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Entering and Remaking Spaces
Young Palestinian Feminists in Jerusalem

F R A N C E S S . H A S S O

O n January 10, 2016, I conducted a lively one-hour group interview in a book-
shop and café in Jerusalem with five Palestinian women activists in Lajnat

al-Shabat, or the Young Women’s Committee of the Jerusalem District, which is
affiliated with the Union of Palestinian Women’s Committees and is widely known
for its energy and creative activities in Jerusalem despite its recent establishment.
The women ranged from twenty-four to twenty-seven years of age, and all but one
were single. Four of the five women worked in day jobs not connected to their
activism, and one was unemployed. The core group comprises eight women and
thirty to thirty-five “regulars” attend events and trainings.

I had met most of the women on January 7 at an evening sit-in held in a tent
outside the East Jerusalem office of the Red Cross. Earlier that month two young
male Palestinian activists had sought refuge in the Red Cross office, violating an
Israeli restraining order based on the 1945 British Mandate Defence (Emergency)
Regulations that barred them fromJerusalem,where they live. Israeli forces arrested
the men at the Red Cross on January 6 (Hasson 2016). The January 7 sit-in was
organized by members of the Young Women’s Committee, who invited family and
friends of the youngmen to share their accounts, stories, and jokes during the event.

In the January 10 interview I asked the women about their priorities, their
primary challenges, their ideological orientations, their views onmen’s involvement
and gender issues, and the impact of class differences on their work. Participants
included Shahd Yaseen and her sister Yasmine Yaseen, both from Silwan; Ilham
Shaheen from the Old City; Naheel Bazbazat fromWadi Joz; and ʿAhd Abu Khdair
from the village of Shuʿfat. Ruba ʿOdeh could not attend themeeting but offered her
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insights later. For safety I have removed identities from quoted statements, which
were edited. I consolidated statements when it was difficult to distinguish differ-
ent voices in an argument or discussion on the audio recording. Suzan ʿAbdi trans-
lated and transcribed the interview. Before finalizing this account in August
2016, I shared it with members of the group for elaboration, fact-checking, and
clarification.

Overall, a combination of direct Israeli control over most Palestinian insti-
tutions in the city, an active Jewish settlermovement, and social conservatismmake
lifemore restrictive inPalestinian Jerusalem than inRamallah andotherWestBank
cities. The women activists interviewed balance activism determined by emerging
priorities in the community with work that transforms restrictive gender norms
and practices. They allow and encourage girls and women in different parts of the
community to determine their own priorities and cultivate their voices in response
to local challenges. The activists illuminated tensions between men and women
activists and noted how persistent crises make it difficult to make progress on long-
term goals. Finally, they discussed tensions among Palestinian girls and women in
Jerusalem, which they understood to be primarily linked to various family-based
restrictions.

Foundations, Strategies, and Priorities
TheYoungWomen’sCommittee of Jerusalemwas thebrainchild of threePalestinian
women from the city who call themselves Qudsiyyat. They established the com-
mittee during a three-day workshop in November 2013 under the guidance of the
late Maha Nassar of the Union of Palestinian Women’s Committees in the village
of Jifna (near Ramallah). They wanted to “try something different” to address
generational tensions among Palestinian feminist activists. They were also moti-
vated by a desire to support other young activists in Jerusalem,whose isolation from
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip had been reinforced by Israeli
checkpoints and walls.

While only a few kilometers separate the center of Jerusalem from Ramallah
and Bethlehem, crossing the border zones through authorized pathways is a time-
consuming and exhausting feat for Palestinians. Direct Israeli control means that
Palestinian life is worse in Jerusalem than it is inmost Palestinian cities in theWest
Bank. Because Palestinians fear violence by Jewish settlers and Israeli police, most
Palestinian businesses in and near the Old City of Jerusalem close their doors
by 7 p.m. in summer, in contrast to central streets that remain lively into the night
in other West Bank Palestinian towns. The women discussed the difficulty and
expense of traveling to the West Bank for educational and family purposes, restric-
tions on Palestinians renovating or building homes, Jewish annexation and settle-
ment of Palestinian land and homes, restrictions on speech and political advocacy,
and the ever-present threat of being expelled fromJerusalemby Israel or beingfired
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from a job. One activist summarized, “Our problem is how the occupation wants to
vacate Al Quds by displacing us. Not as directly as they did in 1948, but through
many indirect ways.”

