different interpretations of the relationship between
gender and war marked the beginning of an ongoing critical discus-
sion around these issues in the feminist movement. Sparked by the 1973
war and culminating in the establishment of the Women’s Party in
1977, this discussion represents an important new stage in the history
of the Israeli women’s movement.
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The Emergence of a Feminist Movement (1970-1977)

The beginnings of the feminist movement in Israel is often traced
to two seminars on women'’s issues taught at Haifa University in 1970
by Marcia Freedman and Marilyn Safir, both immigrants from the United
States. These seminars evolved into consciousness-raising groups, gen-
erating considerable interest, and in less than two years spread to Tel-
Aviv and Jerusalem, taking on a different character in each place. In
Haifa, women established an organization they called Nilahem, which
translates into “we will ight” and was also the acronym for Women for
a Renewed Society. The group’s mission statement presented a radical
analysis of the causes and practices of the oppression of women in gen-
eral and the male-dominated Israeli society in particular.’

The feminist organization in Tel Aviv on the other hand, which
later became the Israel Feminist Movement, stressed legislative reform
and political involvement in the social and political system as a means
to achieve gender equality.” The Tel Aviv based movement could not
have been more different than the independent feminist group that
emerged in Jerusalem, comprised mostly of non-Zionist and anti-Zionist
women activists. [t stressed the need to eradicate not only gender
oppression, but also that based on race, class, and national differences,
and in addition it called for an end to the Israeli occupation of Pales-
tinian lands.”®

With the exception of the feminist group in Jerusalem, which had
its origins in politically progressive social movements on the Israeli left,
the women’s movement in Israel, argues Barbara Swirski, “did not origi-
nate in a civil rights or student movement as it did in the United States
and Western Europe, but was the result of the direct influence of new
immigrants from the United States and other English speaking coun-
tries.””” Unlike earlier attempts by Jewish women in the pre-state era
to ground the ideals of gender equality in socialist Zionist ideology, the
“new” women’s movement was comprised primarily of middle-class,
university-educated Ashkenazi women who did not, for the most part,
seck a radical transformation of Israeli society. Rather, these women
struggled for their equal place within the existing social and political
structures in Israel.

Nevertheless, during the first years of their existence feminist
groups undertook several important projects. In Haifa women exam-
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ined and criticized discriminatory agendas in hiring practices at the
Technion (the largest higher-education institution in Israel with a focus
on the natural sciences), staged a demonstration to protest the impli-
cations of religious laws of marriage and divorce for women’s lives, and
conducted a successful campaign to persuade Haifa University to open
a day-care center for students and employees. In other parts of the coun-
try, feminists set up women’s centers, conducted extensive lecturing in
schools, army bases and kibbutzim, supported striking nurses and social
workers, held demonstrations for the liberalization of the abortion law,
and embarked on feminist publishing ventures.®®

The emerging women’s movement was a social and political force
that could no longer be ignored. Thus, when Shulamit Aloni formed
the Citizen’s Rights Movement (CRM) in 1973, she turned to the
women’s movement for help in gathering the number of signatures
required to enter [sraeli elections; in return, Marcia Freedman, as the
representative of the women’s movement, was allotted third place on
the party slate. Although at the time of this alliance no one expected
that Freedman would be elected, the women’s movement still celebrated
a victory because it’s political power had finally been recognized. But
contrary to most political analyses, as a result of the elections, the
CRM won three seats in the Knesset, one of which belonged to Marcia
Freedman, the outspoken feminist.*

Given the political climate in Israel at the time, this was indeed
a great accomplishment for the feminist movement. Before the 1973
war, domestic issues had been expected to dominate the elections cam-
paign initially scheduled for October 1973. In the aftermath, however,
the campaign was overshadowed by political feuds and questions aris-
ing directly or indirectly from the war. Moreover, all major parties had
fielded army officers among their candidates. The debate over national
security had once again put domestic social issues, including gender
issues and women’s concerns, on the backburner. In this context, the
CRM was the only party that “tried to fight the elections on issues close
to the hearts of the people and brought a feminist on to its list.”* The
CRM focus on important domestic issues that had been neglected
for so long was no doubt a factor in the CRM’s popularity and unex-
pected strong showing in the elections. Yet, despite their success, their
commitment to the feminist movement began to erode after the
elections.*!
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Despite the lack of support within her own party and the hostile
reaction toward her in the male-dominated Knesset, Marcia Freedman
fought relentlessly during her term (1973-77) to raise awareness of gen-
der discrimination and to initiate and push through legislations sensi-
tive to women’s needs and designed to improve their condition in
society. What made Freedman particularly unpopular in the Knesset,
and to a great extent even in the women’s movement at the time, was
the fact that in addition to speaking up about women’s issues she took
issue with oppression and discrimination experienced by other disen-
franchised groups, including Palestinians in the Occupied Territories.
In 1976, following the killing of three Palestinians by Israeli soldiers
during a demonstration in the West Bank, Freedman spoke critically
and with passion against Israeli torture of Palestinian political prison-
ers and the unchecked vigilante settler violence and in favor of the
Palestinians’ right to self-determination.*

Freedman’s unequivocal positions on the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict which clearly challenged the political consensus, led to an impor-
tant debate in the feminist movement on the relationship between
feminist politics and peace and security. The movement was forced to
address the conflict which had been kept off the agenda until then.
These debates inspired the first attempts to articulate linkages between
the problems facing women in Isracl and the issues of war, peace, and
the Israeli occupation, and gave impetus to the establishment of the

Women’s Party in 1977.

Peace as a Women’s Issue: The Women’s Party (1977)

When Marcia Freedman’s term ended in 1977, she led the effort
to establish a Women’s Party to run in the 1977 elections. The party
provided a framework for the exploration and public articulation of
linkages between women’s issues and other social and political prob-
lems. In particular, it called attention to existing connections between
different forms of oppression and between gender inequalities and the
politics of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Its official election platform called
for “gender equality |and] economic, political and social equality be-
tween people, men or women,” as well as for “the abolition of existing
structures of discrimination and gaps on the grounds of gender,
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ethnicity, nationality, age, ability or opinion.”® These ideas, which had
rarely been articulated in the Israeli political arena, were met with a
nearly uniform hostile reaction.

Another connection that the Women’s Party made which was
unprecedented at the time and remains yet unaddressed in Israeli poli-
tics was to point out that the huge military budget comes at the ex-
pense of needed resource allocations for social programs and domestic
issues. The platform stated that “the existing political situation con-
sumes most of the Israeli society’s resources and diverts the people’s and
government’s attention away from crucial social problems.”* The so-
lution to these problems according to the Women’s Party depended
upon “the achievement of a comprehensive long lasting peace in the
region [which] is inseparable from the establishment of an egalitarian
society.”® The platform clearly affirmed that it would “support any
initiative that will lead to the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict
while recognizing the Palestinian people’s rights for self-determination
and the safe existence of the state of Israel.”*

Not only were such connections unpopular in the Israeli politi-
cal climate during that time, they were often perceived as traitorous
and as a threat to national security.*’ The suggestion that women’s lib-
eration was connected to the liberation of others, including Palestin-
ians who lived under Israeli occupation, called into question the
hegemonic discourse of national security which was predicated upon
the continued occupation of Arab lands and thus, continued milita-
ristic, masculinized definitions of national priorities. It also challenged
the rigid distinction between “us” and “them” that was understood in
terms of Jews and Arabs. The message of the Women'’s Party was ex-
plicit and clear: “We see Arab women within Israel and across the bor-
ders as sisters in a joint struggle for equal rights and equal opportunities
and we wait for the day when we will be able to shake hands across
national boundaries.”*

Referring to Arab women as “sisters in a joint struggle” at that
time was equivalent to political suicide. The majority of Israeli society
was not ready to listen to the principled positions of women who sought
to explore the connections between their own oppression and the op-
pression of others. As a result, the Women’s Party did not win enough
votes for a seat in Knesset and disbanded immediately after the elec-
tions. Despite this, many Israeli feminists regard the establishment of
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the party, and its participation in the 1977 elections, as an important
milestone in the history of women’s political activism in Israel.*’

Women and the Politics of Change (1977-1982)

The most dramatic changes affecting Israeli women’s lives and
struggles prior to 1977 were related to the escalation of the Arab-
Israeli conflict mostly through warfare and preparations for war. The
1977 elections and their aftermath introduced changes of a different
sort, although they were still connected to the politics of war and peace
in the region. Among those changes were the victory of the right-wing
Likud party in the 1977 elections after twenty-nine years of Labor-led
governments in Israel, the founding of an extra-parliamentary pressure
group called Peace Now, and the signing of the Camp David Accords
between Israel and Egypt.

The women's movement, however, continued its work on women'’s
rights and equality as if nothing had changed within the broader
sociopolitical context. None of the significant political changes nor
their possible implications for women’s lives in Israel was on the agenda
of the first feminist conference, held in 1978 in Beer Sheba and
attended by about 150 women. This may be attributed in part to the
feelings of feminists who associated the failure of the Women's Party
in the 1977 elections with the radical connections it made between
women’s issues and the politics of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Evidently,
there was a fear among feminists that a further discussion of national
and international politics would divert attention from women'’s issues
and result in a further fragmentation of the already fragile movement.
With the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, however, the women’s
movement could no longer ignore the broader political picture.

The Israeli Invasion of Lebanon and its Aftermath:

Women Voice Dissent (1982-1987)

The 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon gave rise to the first example
of Israeli women organizing explicitly against war. It also marked a turn-
ing point for the Israeli peace movement as a whole, sparking the emer-
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gence of a distinctive peace movement in Israel.”® Peace Now—founded
in 1978 by a group of Israeli reserve officers and soldiers who were not
convinced that the government was doing enough to bring about peace
with Egypt—situated itself at the center of the emerging Israeli peace
movement through its superior resources and its ability to define peace
as an issue of national security. Some Israeli women, on the other hand,
searched for different peace frameworks and new strategies of resistance
and activism against the war.’!

Two major women'’s protest groups emerged during that period:
Women Against the Invasion of Lebanon and Parents Against Silence.
Both groups opposed the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and demanded
an immediate withdrawal of Israeli forces from Lebanon. The groups
differed, however, not only in their origins and in the positions they
articulated against the war but also in the different strategies they used
to achieve goals—particularly in the ways they linked (or did not link)
their gender identity with their political positions.

The establishment of Parents Against Silence a year after the in-
vasion was triggered by a letter to the editor published in the Israeli
daily Ha'aretz. Shoshana Shmueli, a teacher and a mother of two, wrote
the letter with a message that appealed to mothers’ and fathers’ sense
of responsibility for their children fighting the war. She urged those
with,similar sentiments and concerns “to cease to be silent, to protest
against those who bear the responsibility for this cursed war . .. and
not to relinquish the struggle until our sons come home.”? A week after
the publication of the letter, Shmueli convened the first meeting of
Parents Against Silence.

The group was comprised of between forty and fifty women (and
a few men who gave support primarily behind the scenes). The orga-
nization maintained a high level of activity for two years. Its scope in-
cluded holding demonstrations and protest rallies, publishing
proclamations, issuing press releases, distributing stickers and explana-
tory material at supermarkets, beaches, and demonstrations, and col-
lecting signatures on petitions. Major protest rallies were held near the
prime minister’s office in Jerusalem, in one of Tel Aviv’s main squares,
and near the ministry of defense in Tel Aviv.”’

The members of Parents Against Silence, which the media and
the Israeli public called Mothers Against Silence, publicly disassoci-
ated themselves from feminism and tried to project an image that would
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not be threatening to most Israelis. They insisted that they were sim-
ply mothers (and fathers) who were worried about their sons in com-
bat.’* On the other hand, Women Against the Invasion of Lebanon,
was made up of women who had been active in the Israeli feminist
movement and articulated their opposition to the war in the form of a
feminist anti-militarist position. They stressed the connections between
their oppression as women and other forms of oppression and domina-
tion suffered by Palestinians as a result of Israeli military occupation
both in Lebanon and in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

[sraeli society and its mainstream media were sympathetic to Par-
ents Against Silence, but did not tolerate the feminist antiwar and
antioccupation positions articulated by Women Against the Invasion of
Lebanon. Gadi Wolfsfeld points out that “unlike the feminist group, Par-
ents Against Silence were pictured as mainstream Israel: mothers wor-
rying about their sons in combat. To oppose the group politically was
equivalent to insulting motherhood and the army at the same time.”*
The hostile public reaction toward Women Against the Invasion of Leba-
non, however, revealed that Israeli society was not able to address the
oppression of Palestinians in the Occupied Territories nor the subordi-
nation of Israeli women, and especially not the links between the two.

Parents Against Silence dispersed soon after the Israeli army
pulled out of most of Lebanon in 1985. The active women in the group
did not join feminist groups or other political organizations. Women
Against the Invasion of Lebanon, on the other hand, changed its name
to Women Against the Occupation (WAQO) and expanded its antiwar
focus to include solidarity campaigns with Palestinian women in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip.*

In sum, the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in June 1982 triggered
for the first time massive antiwar protests in Israel and galvanized a
peace movement. Yet women had little room to challenge as women,
let alone as feminists, the dominant rhetoric of national security, which
prescribed the ideological notion of an Israeli woman who backs her
sons and on occasion, only in the name of care and protection, may
question government policies. Feminism was viewed as an extreme
movement that posed a threat to the stability of Israeli society, par-
ticularly in times of crisis. This crisis atmosphere helped generate pub-
lic hostility toward Women Against the Invasion of Lebanon in
contrast to the empathetic attitude toward Parents Against Silence.
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The women who founded Parents Against Silence stressed time
and again that they were not feminists but rather mothers concerned
with their sons on the battlefield. Such a position might have been a
strategic decision designed to mobilize broad support for their cause
without having to confront the dominant political discourse in Israel,
but this does not appear likely in this particular case. What remains
significant, however, is the centrality of the discourse of motherhood
for women’s peace activism in Israel and its broader legitimacy within
[sraeli society.

Despite the insistence of Parents Against Silence that their group
included both mothers and fathers, the media and the public consis-
tently called the group Mothers Against Silence. This indicates that
the “task” of care, in Israel as in other places, is associated primarily
with the experience of mothering and, as such, seriously limits social
and political movements seeking a radical transformation of the pre-
vailing political and social order including gender relations. Only with
the outbreak of the intifada, has feminism gained some prominence
among women peace activists in Israel.
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Israeli-Jewish Women and the Intifada

2 The outbreak of the intifada was a watershed for the political involve-
ment of women in Israel. Exclusively female (and largely feminist)
peace groups burst on the scene, initiating activities that had two ma-
jor goals: to mobilize public opinion in Israel and abroad against the
occupation and to build bridges of solidarity with Palestinian women
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Groups such as Women in Black,
the Women’s Organizations for Women Political Prisoners (WOFPP),
the Israeli Women Against the Occupation (SHANI), the Women and
Peace Coalition, and the Israeli Women’s Peace Net (RESHET), pro-
vided new frameworks for the political mobilization and activism of
women in Israel. These newly founded women’s peace groups initiated
numerous demonstrations, letter campaigns, local and international peace
conferences, and solidarity visits to the West Bank and Gaza Strip.!

The mobilization of women’s peace groups and their large scale
activism occurred long before already-existing organizations, such as
Peace Now, had taken unequivocal positions vis-a-vis the intifada and
against the Occupation—surprising to many, because Peace Now has
been the most widely recognized peace group, both in Israel and abroad.
For the most part, however, Peace Now has rarely moved beyond the
national consensus on the Palestinian question.? Although it organized
a number of demonstrations protesting Israeli government policy in the
Occupied Territories and calling for a negotiated solution to the con-
flict, Peace Now remained very cautious in its response to the intifada.
For example, it took the organization nearly a year to state that it was
in favor of direct negotiations between Israel and the PLO.?

110
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The intifada caught the majority of Israeli society by surprise. Prior
to that, information about the policies and practices used by the
Israeli military in the Occupied Territories had often been subjected
to both government and self-imposed media censorship.* During the
early months of the uprising, however, as never before, the Israeli me-
dia broadcasted images and stories of life under occupation exposing
some of the methods used by the Israeli military to suppress the po
pular revolt. Most Israelis knew what was happening, although many
acted as if they did not. Their initial responses reflected a mix of pas-
sivity and denial; confronting their images as brutal occupiers was too
disturbing and too painful. It was women, in small groups at first, who
confronted these images and grasped the message that ending the
Occupation was the primary issue and challenged the general climate
of passivity and denial within Israeli society.

The emergence of a multitude of women’s peace groups provided
women with new opportunities to step out of their prevailing roles as
mothers and keepers of the homefront and to take positions on the most
crucial matter in Israeli politics: the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In this
context, Israeli women have gradually come to realize that the broad
array of concern and problems previously defined as “women’s issues”
cannot be treated anymore in isolation without reference to broader
structures of militarization, inequality, and oppression reinforced by the
Occupation.

Women Take Action:
The Emergence of a Women’s Peace Movement (1987-1990)

The first reactions by women in Israel to the intifada were spon-
taneous, involving primarily those*who had been previously active in
either the Israeli left or the feminist movement or both. Acting within
existing frameworks and channels, these women explored various ideas
and strategies to educate the Israeli public about the intifada. In Janu-
ary 1988, a few weeks after the outbreak of the intifada, a group of
women in West Jerusalem, members of a mixed-gender group, Dai
L’Kibbush (Hebrew for End the Occupation), held a silent vigil under
a banner bearing those words. This is how Women in Black in Jerusa-
lem began. Hagar Rovlev, one of the seven women who organized the
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first vigil insists that its origins were largely experimental and that its
success was highly contingent.’ Nevertheless, the overwhelmingly sup-
portive response by women to the idea led to its weekly institutional-
ization. In January 1988, women in Jerusalem, and soon thereafter
throughout the country, began holding silent vigils on Friday after-
noons. The women dressed in black to symbolize the tragedy of both
Israeli and Palestinian peoples and held signs in Arabic, English, and
Hebrew, which called for an end to the Israeli occupation of the West
Bank and Gaza Strip.

Around the same time, women involved with the feminist maga-
zine Noga collected slides taken by journalists in the Occupied Terri-
tories and installed a generator and a projector on a busy Tel Aviv street
to show scenes from the West Bank and Gaza Strip that were prohib-
ited by the Israeli military censor. Their main objective was to pierce
the apathy and indifference of the average Israeli to the brutality of
the Occupation.® According to Noga editor Rachel Ostrowitz who was
part of the group, this particular initiative sprang out of “the need to
understand what was happening in the West Bank and Gaza” and the
realization “that censorship was being imposed on the public, and that
television was not telling the whole story.””

Despite these strong convictions, hostile reactions of the Israeli
public, and the logistical details required by this initiative, made the
effort to show slides from the West Bank and Gaza Strip more and more
difficult. Thus, soon after Women in Black in Jerusalem emerged, the
women in Tel Aviv decided to substitute their slide show with a weekly
vigil of Women in Black. They were also responsible for organizing the
first unofficial delegation of forty Israeli-Jewish women, who attempted
to visit refugee camps in the West Bank to see the situation for them-
selves and to express solidarity with Palestinian women. Although the
group was stopped by the Israeli army before it reached its destination,
this early initiative inspired numerous similar attempts, most of them
successful .®

In Haifa, feminists and women who had been longtime activists
on the Israeli left responded to the intifada by forming an ad hoc coali-
tion that sponsored a number of meetings and demonstrations for In-
ternational Women'’s Day in March 1988. This coalition was the driving
force behind the Haifa-based Women .in Black vigil.® In addition to
the weekly vigils, Women in Black in Haifa also initiated a telegram
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16. A Women in Black vigil. The Hebrew sign reads: “Talk Peace with the
PLO.” Tel Aviv, Israel, September 1990. Courtesy Allan Clear, Impact Visuals.

campaign addressed to the Israeli government and to military officials.
The campaign which was carried out during the first two years of the
intifada had two major objectives: to raise public awareness about the
daily severity of the Israeli occupation and to express solidarity with
Palestinians, especially with women.

Some telegrams protested the closure of Palestinian women’s cen-
ters, the intimidation of women leaders in the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
and the imprisonment of Palestinians without trials. Others demanded
a supply of sanitary napkins for Palestinian women prisoners and im-
provement of prison conditions and medical care. The telegrams called
attention to cases that were representative of the broader structure and
practices of the Israeli occupation. Women in Black demanded expla-
nations from both the Israeli government and the military for particular
cases, naming the Palestinian women who were involved. In so doing, they
challenged the dehumanizing practice of leaving Palestinians nameless.
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[n effect, the Palestinian women whose cases were mentioned were not
presented as the enemy but rather as women whose suffering and re-
sistance touched the lives of [sraeli women who, in turn, made it part
of their struggle to bring this information to the attention of the Israeli
government, media, and public.'®

Several other groups were founded around the same time, usu-
ally with a particular focus or project. In January 1988, women launched
the Peace Quilt, a project to prepare a symbolic covering for a future
negotiation table and to encourage dialogue between Palestinian and
Jewish women in Israel. Made up of more than four thousand pieces of
embroidery with messages of peace in Hebrew, Arabic, and English, it
was assembled by Israeli-Jewish women and Palestinian women hold-
ing Israeli citizenship. The quilt was exhibited in front of the Knesset
on June 5, 1988, in a protest vigil that marked the twenty-first anni-
versary of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

In addition to consistent protests against the occupation, women
also began to address the implications of the occupation for women's
lives. The WOFPP in Tel-Aviv and Jerusalem emerged soon after the
outbreak of the intifada to confront the harassment and political de-
tention of Palestinian women—aimed at inhibiting the vital function
of women’s organizations for the embattled Palestinian community. The
Tel Aviv- and Jerusalem-based groups have functioned separately,
although the scope of their activities has been similar, including pub-
lic protests and legal intervention on behalf of Palestinian women
around such issues as sexual harassment, assaults, and torture of Pales-
tinian women prisoners as well as inappropriate jail conditions.!!