The women had not been born when the Union of Palestinian Women’s
Committees, which is affiliated with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Pales-
tine, was established in the early 1980s. Palestinian life was fundamentally trans-
formed but not necessarily improved by the Oslo Accords and the establishment
of the Palestinian Authority in the mid-1990s. The young women felt that “there
were differences between the situation now and the necessities of the founding
generation—the older comrades. . . . We thought we should try to face the new
conditions in a newway.” They decided that it was important nevertheless to receive
theoretical and intellectual training from the Union of Palestinian Women’s
Committees in order to be effective in their “goals, messages, and what we as a
group wanted to work for in the end.” In most months since the committee was
established, they have held three-day “practice” events to reflect on their work and
goals and further their owndevelopment.They aim to “build something targeting all
the young women of Jerusalem,” reaching “the maximum number of girls.” Their
vision is “to establish a young feminist movement in Al Quds that challenges all
forms of discrimination against girls and women,whether from Palestinian society
or the Israeli occupation. This is a progressive leftist vision.” The women are par-

ticularly committed to encouraging other activists to “add value to yourself and to
the community as a female. To show everyone that girls are doing a great job.”

They insist on operating independently of existing parties, institutions,
and nongovernmental organizations, and they “refuse any funds” from theUnion of
Palestinian Women’s Committees: “We raise money, ask for donations in kind of
space and food, and do not pay most speakers. We do all the work.” When they
sponsor “a tour, trip, journey, or other activity,” they make it free for participants or
else charge a symbolic amount to cover costs. They hold film showings in donated
theater space, charging small fees to fund other activities such as renting a bus for
girls and women to attend an event in another city. They believe that this kind of
activism builds goodwill, trust, and connections with community members and
institutions.

Other aspiring activists with their own ideas, often in their teens and early
twenties, contact the Young Women’s Committee for advice and coordination as
they plan their events in Jerusalem: “These are young women who may not be able
to show up to public events we sponsor, such as activists at the Beit Hanina campus
of Al Quds University.” As one of the women explained: “Many girls who approach
us have conservative families who do not allow them to stay out late. So they can’t
be with us at the Red Cross sit-in, for example, because they would be back home
very late. All their activities must be during the daytime and within the univer-
sity boundaries, so we help them in that.” The committee has been approached by
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young women and girls in Jerusalem for assistance in organizing events around
issues as varied as the imprisonment of young men, early marriage, first-aid train-
ing, and learning dabke dancing. The committee maintains a policy of not taking
ownership of such activities. Committee members also work to build relationships
with and offer guidance to young women with leadership skills whom they meet or
know in any capacity.

Danger and “Closed Traditions”
The women described the distinctive challenges of activism in Jerusalem produced
by both Israeli settler-colonial policies and Palestinian gendered restrictions.
Palestinian political activity in Jerusalem is “sensitive” and may lead to loss of jobs,
residency, or prison. When the Young Women’s Committee sponsored a Boycott,
Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) lecture, they could not widely advertise it because “it
is forbidden by law and could be dangerous. . . . There is always special danger,
always an unsafe feeling.” They distinguished this from the situation in Ramallah,
where the YoungWomen’s Committeewithwhom they coordinatewidely advertises
their events. “But here it is not like that! I have to individually tell whoever I know,
and then she tells whoever she knows.” This limits their goal of having any activity
“succeed and reach the biggest number of people.” Another explained that the
Israeli occupation “doesn’t want people to think,work, talk, open their minds or say

no. They want people to drown in their societal problems.” They listed multiple
Palestinian civic and service organizations in Jerusalem that have been closed by
the Israeli government and noted that it is illegal for the Union of Palestinian
Women’s Committees to have an office in the city.

Thus many young women and their families in Jerusalem are “scared” of
activist involvement. While some Jerusalemites can easily attend the Red Cross
sit-in in solidarity, others “prefer to stay away for their safety.”As one of the activists
explained, “danger is associatedwith activity that has anational or social dimension.
We do not have the freedom that you can find in the West Bank. Because everyone
and everything we do is targeted here, including the Red Cross activities.Wemight
be arrested. We might be unable to continue our employment. There are many
restrictions for Palestinians in Jerusalem.” But young women are also limited by
“closed traditions.” Jerusalem, they insisted, “is a conservative society,” although
social practices and cultural views vary among neighborhoods. Both factors make
mobilization difficult:

Beyond all the stress produced by the occupation, Jerusalem is a city with a lot of

villages. There are many differences even in these areas, small internal cultures like in

the Old City, Beit Hanina, Jabel al-Mukaber, and Ras al-ʿAmoud. These create chal-

lenges: How do we reach the young women in each place? How do we support them

through ourwork?Howcanwe reinforce [their] abilities and leadership qualities from

a feminist perspective?
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One activist linked the relative autonomy of girls and women in Jerusalem to their
family culture:

Our group of eight can move and work, because our families are more open and less

strict. But in other places we struggle to reach the girls, because they can’t be late or it is

not easy for them to leave their houses. Most of them will be with us until they get

engaged or married. Some will bring a child with her to the training. But not everyone

can do that, because not everybody’s family will accept that.