WOFPP’s main objective has been to support women political pris-
oners by challenging policies that violate their basic civil and human rights.
The group has mobilized public opinion through press releases and dem-
onstrations, put pressure on members of the Israeli parliament, public
institutions, and local and international organizations, and has kept in close
contact with the prisoners, their lawyers, and their families. In addition,
clothing and other necessities are delivered to prisoners and solidarity visits
are made to Palestinian women’s houses after their release.

A great part of these groups’ work consists of daily advocacy in
the jails and in the detention centers where Palestinian women are
held. In many cases, WOFPP members have served as go-betweens, or
as unofficial mediators, between Palestinian families and the Israeli
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17. An encounter between Intisar al-Qugq, a former Palestinian woman prisoner
(left) and Michal Schwartz, an Israeli woman activist from the Jerusalem-based
group Women for Women Political Prisoners (right) during a solidarity visit
of the group following Intisar al-Quq’s release from three years of imprison-
ment in Israeli jails. Silwan (near East Jerusalem), Occupied West Bank,
October 1992. Courtesy Hilary Marcus, Impact Visuals.

authorities.!> Both the Tel Aviv and the Jerusalem group publish
monthly newsletters and occasional reports featuring information about
living conditions in the prisons as well as updates on recent imprison-
ments and trials—occasionally accompanied by photos of Palestinian
women and their families.’ In the context of Israeli society, where a
great deal is invested in portraying Palestinians as uncivilized “others”
and as vicious enemies of the state, attempts such as WOFPP’s to put
a human face on the victims of Israel’s policies have been perceived as
threats to Israeli national security.

As a result, there has been a tendency on the part of many Israe-
lis to treat such activities as acts of national treason. Symptomatically,
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WOFPP members have been often called “Arab-lovers” by Israeli po-
licemen who guard the jails and prevented them from delivering nec-
essary items such as soap, shampoo, sheets, towels, and sanitary napkins,
which are not supplied by the prison authorities. The perception of soli-
darity work as an act of treason has also resulted in frequent preven-
tion of WOFPP’s lawyers from meeting with their Palestinian clients.!*

In order to transform the hostile public climate in which women
peace activists were operating and broaden their base of support, a
number of women in Jerusalem who were either active in or support-
ive of both Women and Black and WOFPP established in 1988 a new
group—SHANI, also known as Israeli Women Against the Occupa-
tion.!s SHANTD’s analysis of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the pros-
pects for its resolution contended that “women in every society tend
to try and resolve conflicts peacefully before they turn to aggressive
ways. We find it easier than men to express our willingness to compro-
mise since we understand that peace has a price.”'

To provide women more possibilities with which to form their
perspectives on Middle East politics, the group organized symposia and
discussions on different topics related to the conflict and invited Pal-
estinian and Israeli speakers to present their views in public meetings
held every three weeks. During the first three years of the intifada,
SHANI attracted some two hundred women—many previously on the
left or in the women’s movement and others drawn into political work
by the outbreak of the Palestinian uprising. In addition to its educa-
tional work, the group visited hospitals, schools, and kindergartens in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip and helped organize and coordinate nu-
merous protests and demonstrations with other groups in the Israeli
women’s peace movement. One of its major projects was a campaign
to re-open schools and universities in the Occupied Territories launched
in collaboration with Palestinian women and with various groups of
Israeli and Palestinian educators.!” SHANI also organized a signature
collection campaign to endorse a document, known as the
“Brussels Declaration,” written and signed by Palestinian and Israeli
women who participated in the first international women'’s peace con-
ference in Brussels in May 1989.1%

Participation in and support of women’s peace conferences were
central to the work of all the newly founded women’s peace groups and
to that of feminists and peace activists not affiliated with any particu-
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lar group.'® Prior to Brussels, on the first anniversary of the intifada, a
coalition of women’s peace groups in Israel organized a conference under
the title: “Occupation or Peace: A Feminist Perspective.” The meet-
ing brought together several hundred Jewish and Palestinian women
from Israel and representatives of the Palestinian women’s committees
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip. All the speakers made explicit
connections between women’s struggles for liberation and equality and
the Palestinian struggles for national liberation and self-determination.
Another set of connections made explicit was that between the vio-
lence of war and occupation and violence against women. The con-
ference called for the establishment of an international committee for
further action and urged women to step up their efforts to end of the
occupation and to find a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.?®

To facilitate the implementation of the conference’s conclusions,
women founded an umbrella organization—Women and Peace—whose
goals were to coordinate between the various women's peace groups in
[srael and to communicate on a regular basis with Palestinian women’s
groups in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In addition to the practical
functions of networking and coordination, the Women and Peace was
designed “to form a forceful political voice [of women] in Israeli soci-
ety.””! Its founding members insisted that “because women in I[srael are
not well represented in political institutions or in decision-making bod-
ies, the organization of women outside the establishment is of great
importance.”” They believed that a broad coalition of women work-
ing for peace will make women’s peace activism more visible and cre-
ate more opportunities for their voices to be heard. In addition, some
hoped that the newly founded coalition would make explicit attempts
to influence government policies on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”’

The first international women’s peace conference on the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, titled “Give Peace a Chance—Women Speak Out”
took place in May 1989 in Brussels. About fifty women from Israel and
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip, met for the first time in a format
that included women representatives of the PLO to discuss the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and the prospects for its resolution. At the con-
clusion of the conference, the participants drew up a document,
affirming their commitment to a peaceful resolution of the conflict
based on the recognition of the rights of all peoples in the region to
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live in dignity and security, the right of the Palestinian People to self-
determination alongside Israel, and the right of all the sides to choose
their legitimate representatives.*

Upon their return from Brussels, the Israeli participants formed
the Israel Women’s Peace Net (RESHET) which expanded to include
thousands of members throughout Israel, with active branches in Jerusa-
lem, Tel Aviv, Haifa and the Negev.”? RESHET sought to expand the
ranks of the women’s peace movement to include more women from
the political mainstream. Its activities were mainly educational in scope
designed to transform people’s positions on the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict; only occasionally was it involved in protest actions. Unlike other
women'’s peace groups that operate mainly on the grassroots, the lead-
ership of RESHET is made up of well-known women, the majority of
whom are part of the political establishment of the Zionist center and
left in Israel, namely the Labor party and the coalition party MERETZ.%¢

On the second anniversary of the intifada, in December 1989,.
Israeli women organized a day of discussions and protest in Jerusalem
under the title: “Women Go for Peace.” They began in West Jerusa-
lem with a conference organized and hosted by the Israeli Women and
Peace Coalition where Palestinian women activists from the Occupied
Territories were also invited to speak. Speakers at the conference situ-
ated the phenomenon of women’s peace activism in Israel in an inter-
national context, pointing to other examples of women’s struggles for
peace such as the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, the Black
Sash in South Africa, and the women of Greenham Common in
England.”

For the first time, Israeli women articulated fairly explicit and
elaborate critiques of the connection between militarism and sexism,
with numerous references to the connection between the oppression
of Israeli women and the oppression of Palestinians in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. The conference was followed by a Women in Black
demonstration—culminating in a march from West to East Jerusalem,
where it was joined by Palestinian women—and ended in the Pales-
tinian Al-Hakawati theatre with six thousand women participating.
The last event of the day was an afternoon conference organized and
hosted by Palestinian women to which Israeli women were invited.”

The unprecedented number of women’s peace groups in Israel that
emerged in response to the intifada created new frameworks through
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which many Israeli women have tried to come to terms with the con-
nections between problems facing them as women and the broader
sociopolitical context largely shaped by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Yet, the Israeli women’s peace movement has thus far failed to become
relevant to the majority of women in Israel. This is reflected both in
its composition and in its agenda. The demographic profile of the move-
ment resembles those of other women’s movements and peace move-
ments in Europe and in North America that are often accused of being
elitist; it is comprised of women who are predominantly Ashkenazi,
middle-class with formal academic education.”

The particular ethnic and class composition of the movement and
the fact that it did not make the struggle against the glaring inequali-
ties between Ashkenazi and Middle Eastern Jews and between Jews and
Palestinians in Israel part of its agenda have contributed to its inabil-
ity to relate to the concerns of the majority of Israeli women. Accord-
ing to Katia Azoulay “the ‘typical Jewish woman’. . . is unrepresented
in . .. and snubbed by the academics and other professionals in the
‘women’s peace movement,” who see her as shallow and simple-minded,
and therefore, unworthy of cooption into their ranks.”*® Azoulay urges
the Israeli women’s peace movement to make its message and activi-
ties more relevant to the majority of women in [srael.

The growing awareness among Israeli women peace activists of
the explicit and implicit ways in which gender and the politics of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict are interwoven and affect every facet of their
lives may be an important step toward a more comprehensive and more
inclusive analysis that will broaden the movement’s agenda and in turn
change its composition.’!

Making the Links:
Gender and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

There are several sets of connections that Israeli women peace
activists have stressed: (1) between different systems of domination and
structured inequalities grounded in disparities of power and privilege;
(2) between practices of violence used against Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip and the increase in violence against women
in Israel; and (3) between struggles of Palestinians in the Occupied
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Territories and women in Israel for liberation and self-determination.
Taken together, these connections have formed the basis for new per-
spectives on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict articulated by women peace
activists in Israel.”

But as feminist peace activist Rachel Ostrowitz suggests, “the
connection women make between peace and their own lives is not
surprising.”** Ostrowitz believes that the similarities between the treat-
ment of both Palestinians and women, within the context of the
conflict, have helped women recognize that women's “marginality is
not acceptable nor is the oppression of others.”** To illustrate “the
similarity in the treatment of oppressed human beings,” Ostrowitz
points out, for example, the similarity in media coverage of Palestin-
ians, who have died at the hands of the Israeli military during the
intifada and of women in Israel, who have suffered violence at the
hands of Israeli men; both Palestinians and women “are often treated
as persons without names.”® These omissions help legitimize their
daily discrimination and humiliation.

Ostrowitz also delineates the relationship between violence against
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and the steep increase in
violence against women on the Israeli homefront. She points out that
“a soldier who serves in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and learns that
it is permissible to use violence against other people is likely to bring
that violence back with him, upon his return to his community,” and
that this spillover has direct implications for women’s lives in Israel.*
The story of Gilad Shemen further underscores this argument.

Gilad Shemen is a twenty-three-year old Israeli-Jewish man, who
in April 1989, during his military service in Gaza, shot and killed a
seventeen-year-old Palestinian woman, Amal Mohammad Hasin, as she
was reading a book on her front porch. The regional military court con-
victed Shemen of carelessness in causing Hasin’s death, but he was re-
leased after an appeal. Two years later, on June 30, 1991, Shemen shot
and killed his former girlfriend, nineteen-year-old Einav Rogel. He was
sent for mental health evaluation and serves a reduced sentence in an
Israeli jail. Feminists peace activists in Israel have argued that the per-
verse connection between the two women’s murders is but one symp-
tom of the strong link between militarism and sexism in Israel.’” This
interpretation, however, was conspicuously missing from most accounts
of the case in the mainstream Israeli media. Israeli journalist Gabi Nizan
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was among the few who did address the connections between the two
murders. A few days after Rogel’s murder, he wrote in the mass circu-
lation newspaper Hadashot: “in a country without wars, Einav Rogel
and Amal Mohammad Hasin could have been good friends. In such a
world Gilad Shemen could have been a good friend of both of them.
But in our society, Shemen met both of them with a gun in his hand.
This is very normal for an Israeli man his age.”®

Another topic omitted in most accounts of the intifada involves
the sexual harassment and sexual violence inflicted upon Palestinian
women prisoners. Since the beginning of the uprising, the WOFPP has
received numerous complaints of sexual violence committed by Israeli
military forces against Palestinian women. Such incidents occur not
only during interrogation but also in the context of street patrols and
the suppression of demonstrations. The case of thirty-six-year-old Fatma
Abu Bacra from Gaza, arrested in November 1986, illustrates the sexual
abuse and humiliation to which Palestinian women have been subjected
during interrogation by the Israeli Security Services and throughout
their imprisonment.

In the course of systematic pressure put on Abu Bacra to confess,
one Israeli interrogator touched her face and breast, while another
showed her a picture of a naked man and told her that the picture was
of himself. He then took off his clothes and threatened to rape her if
she did not sign the confession prepared by the military, which she
refused to do. Later, she was removed by one of her interrogators to a
separate room, with no policewoman present (in violation of regula-
tions), and forced to sit in a corner with her head wedged between the
interrogator’s legs while he touched her, verbally abused her, threat-
ened her with rape if she did not confess, and eventually masturbated
to sexual climax in her presence. After this, Abu Bacra finally yielded
to the pressure and signed the confession. On November 22, 1988, her
detailed affidavit was submitted to a military judge by her lawyer, a
member of the WOFPPD, as the basis for a pretrail hearing on the validity
of admissions Abu Bacra had made under torture. Nevertheless, to keep
the issue of sexual violence off the agenda of the military courts, she
was offered a plea bargain, which because of her deteriorating health
and her two small children, she could not refuse.”

In addition to the connections between the violence against Pal-
estinians in the Occupied Territories and violence against women,
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Israeli feminists have criticized the priorities of state structures and
institutions that view land as more important than people’s lives and
invest in military equipment instead of in securing equal pay for women
or better education for children.® Dalia Sachs, a founding member of
Women in Black in Haifa, argues that the practices of occupation are
closely interlinked with the prevailing order within Israeli society.* For
Sachs, “the occupation with its oppressive policies is a particular mani-
festation of the patriarchal, sexist, racist and militaristic society in
which we live.”# In particular, she points to the linkages between the
policies and practices “of oppression, discrimination, exploitation by
the Israeli-Jewish (Ashkenazi ruled) government not only of Palestin-
ians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, but also of women and other
disadvantaged populations within Israel.”#

What these sets of connections reveal is that all issues, including
local and international politics, are women’s issues and conversely that
women’s issues are in fact political issues of the most fundamental kind.
In other words, by articulating such linkages, women peace activists
have called into question the artificial distinctions between “public”
and “private” and between narrowly defined “women’s issues” and “poli-
tics.” For the first time in the history of the women’s movement in
[srael, the feminist conviction that “the personal is political” has been
infused with new meanings, opening new possibilities for social and
political mobilizing.

As a result, attempts by women peace activists to link their struggles
to end the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip with their
efforts to eradicate gender discrimination, and other structured inequali-
ties and disparities in power and privilege within Israel, have been met
with great resistance on the Israeli streets. These connections are resisted,
silenced, or marginalized because they upset the status quo of contem-
porary Israeli society, culture, and politics and challenge the way in which
the perennial appeal to national security actually serves to silence criti-
cal questions about the political composition and content of the “nation”
whose security is said to be threatened. By pointing to the daily insecu-
rities faced by different social groups within Israeli society, not to men-
tion those under its direct military control, these connections challenge
those who benefit most from defining the nation and security in narrow,
militaristic, and male-dominated terms predicated upon the continued
occupation of people’s land.
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Given the pervasiveness of this very particular interpretation of
security, which places the security of the nation above that of its citi-
zens, it is not surprising that the majority of Israelis have continued to
resist and discredit issues that women peace activists have raised.
[sraeli women’s campaigns to end the Occupation and to articulate al-
ternative frameworks for peace, as well as their collaboration with Pal-
estinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, have not been taken
seriously by Israeli politicians, nor by the state-controlled Israeli me-
dia. In addition, women’s peace initiatives, especially Women in Black,
have become favorite targets for verbal and physical violence that is
almost always laced with sexual and sexist innuendoes. As with earlier
cases of women’s activism, such as the Women’s Party and Women
Against the War in Lebanon, the backlash against women peace
activists has been fueled by a normally concealed discourse of national
security that has institutionalized a belief that the political mobiliza-
tion of women against government policies represents a social and
political threat to the active social order itself.

The threat is twofold: Women challenge their socially assigned
roles by stepping into the public-political arena and taking a position
on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict—which is considered to be the most
important matter in [sraeli politics. And their position stands in op-
position to the national consensus and disrupts prevailing understand-
ings of womanhood and manhood in Israeli society. By trying to keep
women’s perspectives out of the official political debate in Israel, and
by silencing women’s voices of dissent at the grassroots level through
the use of sexually loaded terminology and threats of physical intimi-
dation, many Israeli men have expressed their fears, frustrations, and
inability to cope with the new conceptions of womanhood forged by
women peace activists in Israel. These systematic attempts to silence
women’s voices and to marginalize their struggle were unsuccessful until

the outbreak of the Gulf War.
Silenced by War:
Women’s Peace Activism and the Gulf War

Despite attempts by the Israeli government to use the Gulf
crisis—following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the massive U.S.
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18. A man from the Israeli Right-wing party “Tsomet” demonstrating against
Women in Black during the Gulf crisis. The sign reads: “Women in Black for
Saddam.” Tel Aviv, Israel, September 1990. Courtesy Allan Clear, Impact
Visuals.
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military deployment in the Gulf—to divert attention from the intifada,
the Israeli women’s peace movement continued its activities until the
start of the war on January 16, 1991. A press release published on Sep-
tember 6, 1990 by the Women and Peace Coalition, asserted that
“women refuse to accept war as a solution to solve conflicts no matter
how complicated they may be” and that “especially in this period of
crisis there is a need to reinforce the belief in the principle of dialogue
and the search for peaceful solutions.”* More specifically, the statement
pointed out that “the Persian Gulf Crisis and the danger of war rein-
force the immediate need for negotiations with the legal representa-
tive of the Palestinians, the PLO, as the only way to reach a peaceful
solution to the conflict and to prevent the horror of war.”#

Despite this press release, which reaffirmed the commitment of
the Israeli women’s movement to a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, when the U.S. bombing of Iraq started and Iraqi
SCUD missiles were fired at Israel women’s antiwar voices were not
heard. To understand this unexpected silence, we must consider the
fact that since the establishment of the state, it had become power-
fully institutionalized for Israelis to forget their differences and form a
united front when confronted with a direct threat or attack from the
outside. Another factor making it difficult for women to affirm their
antiwar positions was the pro-war position endorsed by the mainstream
Israeli peace movement.

[srael’s mainstream peace movement—identified with Peace Now
and with the Zionist left parties, which are now part of the MERETZ
bloc—supported the Gulf War with little equivocation. In fact, it ap-
peared as if the peace movement saw the war as a pretext to return to
the fold and find a common basis in support of the state. The only ex-
ceptions were a few groups on the margins of the movement such as
the Alternative Information Center, Hanitzoz-Challenge, Israeli and
Palestinian Physicians for Human Rights, and the WOFPP. These
groups, who have had a long tradition of solidarity work with Pales-
tinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, continued their work and at
the same time tried to draw attention to the political interests behind
the war and to the heavy price it would exert on the entire region.*

The women’s peace movement, however, was not able to articu-
late a unanimous anti-war position. In fact, for the first time since the
intifada, Women in Black suspended their weekly vigils. After intense
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debate, the vigils eventually resumed, though not in all locations and
with limited participation.*” The Gulf crisis also interrupted the plan-
ning of an international women’s peace conference jointly organized
by Palestinian and Israeli women and scheduled to take place in De-
cember 1990 in Jerusalem. As the level of repression against Palestin-
ians increased with events such as the Haram-al-Sharif massacre in
Jerusalem and long curfews that were imposed on the entire West Bank
and Gaza Strip, joint planning meetings for the conference were post-
poned and never resumed in the same format. A modified version of
the conference did take place, however, in December in West Jerusa-
lem under the banner: “Women Struggle for Peace in a Time of
Crisis.” Although the conference featured a number of speeches by Pal-
estinian women from the Occupied Territories, the vast majority of the
participants were Jewish women from Israel and from abroad.*

In addition to its general impact on Israeli society, on the peace
movement and on the women'’s movement, the Gulf War had particu-
lar implications for gender roles and gender relations in Israel. Accord-
ing to reports from battered women’s shelters and rape crisis centers in
Israel, there was a sharp increase in male violence against women and
children during the war and in its aftermath. As a result, many more
Israeli women began to address connections between the increase of
violence against women and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict which served to legitimize the militarization of Israeli society.*

The Gulf War challenged for the first time the clear division of
roles between men warriors and women caretakers. This time, unlike
in all previous wars and emergency situations, Israeli men were not
drafted into service. Men remained on the homefront, confronted with
their families’ fears, with their own fears, and with the vulnerability
and helplessness of being locked in sealed rooms to protect themselves
from the threat of gas attacks. The image of the invincible Israeli sol-
dier, ready at all costs to protect women and children, was endangered.
Israeli men became increasingly uncomfortable with this unfamiliar
role; many used the word “impotent” to describe their feelings. Un-
able to express themselves violently against Arabs, as they were social-
ized and trained to do, many Israeli men “cured” their feelings of
impotence and longings for the excitement of the battlefield by pro-
jecting their aggression onto women and children.*

Despite the crisis it prompted, the Gulf War represented a turn-
ing point for women'’s peace activism in Israel in that it triggered an
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unprecedented public debate within the movement and, to some ex-
tent, in the society at large on the relationship between militarism and
violence against women. Nevertheless, attempts within the women’s
peace movement to mobilize around these issues were soon derailed
with the appearance of the 1991 Madrid peace conference on the public
political scene. Before they were able to overcome the crisis of war,
women peace activists in Israel were confronted with a crisis of peace
prompted by new political developments in local, regional, and global
politics.

Silenced by Peace:
From Madrid to Oslo (1991-1993)

In the aftermath of the Gulf War, many women peace activists
in Israel tried to forget the contradictions and numbness in the move-
ment during the war, but within a short while, they were confronted
by new challenges. The movement was unable to mobilize against the
massive deportations of 415 Palestinians, the blockade-style closure
imposed on the Occupied Territories, and the July 1993 Israeli attack
on Southern Lebanon. Many women peace activists felt reluctant to
criticize the national consensus on peace and security issues, especially
because MERETZ, the prominent representative of the Israeli left,
joined the Labor-led government. This reluctance, however, triggered
in many women feelings of frustration, burnout, and helplessness.