Many girls and women are restricted from participating in committee events that
include young men. Others who want to participate in committee trainings in the
village of Jifna are unable to “because that requires staying for two or three nights.”
The sources of community fear are “political”and “social,” explained thewomen, and
are evoked by a collective memory of the Israeli policy of isqat al-banat and isqat
al-shabab during the First Intifada (1987–93).Under this policy, Israeli intelligence
forces photographed or lured women and men into sexually compromising situa-
tions, or threatened to publicly accuse them of those activities, to force them to
collaborate with Israeli authorities against intifada activists.

While such dangers and restrictions make it difficult to mobilize girls and
women, the activists pointed to the deeper challenge of transforming a woman’s

consciousness: “It is difficult to convince and hold her with your ideas so that
she believes them. A big problem we face is moving even a small part of her.” While
their own diversity as residents of different parts of Jerusalem allows them to
communicate with many young women, “it’s not easy to find people who believe
in the idea and are willing to commit to the time and work.”

“Always in Emergency”
The women were animated in their discussion of the severe challenges posed by
persistent crisis in Jerusalem. The sense of always waiting for trouble makes it dif-
ficult to plan or follow through on any agenda: “Anyminute, something can happen.
We do not live in a situation where we know our focus for a given year or month.”
Another explained: “We have to stop any plan when something happens. Thus
our stated priority is no longer a priority, since there is another priority now.
Something has come up that is more urgent. Once we were holding a meeting
specifically aboutwhat todo in emergencies.Weagreed todoone, two, three.During
that meeting, the Jerusalem uprising of October 2014 blew up!”Given the situation
in Palestinian Jerusalem, the women regularly wonder: “Where should we start?
What do we want to do? How should we make a move? We are always in an
emergency situation. We do not live a stable relaxed life that allows us to plan our
work from January to December.”
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WhenInoted that this crisis-to-crisis situation is often the case inPalestine and
limits the ability to step back and assess the larger situation, an activist responded:
“The problem is that the stress never stops. It comes at us again and again.” When
the Red Cross situation emerged the week before, “it changed every schedule in our
lives. We had to think always of finding availability so that any of us could attend
the sit-in.” Another activist stressed, “We never know when a crisis is over.”

When and How They Enter
My questions about gender politics and interactions with young men activists
produced a spirited discussion. The women noted a number of problems with
men, including leftists. Some young men lecture them about having a women-only
group: “You are limiting yourselves. How should we work with girls?” When the
Young Women’s Committee is approached to coordinate a political activity with
men, its members must consider several dilemmas:

Who dominates whom? Who will control the discussion? That is our problem. Who

shows their muscles in front of whom during the discussion [implying that some men

do this]? They look down on us as women. To include and work with men on this

project,we need truly conscious progressive youngmenwithout any pretenses. Not for

men to pretend that they are progressive in ameeting in order to showus thatmales are

the best. These dynamics occur in most of our activities, and as a result we gave up on

involving men in many of them. But still, the idea of inserting them is there.

Another activist insisted that while no activities sponsored by the Young Women’s
Committee are limited to girls and women, “when you work on something, you
rarely see young men helping to make it a union youth movement! This is a kind of
faraway goal.” She continued:

Practically speaking, the female element is the most persecuted in our society. Our

society considers women who are independent in their opinions and thinking, and

financially independent, too much to deal with. Many young men take this position.

I have been through this, as have other leftist women. Many will say those leftist

women have too much freedom. We are regularly told, “You young women from the

union have nomen, no one can control you.”Only people who are very progressive and

conscious can match with us in our work.

A third activist argued:

I won’t deal with the young man who dismisses me just because I am strong or inde-

pendent or whatever. Second, it is not his role to persecute or controlme. Iwill not wait

for him to change because he grew up in a society that encourages this behavior. We

have other examples to emulate. What man can put down [name of an older woman
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activist]?Noone.Andnomale. She is from the unionandone of the peoplewho trained

us. She always imposes herself in a situation. She can stand on her own. She taught us

to be confident in ourselves in any discussion so that we can face the strongest male.

So I think this is our role. How confident am I? How much can I impose myself if

necessary on him or even his boss? Whoever he is! We can’t deny the importance of

youngmen in our society.We often turn to them for assistance and solidarity. They are

part of what we do. At the same time, not everything we do is gender-mixed. Honestly,

I prefer that most of our activities be women-only, for example on the campus of Al

Quds University in Abu Dis. There are many girls there from traditional backgrounds

who are not ready to sit in a place with a guy. So I respect this. Sponsoring women-

only events encouraged more women to attend events! For us, she is more important

than he is. She will gradually become more open and be fine to sit in an event with

young men.