During the summer of 1993, almost six years after the start of the
intifada, the women’s peace movement faced a major crisis. Women in
Black decreased from thirty-three to about twelve permanent vigils and
a few sporadic ones. Encounters with Palestinian women in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip were almost nonexistent, and the few that did take
place involved only Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women who explic-
itly supported the peace overtures.’! The crisis intensified significantly
following the dramatic announcement of the signing of the Israeli-
Palestinian Declaration of Principles in September. In its aftermath,
Women in Black in Jerusalem held several discussions to explore the im-
plications of the new developments for their weekly vigil.*?

Some Women in Black activists insisted that these developments
would cause a steady decline in the number of vigil participants, which
would gradually weaken the impact of the group; they suggested to end
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the vigil before that happened. But most women were in favor of con-
tinuing the vigil while adding some sign to acknowledge the new
political situation. The decision at the conclusion of the meeting was
to provide a white sash saying “Yes to Peace” for any woman choosing
to wear it.”’ Nevertheless, on October 20, 1993, Women in Black ended
their weekly Friday vigil. The decision was a result of difficulty in reach-
ing a consensus on the future of the vigil in light of the apparent
contradiction between the strong uncompromising message of “End
the Occupation,” and the celebratory mood of women who wanted to
hold a vigil in support of the peace process under the slogan “Yes to
Peace.”*

Left open, however, was the possibility that if the current diplo-
matic attempts to find a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict did
not measure up to expectations, Women in Black in Jerusalem would
resume their weekly vigil against the occupation. Indeed, there were
several attempts to resume the vigil. For example, on December 10,
1993, when it became apparent that the [sraeli military would not be-
gin its withdrawal from Gaza and Jericho on December 13, 104 Jerusa-
lem Women in Black renewed their vigil with slogans supporting peace
and condemning settler violence.®> A few months later, in June 1994,
Women in Black gathered once again, this time to mark twenty-seven
years of Israeli occupation. The weekly vigil, however, is not being held
anymore on a regular basis.>

There is no doubt that the crisis in the women'’s peace movement
has been prompted, among other things, by the change in government
from Likud to Labor and by the narrowing of political discussions to
statements for or against the Madrid peace process or for or against the
Gaza and Jericho First plan and the Declaration of Principles. Never-
theless, this crisis cannot be overcome by time or by a new catchy slo-
gan around which most women peace activists will unite because it is
not only a crisis of direction and political strategy. Rather, it is first and
foremost an identity crisis. As such, it calls for a critical rethinking of
not only strategies of struggle, but also of the very basis of women’s
organizing around questions of peace and security. The history of the
women'’s peace movement in Israel, like the histories of resistance
movements around the world, has been driven by attempts to overlook
differences in political ideology and direction in order to reach a broad
consensus designed to mobilize large segments of society.
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19. A Women in Black vigil expressing support for the Gaza and Jericho First
plan. West Jerusalem, Israel, January 1994. Courtesy Alison Bradley, Impact
Visuals.

This search for a consensus in the women’s peace movement has
often suppressed differences—between women who joined Women in
Black as mothers of sons who serve in the Occupied Territories and
women who were strongly in favor of Israeli soldiers’ refusal to serve in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip and between women who joined the vigil
because of the sexist nature of the Israeli peace movement and radical
feminists whose participation in the vigil has been grounded in a prin-
cipled position against any type of oppression. Other suppressed differ-
ences concern women’s positions on feminism and Zionism and their
perspectives on the long-term solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.’’

In addition to marginalizing differences within the movement,
women peace activists have been reluctant to publicly address the con-
nections between gender and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, which are inherent in the structural underpinning and
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legitimization of the relationship between militarism and sexism and
between violence against women in Israel and the violence and op-
pression of Palestinians in the Occupied Territories. Given the present
political situation, the ability of women peace activists not only to over-
come the present crisis but also to emerge as a politically significant
force in Israel requires the courage to acknowledge and address these
differences and uncomfortable connections.

The spontaneous large-scale political mobilization of women in
Israel, during the first years of the intifada, confirms that Israeli women
are ready and determined to struggle for a distinct voice and place
within the peace movement and in the broader political arena in Israel.
It would be a grave mistake, therefore, to interpret the inability of the
women’s peace movement to confront the unexpected political devel-
opments of the past two years as a sign of failure or burnout. Such an
interpretation, which is common among women activists themselves,
is indicative of the reactive nature of peace activism in Israel; the com-
mon view is that it is the task of grassroots activists to immediately
respond to events unfolding in the official political arena. This lim-
ited understanding of resistance has narrowed the parameters of pos-
sible responses by the women’s peace movement in Israel.

In conclusion, the present crisis presents women peace activists
in Israel with a unique opportunity to rethink the dominant under-
standings of resistance and activism and to explore new venues to ad-
dress the connections between gender and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, that have affected their lives in powerful ways. Such an analy-
sis, however, does not begin with the question of women’s support of
or opposition to war or peace, but rather focuses on their implications
for women’s lives and struggles on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian

divide.



8

The Politics of Alliances Between
Palestinian and Israeli Women

< In addition to invigorating the Palestinian women’s movement and
triggering the emergence of a distinct women'’s peace movement in
[srael, the intifada also created numerous opportunities for encounters
and joint ventures between Israeli and Palestinian women. Prior to the
uprising, planned meetings and political alliances between these groups
were almost nonexistent; the few alliances that did exist were not based
on gender but rather on shared positions on the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict, and on personal relationships that evolved in the context of on-
going exchanges between Israeli peace activists who were mostly
affiliated with non-Zionist and anti-Zionist groups and Palestinians af-
filiated with the factions of the PLO that had a progressive socialist
platform—namely the DFLP, PFLP, and the communist party.

The relationship between Palestinian women in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip and Israeli-Jewish women in Israel changed significantly
during the first two years following the outbreak of the intifada. This
chapter explores the origins and history of the relationship between
the Palestinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and Jewish
women in Israel, focusing primarily on different types of alliances be-
tween these groups, especially since the beginning of the intifada in
December 1987. The encounters of and fragile alliances between Pal-
estinian and Israeli-Jewish women will be examined in relation to the
historical trajectory of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its impact
on particular political developments.
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The History of Women’s Alliances

The alliances between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women trig-
gered by the intifada had historical precedents. Feminist historians and
anthropologists examining the historic evolution of inter-communal re-
lations in the region point out that various associations between women
of different cultural, ethnic and religious communities existed long be-
fore the current stage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.! According to
Elise Young “women’s associations—formal and informal networks, act-
ing autonomously or connected to wider political systems—have his-
torically supported intercommunal relations among Jews, Muslims, and
Christians in the Arab world.”

The often overlooked history of associations and alliances between
Jewish, Muslim, and Christian women in the Middle East challenges both
hegemonic narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and misogynist
claims that women are natural enemies. At the same time, there has been
a tendency to idealize alliances between women, especially if they rep-
resent opposing national collectivities, and to emphasize in particular
their ability to transcend national boundaries.” According to this view,
alliances between women have the potential to shape and redefine the
boundaries of communities and intercommunal relations.

National movements, however, have placed, according to this
view, major obstacles in the path of women'’s associations. Many femi-
nist thinkers have drawn attention to the fact that nationalisms tend
to reinforce the power and privilege of patriarchal institutions by forc-
ing women to demonstrate their loyalty to these institutions and by
turning them into symbols of their national collectivities.* At the same
time, it is often national movements that trigger and inspire women's
associations. Thus, we must recognize that Zionism and Palestinian
nationalism have not always had such uniformly negative effects on
women; multifaceted struggles of Arab and Jewish women in Pales-
tine since the turn of the century gave rise to a complex relation-
ship, between these two groups, involving both contingent alliances
and serious conflicts and confrontations. The first attempts at alli-
ance in the context of rising Jewish and Arab nationalisms can be
found in the establishment of the League for Arab-Jewish Friendship
in 1921 and in a number of alliances between Arab and Jewish women
employed as factory workers.’
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It was not uncommon for Jewish women, who emigrated to Pal-
estine in the early 1900s, to connect their struggles for equal rights and
equal pay to those of Arab workers. Women argued that “the discrep-
ancy between the wages of women and men in the Jewish labor move-
ment [was] comparable to the discrepancy between the wages of Arab
workers and Jewish workers.” In February 1927, for example, sixty Jew-
ish women and forty Arab women factory workers in Acre organized a
joint strike in protest of low wages and intolerable working conditions.”
But according to Elise Young, the Zionist leadership at the time
“thwarted all attempts at solidarity between Arab and Jewish workers,
fostering horizontal hostility among women.” As pressure mounted
with the escalation of the Arab-Jewish conflict during the British Man-
date, and particularly with the establishment of the state of Israel in
1948—which cemented the divisions between the two communities—
alliances between Jewish and Palestinian women became very scarce.

As for the broader attempts to build bridges of understanding be-
tween Palestinians and Jews, it is not clear if any of them involved
women. There is no reference to the participation of women in the
bi-nationalist party, established in 1936 by Martin Buber, Judah Magnes,
and Dr. Nissim Malul in an effort to reach a modus vivendi with the
Palestinians, or in Brith Shalom (Covenant of Peace) and the IHUD
(unity) Association, established in the twenties and forties respectively
to foster cooperation between the Zionist and Arab nationalist move-
ments. In addition to these efforts, there were several attempts by Jewish
and Palestinian businessmen and civil leaders to ease tensions between
the communities. Again, it is not clear, from the few accounts con-
cerning these initiatives, how many women were part of these projects
and what were their roles.’

Encounters and alliances between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian
women became particularly infrequent following the 1948 war and the
establishment of the state of Israel. An exception was the Democratic
Women’s Movement (TANDI) founded in 1948 by Arab and Jewish
women members of the Communist Party in Israel. TANDI’s declared
objectives were to work for women’s rights, children’s rights, and peace.
The joint movement of Arab and Jewish women saw the struggle for
women’s equality as inseparable from the process of transforming
Israel into a truly democratic society that would include full equality
for the Arab population as well as for other groups, and a separation
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between religion and state. TANDI was the first women’s group in Israel
to celebrate International Women’s Day with marches, demonstrations,
and public events to stress the importance of both women’s equality
and Arab-Jewish solidarity.'

Apart from the work of TANDI, face-to face, organized encoun-
ters between Palestinian women in the Occupied Territories and Israeli-
Jewish women in Israel were almost nonexistent prior to the outbreak
of the intifada. The few sporadic attempts by Israeli-Jewish women to
express in solidarity with Palestinian women in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip remained unnoticed in Israel, but received some publicity
in the Palestinian press. One such attempt involved a relatively small
group of Israeli-Jewish women, Women Against the Occupation
(WAQ), formally known as Women Against the Invasion of Lebanon,
that initiated different activities and projects designed to publicize the
plight of Palestinian women prisoners.!!

In March 1984, the group demonstrated outside the Neve Tirtza
women’s prison in solidarity with Palestinian women prisoners who
went on a hunger strike to protest their ill treatment. When word was
received that women piisoners were tear-gassed inside their cells, WAO
demanded and received a Knesset investigation of the incident. Other
activities included a women’s march in Tel Aviv on International
Women’s Day, in 1984, to protest Palestinian women’s prison condi-
tions, as well as successful campaigns to release Leila Mer’i, a Birzeit
University Student Council member, and to cancel the town arrest of
Amal Wahdan, an activist in the PFWAC.!2

Based on early examples of Israeli women'’s solidarity with Pales-
tinian women prisoners, Palestinian scholar and activist Ghada Talhami
concluded that “the record of Women Against the Occupation dis-
proves the thesis that a Western-oriented feminist movement is inca-
pable of empathizing with a Third World feminist movement.”” At
the same time, Talhami stressed that this was not the case with “other
mainstream Israeli feminist organizations.”'* Indeed, it was not until
the outbreak of the intifada that mainstream Israeli feminist organiza-
tions became interested in the lives and struggles of Palestinian women
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In addition to invigorating the Pal-
estinian women’s movement, and triggering the emergence of a distinct
women’s peace movement in Israel, the intifada created better condi-
tions for cooperation between women on opposite sides of the Israeli-
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Palestinian divide. These conditions enabled an unprecedented num-
ber of different types of interactions in the shape of dialogue groups,
local and international conferences, solidarity visits, joint demonstra-
tions, and collaborative work on specific projects.!®

Echoing the sentiments of many women peace activists in Israel,
[sraeli feminist Rachel Ostrowitz points to the intifada as the primary
catalyst for the emergence of networks and connections involving both
Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women. Before the intifada, women in
Israel “hardly had any contacts with Palestinian women inside Israel,
let alone in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.”'® Israeli-Jewish women
had been too busy with their own problems “to realize that even though
Palestinian women face a reality that is different than ours and deal
with different problems, there are things that we have in common and
topics that we can and should discuss with one another.”"’

Many women peace activists in Israel have admitted that their
own activism was prompted by the high visibility of Palestinian
women’s political involvement during the early stages of the intifada.
Images of strong and defiant Palestinian women at the forefront of their
struggle had an empowering effect on many Israeli-Jewish women. The
massive mobilization of Palestinian women prompted a sense of com-
mitment and solidarity grounded in the feminist vision of global sis-
terhood and in the realization that Palestinian women were ready and
willing to talk peace and that this opportunity should not be missed.

The political agency, independence, and active participation of
Palestinian women in the intifada called into question their stereotypical
depictions as passive, subservient, dependent and confined to the home.
The majority of Israeli women peace activists celebrated the “new” Pal-
estinian woman with whom they felt an affinity, since she seemed more
like them. They, however, did not engage in a critical examining of
the processes and practices that have constructed the images of pre-
intifada Palestinian women not only as essentially different but also as
inferior to Israeli-Jewish women. The change in the images and roles
of Palestinian women has been interpreted by many Israeli-Jewish
women as well as by some North American and European feminists as
a shift from “tradition” to “modernity.” According to this interpreta-
tion, by enabling Palestinian women to transcend the confines of the
private sphere and to enter the public-political arena, the intifada
created better conditions for the emergence of alliances with their more
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“developed” sisters. In other words, the underlying assumption has been
that successful alliances should be based on similarities and therefore
that Palestinian women had to change and become more like Israeli-
Jewish women.

Palestinian women, on the other hand, saw the intifada as an im-
portant catalyst that might disturb and thus transform the political po-
sitions of Jewish women in Israel and abroad. According to sociologist
Nahla Abdo, “the intifada has registered a historic turn in the Israeli-
Palestinian relationship as far as political alliances—no matter how
symbolic—are concerned.”'® Focusing particularly on the impact of the
intifada in general and of Palestinian women in particular on Jewish
feminists, Abdo asserts that “the Palestinian women’s movement has
shaken up the Jewish feminist movement in Israel and abroad. Jewish
feminists’ silence, complicity and indifference to the struggle of Pales-
tinians against the racist Israeli state is being broken down.”"® In con-
clusion, Abdo argues that “the politicization of some Jewish feminists
circles in Israel (e.g., Women in Black and Women for Palestinian
Women Political Prisoners) is the product of the Palestinian women’s
uprising.”?

Although Palestinian and Jewish women share the view that the
intifada transformed their relationship to one another, their interpre-
tations of the nature of the relationship reflect different sets of expec-
tations. Palestinian women had hoped the uprising would trigger a
radical transformation in the political views of Israeli-Jewish women
and would enable them to engage in solidarity work with Palestinians
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and to mobilize support against the
Occupation within the Israeli society. They envisioned alliances based
on the recognition that their relationship with Israeli-Jewish women
is, first and foremost, that between occupiers and occupied. Thus, the
transformation of the relationship depends on the willingness of Israeli-
Jewish women to account for the ways in which they themselves are
implicated in the structures and policies of the Israeli government and
for the power and privilege they enjoy as Israeli citizens.

But many Israeli-Jewish women activists were not yet ready to
meet these expectations. Although they were not only interested, but
actually excited, about meeting Palestinian women, they perceived
these encounters as primarily social rather than political. For women
who were not politically active on the Israeli left prior to the intifada,
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these meetings were their first opportunity to talk face to face with Pal-
estinian women from the Occupied Territories. Many Israeli-Jewish
women believed that in order to build bridges of trust and understand-
ing between the two communities they must first focus on their shared
experiences as women and establish personal connections. That is to
say, Israeli-Jewish women were not as eager as Palestinian women to
discuss the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or the Occupa-
tion. Instead, they were interested in encounters based on similarities
and grounded in the principle of dialogue between equals.

Despite their differing expectations, which, for the most part, were
not made explicit, both Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women under-
stood the potential contribution of these encounters to their struggles
and thus were careful not to antagonize their partners. In order to avoid
conflict, issues that could cause controversy were kept off the agenda,
at least during the first two years of the intifada. To come to terms with
both the potential and the pitfalls of various encounters and alliances
between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women, however, the differences
in these expectations must be examined in relation to the broader
political context that shaped and informed them.

Nearly six and one-half years after the start of the intifada, en-
counters and political alliances between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian
women are almost nonexistent. This fact is indicative of the crisis in
both the Palestinian and Israeli women’s peace movements, which is
directly related to the politics of Middle East peace. As the locus of
political activity and attention shifted from the grassroots level to the
high-visibility diplomacy of the official peace process, women’s contri-
bution to and participation in peacemaking has been marginalized. But
the fragile alliances between Israeli-Jewish women and Palestinian
women had already faced serious obstacles even prior to the Madrid
conference and the Declaration of Principles.

The Gulf crisis posed the first major challenge to joint ventures
between women on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian divide. When
Iraqi missiles were fired at Israel, Israeli women’s voices of dissent
against war as a solution to problems were drowned out by the patri-
otic calls for military action. In addition, the Gulf crisis interrupted
the efforts of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women to jointly organize
an international women’s peace in Jerusalem. Palestinian women ac-
tivists involved in the planning of the joint conference still find it hard
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to forgive their Israeli counterparts for not contacting them during the
six week long curfew and for failing to take a more explicit and un-
equivocal stand against the Gulf War and against the pro-war positions
echoed by large segments of the Israeli peace camp. In the aftermath
of the war there were several attempts on both sides of the Israeli-
Palestinian divide to reevaluate and strengthen the ties between the
Palestinian and Israeli women’s movements, these efforts, however, fal-
tered and were often ignored as the Madrid peace process got under
way.

From Dialogue to Solidarity and Beyond

The different types of encounters and alliances between Palestin-
ian and Israeli-Jewish women and the dynamics of their relationship
are, in many ways, unique to the Israeli-Palestinian context. At the
same time, they involve issues and processes that have characterized
relationships between women who belong to different cultural, ethnic
or national collectivitics in other parts of the world. Most accounts of
women’s alliances in the particular context of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict have focused primarily on various efforts to bring together
groups of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women, often overlooking dif-
ferences and conflicts both within and between the groups.

To come to terms with the complex relationship between Pales-
tinian and Israeli-Jewish women, we should not limit our analysis to
their commonalities or their occasional collaborative projects. We
should also pay close attention to differences and conflicts within and
between the groups and in particular to the extent to which they are
allowed to surface during the encounters and to the strategies devised
to confront them. A careful examination of the relationship between
Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women should begin with a comparison
of the different objectives, dynamics, and politics that characterize vari-
ous types of encounters and alliances.

More particularly, this entails asking questions about aspects such
as the demographic composition of groups that have initiated and par-
ticipated in alliances, about their explicit and implicit objectives and
short- and long-term expectations as well as about social and political
developments that may strengthen or weaken them. To answer this
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questions, I suggest we distinguish between three types of encounters:
(1) dialogue groups; (2) women’s peace conferences; and (3) collabo-
rative projects and solidarity initiatives.

Dialogue Groups

Like the other types of allainces discussed here, dialogue groups
are not unique to the relationship between Palestinian and Israeli-
Jewish women. The practice of dialogue between adversaries as a means
of resolving various conflicts, has existed in different societies through-
out history. In recent times, however, dialogue has gained an almost
unquestioned status as the preferred means to overcome any conflict.
The liberal discourse of dialogue with its emphasis on face-to-face meet-
ings in a neutral environment has shaped many accounts of Middle East
politics and, to some extent, became part of everyday common sense.?!
The dialogue format has become particularly common among women’s
groups in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since the intifada
began.

Examination of some of the underlying assumptions of the dia-
logue format uncovers a number of consistent themes, beginning with
a focus on similarities and shared experiences. In the context of the
relationship between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women the expe-
rience of motherhood has been one of the primary commonalities used
as a basis for dialogue. A not untypical illustration took place during a
dialogue encounter between Israeli and Palestinian women activists in
June 1990, in the West Bank town of Jenin. An Israeli-Jewish woman
shared both her vision and strategy for the resolution of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict: Palestinian mothers should keep their sons from
throwing stones at Israeli soldiers, and Jewish mothers ought to put pres-
sure on their sons not to serve in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and
Gaza Strip.”

Another example of the centrality of motherhood in women’s
attempts to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is reflected in the
fact that Women for Co-Existence proudly took the Hebrew acronym
Neled, which translates into “we will give birth.” The group was estab-
lished by a few Israeli-Jewish women in the Tel Aviv area following
the outbreak of the intifada in order to promote dialogue between Jew-
ish and Palestinian women, including Palestinian women who hold
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Israeli citizenship. The group visited Palestinian villages and towns both
in Israel and in the Occupied Territories, met with Palestinian women
activists, and invited them to speak in Israeli-Jewish homes about their
experiences and struggles.”

It is important to recognize that the recurring emphasis on moth-
erhood in dialogue groups is related to the fact that the focus of dialogue
groups tends to be on similarities and shared experiences. Motherhood
and the notion of universal sisterhood have been assumed to constitute
a common ground for encounters between women on both sides of the
Israeli-Palestinian divide. An emphasis on motherhood in the context
of dialogue groups, however, is not unique to the Israeli-Palestinian case.
Symbols and images associated with motherhood, such as those of life
giving and care taking have informed the struggles of women peace
activists around the world at least since the turn of the century.?