The activists reinforced their prioritization of girls and women:

We are the Young Women’s Committee, and we are more interested in young women

and recognize that in socialization,males havemore privileges than females, always! So

our duty is to guide her to prepare for the future so that she can sit withmen and discuss

or argue with them in any discussion. In our setting, even the most capable young

women always feel that they should be listeners and let him talk. This is what we see in

our activities.

They emphasized that they run all activities they organize, even when men are
included. In the Red Cross sit-in, for example, men were asked only to help set up
the tent, get wood for the stove, order snacks, and make tea for the participants.
They don’t tell themen, “For God’s sake, don’t control me.”Rather, “I imposemyself
in a way that he won’t control me in anything.”

When the women disagreed with each other during the conversation about
how big a problem men posed in their activism, one reminded another of a wel-
coming celebration in Shuʿfat village that followed the release of Yassin Abu
Khudeir, the longest-serving Palestinian political prisoner, on December 31, 2013.
While one believed that the tensions were the result of “a family issue,” the other
noted: “Our progressive male companions didn’t say anything. When the prisoner
was released,we decided towelcome himwith themen. But they refused to allow us
in the hall. They refused to let the women welcome him! Why? They said because
lots of men were coming, and it was shameful for women to be there! We refused
to leave and fought to stay. We faced an aggressive response.” They attended the
welcoming event despite the wishes of men in the family. The women discussed a
similar incident following the release of another political prisoner in Jabel al-
Mukaber. While in the tent, they learned:
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The daughters were restricted in a house!We entered the tent full of men and were the

only women! We took X from the union, a strong lady. No one could ask her, “Why

are you here?” We looked in the house and found women and girls inside, not even

able to look through the window. If I can’t look through the window into a tent with

men in it with nothing improper going on, this means you have trapped me!

The other women agreed but noted the significance of violating the all-male tent
space and the challenge this posed to the family patriarch. After the activist women
entered the tent, the girls andwomen in the housewere emboldened to follow them:
“All of them came in after us! Hiding behind us! The same thing occurred when we
attended the funeral of the Abu Jamal family in Jabel al-Mukaber. One of the girls
who criticized us initially messaged us later that her father had ordered them not to
enter the tent because he doesn’t want the shame.” One of the women highlighted
that their work is in regular “struggle with the community. It sometimesmeans that
they might hate us! We did it smartly in this case. It was difficult for the men to say
anything when the elders and highly respected women in the community entered,
we entered with them, and the other girls and women in the family followed us.”

The Status of Familial and Financial Freedom
When I observed that the women seemed more educated and middle-class than
the average woman in Jerusalem, they agreed and expressed concern about their
ability to reach girls andwomen in villages and conservative households. Practically
speaking, “whenwe can’t understand the exact problems they face, how canwe find
a solution for it? That’s why, yes, there is class tension. There are also people who
wonder about us becausenoneof uswears aheadscarf.”Otherwomendisagreed that
this was “class tension” per se, arguing that the barriers between women were not
about “poverty and richness,” at least in Jerusalem, but about “style” and “education”
in the family. Relative mobility and options afforded to girls and women depend on
family culture. This, in turn, produces a sort of status ranking among girls and
women,with the least restrictedperceived as having thehighest status. As an activist
summarized: “What we face here is the degree to which a young girl will face a
patriarchal system in her family.We sense this more.We come and go.We have the
space to do so. But there are many people who cannot do that at all, even if they
attend college or university.” Some girls and women are even restricted from
attending “a neighbor’s wedding party.”

This status ranking is also produced by the kind of education women acquire.
There are women who are expected to marry after attending two-year colleges and
others who are allowed to complete a BA before marriage.

A third component of status ranking among girls and women, and a source of
tangible resentment, is between women who gain “financial independence” and
thosewhodonot.The activists often feel friction from “youngwomenwho cannot be
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like us. Not because she is poor or her father is poor. He could be richer than mine
and all of our fathers. But because we work.We have our salary. Our fathers are not
saying, you have your money today or you do not. So these girls and women will
consider us to be higher than them.” The women are at times envied because they
have “space to comeandgo andspeak!Wecame fromfamilies that support us in this.
We live in a circle that is not found in other places. But this is also a challenge in our
work.” While they do not face pressure to marry to the same degree as most young
women, they were unanimous that the focus on marriage is “part of the schizo-
phreniawe all face andhear about. If a girl doesn’t want to do something good in her
life, or doesn’t want to learn or be a hairdresser or something, the average answer in
our lives is marriage.”

FRANCES S. HASSO is associate professor at Duke University and an editor of JMEWS.

Her recent publications include Freedom without Permission: Bodies and Space in the

Arab Revolutions, coedited with Zakia Salime (2016).
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