But the relationship between women, motherhood, and peace is
not as natural and conflict-free as it is made to seem. Feminist peace
activist, Hannah Safran, for example, has voiced uneasiness about the
overwhelming use of motherhood as a primary discourse of dialogue
between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women: “Is our primary role as
a women’s peace movement to stress that we are mothers and based
on the idealization of motherhood argue that we refuse to keep send-
ing our sons to fight? Maybe it is time for us to also stress other identi-
ties. To point out that we are not just mothers, that some of us are not
mothers (either by choice or not), that we are lesbians and heterosexu-
als, Ashkenazi and Sepharadic, young and old, wealthy and poor, and
that all these diverse identities constitute legitimate locations from
which we can voice opposition to war and conquest.””

Dialogue groups with their universal presumptions and focus on
similarities have not offered a conducive framework for the explora-
tion of questions of identity and difference between or within the
groups. Similarly presumed to be universal, but with a slightly differ-
ent emphasis, the notion of universal sisterhood places a high value
on similarities, interpersonal communication, and friendship among
individual women. This emphasis has been a widely used framework
for women's encounters since early examples of women’s support groups
and consciousness-raising groups.

The greatest weakness of an emphasis on the commonalities be-
tween opposing groups in the dialogue format is that experiences of
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oppression, structured inequalities, and other differences between the
groups are often ignored or downplayed during the encounter because
they are seen as impediments to peace and conflict resolution. Never-
theless, since the rationale of dialogue groups appears both reasonable
and constructive, those who raise questions about differences in power
and privilege among the participants or criticize the liberal assumptions
that underlie this mode of encounter, are often portrayed as rejecting
the very idea of conflict resolution. As a result, argues Palestinian
scholar Mohammed Abu-Nimer, “attempts to establish dialogue and
communication between conflicting parties are always welcomed re-
gardless of their content, structure, motivation and outcome. Those
who oppose these attempts are usually labeled as ‘radicals’ or ‘fanat-
ics’.”? Therefore, few women on either side of the Israeli-Palestinian
divide have publicly criticized dialogue groups.

The participation of many Israeli-Jewish women in such encoun-
ters has been encouraged primarily by liberal positions on both the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and feminism. They believed that through
dialogue they could find ways to transcend cultural, historical, and po-
litical differences and to unite under the banner of global sisterhood
and peace, which could then have a spillover effect onto the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Palestinian women, on the other hand, carried
with them a rather different understanding grounded in their activism
as women in the context of a national liberation struggle; their par-
ticipation in such meetings was motivated first and foremost by prag-
matic political reasons. Because their long-term goal was to bring about
the end of the occupation, they saw their encounters with Israeli
women as an important vehicle for influencing public opinion in Israel
in that direction. For them, dialogue was not perceived as a means for
overcoming differences and establishing personal relationships with
Israeli-Jewish women, but rather a tool of social transformation and
political change. These basic differences in objectives and expectations
put considerable strains on the liberal dialogue format.

Despite clear attempts by Israeli-Jewish women to unite around
commonalities rather than address differences, disparities in power and
privilege, as well as other political, cultural, and historical differences
separating Israeli-Jewish from Palestinian women surfaced in the
dynamics of most encounters. When Palestinian women called atten-
tion to the asymmetric nature of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and
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to the fact that women’s encounters too mirror the relationship between
occupiers and occupied, they were often met with resistance and de-
fensiveness on the part of many Israeli-Jewish women who insisted that
a focus on differences and divisions between them might inhibit the
goals of dialogue.

Another issue that Israeli-Jewish women tended to overlook was
how the format of the meetings further emphasized the disparities in
power and privilege between occupiers and occupied because in most
cases, Palestinian women from the Occupied Territories were invited
to participate in dialogue groups held in the homes of Israeli-Jewish
women within Israel. Encounters did not exactly take place in neutral
spaces for Palestinian women, who took considerable risks by crossing
through the road blocks and checkpoints of the Green Line, not know-
ing whether their own communities would be under curfew or attack
when they returned.

Over time, a number of Palestinian women began to raise criti-
cal questions about the dialogue format with its liberal assumptions and
presumed symmetry and neutrality, which are often hidden behind the
appealing rhetoric of ciuss-cultural understanding and bridge-building.
From their perspective, the dialogue format has been a practice serv-
ing primarily the needs of women that belong to the more powerful
and privileged group, namely Israeli-Jewish women. Activist Maha
Nassar, a leading figure in the Palestinian women’s movement, insists
that, instead of exposing Palestinian women, particularly those who are
very poor and come from refugee camps, to the gap between their liv-
ing conditions and those of Israeli-Jewish women, “Israeli women ought
to come to our communities and see our suffering.”?’

This critique does not rule out encounters with Israeli-Jewish
women but rather offers a different format that takes into account the
unequal nature of the relations between the two groups. It calls into ques-
tion the notion of a universal shared experience of women, emphasizing
that women are divided not only by nationality but also by class. Rather
than accepting that dialogue and liberal bridge-building were inherently
helpful, Nassar believes that critical questions must precede adopting
these practices. Foremost among such questions is that concerning “what
kind of bridges you want to build, between whom and leading to what.”?®

In sum, although women like Nassar tend to agree that the pro-
cesses of searching for common ground and of learning to respect each
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other as individuals are important and often result in comforting per-
sonal feelings, they insist that in order to build and sustain alliances
with Israeli-Jewish women, inequalities in power and privilege rooted
in the broader sociopolitical context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
must be addressed. In other words, experiences of oppression cannot
be reconciled simply through interpersonal processes that focus prima-
rily on how women treat each other as individuals in the artificially
controlled environment of a women’s dialogue group. Some of these
concerns, although not all of them, have been addressed in a series of
local and international peace conferences designed to explore women’s
perspectives on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Women'’s Peace Conferences

Women’s peace conferences have extended the basis of encoun-
ters between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women beyond the shared
experiences of women to political positions and joint commitment to
the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As a result, encoun-
ters involved a focus on both similarities and differences between Pal-
estinian and Israeli-Jewish women.

According to Simone Susskind, President of the Secular Jewish
Community of Brussels who organized and sponsored the 1989 inter-
national women’s peace conference “Israeli women in the peace move-
ment and . . . Palestinian women, who play such an important role in
the intifada . . . have dabbled less in politics and are less imprisoned
by ideological concepts and less divided by psychological barriers, [and
thus] might be more prepared to listen and talk to one another with-
out prejudice.”? Despite the structure of the conference which treated
Jewish and Palestinian women as if they were equal and the fact that
it was sponsored by a Jewish woman, Palestinian women saw in the
conference an opportunity to share their experiences and political per-
spectives in order to transform the positions of their Jewish counter-
parts on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Indeed, the conference in Brussels was a transformative experi-
ence for many of its Jewish participants. Rachel Ostrowitz, a member
of the Israeli-Jewish delegation, described the conference as “a very
important turning point” in her relationship with Palestinian women.*
The encounter with Palestinian women from the West Bank and Gaza
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Strip and from the diaspora, including women who came from Tunis
as official representatives of the PLO, triggered new questions and ex-
periences that had a dramatic impact on Ostrowitz’s attitudes toward
Palestinian women: “the Palestinian women shared difficult experiences
of oppression, displacement and violation of basic human rights and
needs. Their protest and anger were directed at the state of Israel. Lis-
tening to them, I had to ask myself: how shall I, an Israeli citizen, re-
spond and work to change this situation?!

The crucial questions that the Brussels conference triggered for
Ostrowitz have been also raised in other local and international con-
ferences and events on the conflict. For example, following the De-
cember 1989 women’s day for peace, that culminated in a massive
march of six thousand women from West to East Jerusalem, the Women
and Peace Coalition in Israel which sponsored the day concluded that
“the event was successful beyond expectations in terms of level of par-
ticipation and cooperation between Israeli and Palestinian women. It
emphasized the distinguished role that women can play in bringing
peace. This success motivated us to seek further and deeper mutual co-
operation between Palestinian and Israeli women.”*

After the conference, the Palestinian women’s organizations and
Israeli women peace groups were contacted by the Swedish branch of
the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF)
with an initiative to convene an international peace conference in
Jerusalem. Consequently, representatives of Palestinian and Israeli
women’s groups began to meet to jointly plan the December 1990 con-
ference. For a while it seemed that Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women
have built the foundations for a strong alliance. But the Gulf War chal-
lenged this perception.

The war and its implications for women’s lives and alliances was
perceived differently by Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish activists. Israeli
women attributed the difficulties they faced in accomplishing their ob-
jectives to the Gulf crisis and later to the war. For Palestinian women,
on the other, the Gulf War marked a serious disillusionment with their
relationship with their Israeli-Jewish counterparts, causing them to re-
think the very basis of women’s resistance and women’s alliances. As a
result, Palestinian women began to criticize the very nature and un-
derlying assumptions of women’s peace conferences. According to Pal-
estinian scholar and activist Rita Giacaman, many such conferences have
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been “imposed on Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women by outsiders who
had money from their governments and wanted to have a conference.”’
She argues that there is no need for more conferences, tea parties or dia-
logue groups and instead calls for “street action that does not necessar-
ily have to be joint.”** Street action, according to Giacaman, may include
demonstrations, collaborative projects, and solidarity initiatives designed
to improve the daily lives of people under occupation.

In sum, although peace conferences have moved beyond some of
the constraints of dialogue groups and have often taken into account
the political context of women’s encounters and alliances, they did not
challenge the presumed symmetry between Israelis and Palestinians.

Collaborative Projects and Solidarity Initiatives

The transition from women’s encounters that focus primarily on
dialogue and take place around a conference table to a relationship
characterized by collaborative projects and solidarity initiatives requires
a strong political commitment. This type of relationship does not fo-
cus primarily on similarities and on the shared experiences of women
but rather recognizes from the outset the differences, injustices, and in-
equalities separating Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women. The ongo-
ing work of the WOFPP is perhaps the best example of this different
mode of activism. The creation of alliances between women on both
sides of the conflict was never a stated objective for the WOFPP, nev-
ertheless, their work in support of Palestinian women prisoners, which
has been coordinated throughout with Palestinian women’s organiza-
tions in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, has led to the development of
strong ties between Israeli-Jewish women and Palestinian women in
the Occupied Territories.

The key insight underlying the emphasis on solidarity work is that
collaborative and consistent work on a joint project over a significant
period of time results in trust and in strong relationships precisely be-
cause personal relationships are viewed as a possible, but not neces-
sary, outcome of a political alliance. There is no doubt that persistence
is an important measure of credibility for those involved in solidarity
work, but it is not enough. Another important measure seems to be
the readiness and willingness of Israeli-Jewish women to relinquish the
premise of symmetry between Israelis and Palestinians. Unlike dialogue
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groups and peace conferences, collaborative projects and solidarity ini-
tiatives require that Israeli-Jewish women not only acknowledge but
also act upon the power and privilege they enjoy both in their inter-
actions with Palestinian women and in the broader sociopolitical con-
text of the Israeli occupation. By confronting these differences, these
women have avoided the common trap of coalescing around the most
common dimension of their struggle—their gender and shared experi-
ence as women—and overlooking crucial differences that are rooted
in the political structures and in unequal power relations.

In the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, differences in
power relations cannot be overlooked. Recognition of these disparities
involve acknowledging that encounters take place not only between
Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women but also between a women'’s
movement informed for the most part by Western feminism and one
whose struggle for women'’s liberation is part of a broader anticolonial
liberation struggle, inspired by similar struggles of women in other parts
of the world. These differences, however, are not reducible to cultural
differences such as those between Western and Middle Eastern women.
Rather, they are differences that are political and contextual, stemming
from different historical trajectories that dialogue groups and women’s
peace conferences tend to overlook.

Above all the other dimensions that characterize the encounter
between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women, the basic one is that
an encounter between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women is first and
foremost an encounter between occupiers and occupied. The dispari-
ties in power and privilege between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women have their roots in the history of the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict in general and in the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip in particular. They are reflected in the ways cultural differences
and multiple interpretations of feminism are articulated and dealt with
during the encounters.

Solidarity work is always collaborative, but it must begin with the
needs of the disenfranchised group rather than those of the more privi-
leged. In other words, solidarity initiatives carried out by Israeli-
Jewish women must be evaluated not only based on the extent of col-
laboration with Palestinian women but also on the extent to which
they focus on the suffering of the occupied rather than on the human-
ity of the occupier. Even when these two conditions are met, for col-
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laborative projects to succeed, the terms of solidarity need to be con-
stantly negotiated. It should be clear from the outset, however, that
the term negotiation is not used here to imply that Palestinian and
Israeli-Jewish women should have an equal say in determining the na-
ture and scope of a collaborative project. Rather, negotiating the terms
of solidarity implies that before a solidarity initiative is carried out,
Israeli-Jewish women must consult with Palestinian women to deter-
mine their needs and priorities and their willingness to collaborate on
a particular project.

For many Israeli women peace activists solidarity is not an easy task.
According to Israeli-Jewish feminist and peace activist Yvonne Deutsch
“many Jewish women, even among those who protest the occupation,
have difficulty feeling solidarity with Palestinian women or with the Pal-
estinian people.”” The problem, she argues, manifests itself not only in
the relatively low number of solidarity projects that have been initiated
by Israeli-Jewish women since the intifada but also in the confusion ex-
pressed by some women when Palestinians express solidarity with their
efforts to end the occupation. Deutsch describes a particular incident in-
volving some Women in Black in Jerusalem who felt uncomfortable and
confused upon “receiving words of support from Palestinian male labor-
ers, who, returning home from a day’s work in Israel, would pass them
on the road.”¢ She concluded that this confusion originates from the
apparent contradiction between the encouragement Women in Black
receive from Palestinians and the isolation they feel in their own soci-
ety.’” Because solidarity work, more than other forms of encounters and
alliances, calls into question the distinctions between “us” and “them,”
the confusion expressed by some Israeli-Jewish women reflects a fear of
being perceived as disloyal to their own community.

It would be a mistake, however, to assign all the blame and re-
sponsibility to Israeli-Jewish women without the taking into consider-
ation the broader political context, particularly the rigid boundaries of
Israeli-Jewish collective identity and the sanctions imposed on those
who dare to (or are perceived as trying to) challenge them in any way
shape or form. In this context, the engagement of Israeli-Jewish women
peace activists with collaborative projects and solidarity work with
Palestinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip is likely to be
perceived as an act of national betrayal by the majority of Israeli
society.
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The constructed borders between “traitors” and “patriots” and be-
tween “us” and “them” have been used as rigid signifiers of collective
national identity; those who cross these borders or challenge their
rigidity are considered traitors and are forced to pay the price and live
“in exile” on the periphery of Israeli-Jewish collectivity. The act of la-
belling Israeli-Jewish women who engage in solidarity work as traitors
has not only legitimized campaigns of fear and intimidation against
these women, but has probably kept more women from joining women’s
peace groups and speaking out against the occupation. At the same
time, the more Israeli-Jewish women (and men) are willing to pay the
price that often accompanies acts of solidarity, the more difficult it will
be for the Israeli authorities to marginalize, discredit and present these
human gestures as acts of treason.

Consider, for example, again the work of the WOFPP. These women
have utilized the power and privileges that accompany their Israeli citi-
zenship to act as strong advocates on behalf of Palestinian women prison-
ers. To do this, they had to create for themselves a kind of transformative
experience that their original identity—bound by the dominant narrative
of Israeli national idertity—has forbidden. Creating such a transformative
experience is not an easy task. Yet feminist scholar Sandra Harding urges
those committed to solidarity projects not to fear the label “traitor” but
rather to adopt and use it subversively. For Harding, the affirmation and
celebration of “traitorous” identities, is an important act of solidarity with
those considered to be “others” or “them.”

In the context of the present examination of Palestinian and
Israeli-Jewish women'’s alliances, it implies that to engage in solidarity
work, one has to be ready to leave her safe home or step outside the
boundaries of the Israeli-Jewish community as it is presently defined,
and pay the price that traitors are forced to pay. At the same time, soli-
darity work is not simply about challenging and relinquishing loyal-
ties; it is grounded in a different set of loyalties and inspired by
alternative visions of identity and community.

In conclusion, the Palestinian and the Israeli-Jewish women’s
movements are in the midst of grappling with and redefining their own
identity and direction at this time. Women in both movements have
begun to confront crucial questions of identity and difference as well
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as the complex relationship between dominant interpretations of na-
tional identity and other modalities of identity such as gender, ethnicity,
religion, class and sexuality, among others. This exploration is likely
to provide a common ground for the emergence of contingent, yet
stronger, alliances between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women. The
durability of such alliances will depend to a great extent on the politi-
cal climate in the Middle East. A drastic improvement in the relation-
ship between Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women—still primarily a
relationship between occupiers and occupied—requires the end of
[sraeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

Alliances between Israeli-Jewish women and Palestinian women
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip are fragile and face constant chal-
lenges, originating both from the dynamic and unpredictable political
context and from the grave disparities in power and privilege between
Israelis and Palestinians—occupiers and occupied. At the same time,
it should be recognized that various types of encounters that have taken
place between Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women rest on particular
assumptions about gender, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the
relationship between them.

The emergence of such alliances depends to a great extent on an
unequivocal acknowledgment of power disparities between the two
communities and a willingness on the part of Israeli-Jewish women to
account for their power and privilege. Future alliances should be built
on the basis of recognizing a common yet differing impact of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict on the lives and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli
women. Their transformative potential depends on the ability, willing-
ness, and courage of both Israeli-Jewish and Palestinian women to rec-
ognize both their shared and different experiences and negotiate the
terms of solidarity from this standpoint.
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Conclusion
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2 “We don’t need to wait for a ‘feminist Henry Kissinger’,” insists
Cynthia Enloe, “before we can start articulating a fresh, more realistic
approach to international politics. Every time a woman explains how
her government is trying to control her fears, her hopes and her labor
such a theory is made.”’ One does not have to become an expert on
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, or to master the entire body of litera-
ture on gender in international politics, to realize the need to make
the role of gender visible in the complex political configurations of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Gender matters. It shapes both directly and indirectly our rela-
tionships, daily practices, and understandings of who we are both as
individuals and as part of a broader “imagined community.” This is a
fact that by now should be taken as given. The next time we are asked,
in disbelief, to explain once again what exactly has gender to do with
particular developments in world politics, we should turn the question
around. Let those who continue to think that gender has nothing to
do with politics prove their argument. The burden of proof should not
be on those who have learned that gender matters, but rather on those
who have made gender invisible and who continue to benefit from this
invisibility. We should not waste our valuable time, energies, and re-
sources to demonstrate why gender matters but rather move on to
examine exactly how it matters in different contexts.

So what do we learn about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict when
we recognize that gender matters? First, in addition to the interplay
between gender and the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
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the joint and separate struggles of Palestinian women in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip and of Israeli-Jewish women, which this book has sought
to illuminate, there are numerous other dimensions of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict that are rarely considered in conventional media
accounts and academic scholarship. Lost in conventional coverage of
the conflict are the gendered dimensions of history, practices, and glo-
bal arrangements of power that have made the conflict one of the most
important forces in shaping the both the individual and collective iden-
tities of Palestinians and Israeli-Jews.

Making gender visible is one way to understand how particular
ideas about identity and community, informed by certain notions of
masculinity, femininity, and gender relations, have become hegemonic
at the expense of alternative possibilities. The struggles of Palestin-
ian and Israeli-Jewish women against the occupation of the West Bank
and Gaza Strip, and for gender equality within their own societies,
suggest new ways of thinking about and working for alternative visions
of society where the security of the nation would not render its
underprivileged citizens insecure and where the meaning of libera-
tion would extend beyond the national level to include women’s
liberation as well.

Still, some may argue that the voices, perspectives, and struggles
of the Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women highlighted in this book
are not representative of the majority of Jewish women in Israel or Pal-
estinian women in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Yet, it is pre-
cisely these women'’s experiences that highlight dimensions of the
[sraeli-Palestinian conflict that often remain unaddressed. Taking these
experiences seriously has a transformative potential in that it makes
contestable the often taken-for-granted assumptions behind dominant
interpretations of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which render gender
invisible.

All too often, the widely divergent positions of the people whose
lives have been entangled in the conflict are subsumed under the
positions of governments or other official representatives, which has
the effect of marginalizing voices and perspectives that may be instru-
mental in the search for and the implementation of conflict resolution
initiatives in the Middle East. As a result, alternative visions of what
peace might even look like are restricted to the narrow formulations
of those presently in power.
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In addition to creating space for new interpretations of peace and
security, Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish women’s struggles for gender
equality and for a just resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
challenge the narrow and conventional definition of “women’s issues.”
They demonstrate that all issues, including those of local and interna-
tional politics, are women’s issues and that women’s issues are always
political. Connections articulated by women activists, such as between
gender and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, address the militarization
of people’s lives, the spillover of violence from the conflict into women’s
lives and the links between militarism and sexism. It is by paying
attention to these perspectives and voices that the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict can be engaged and theorized from a new vantage point.

This vantage point requires that we move beyond simply speak-
ing about women’s perspectives on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
their struggles for a just and lasting peace in the region to include the
complementary project of making men visible as men and exposing the
discourse of militarized masculinity underlying the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict and conventional writings about it. In other words, to make
gender visible in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, one must
move beyond “the woman question” to include what Kathy Ferguson
refers to as “the man question.”

The prospects for peace in the Middle East depend upon our abil-
ity and courage to call into question the gendered language and assump-
tions that inform dominant interpretations and practices of the
[sraeli-Palestinian conflict. Until these frameworks lose some of their
power to define how we see and name the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
it will remain difficult for other voices to be heard and taken seriously.
As the rich and diverse experiences of Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish
women reveal, there are numerous strategies of struggle that can be
employed to challenge what Carol Cohn describes as “the dominant
voice of militarized masculinity and decontextualized rationality.”® Over
and above all the other objectives I had in mind for this book, I hope
that it will contribute both to theoretical and practical discussions about
how we can work more effectively to challenge existing structures of
power and inequality and at the same time explore new visions of iden-
tity and community that are likely to foster a just and lasting peace in

the Middle East.
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