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Abstract 
This thesis investigates the interconnections of feminism and nationalism in the context of 
Palestine, and is based on a Minor Field Study of interviews with Palestinian women working 
for women’s rights. The study investigates their views and opinions when it comes to issues 
related to sexual proprietariness; the view that men own women and their reproductive 
abilities (Taylor & Jasinski, 2011:249f), and demography in relation to the Palestinian 
national struggle against the Israeli occupation. The women interviewed in this study argue 
for the importance of struggling for women’s and Palestinian rights in parallel, partly because 
the Israeli occupation is said to hinder the work for women’s rights in different ways. The 
ideology of the Palestinian women’s rights activists interviewed in this study can be said to be 
an example of nationalist feminism (McClintock, 1997:109) since they are trying to combine 
feminism and nationalism. By basing their rhetoric on the concept freedom from oppression 
combining feminism and nationalism is made possible, especially within national liberation 
movements. The thesis concludes with a discussion about why it might not be nationalism per 
se that is negatively correlated with women’s rights, but rather conservatism, and it argues 
that finding a way to theoretically connect individual and collective rights is of great 
importance in order to manage the struggles. 
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1. Introduction 
It is a highly polarised time in the world. Nationalist parties are gaining influence in Europe 

and at the same time the interest for the rights of women and minorities is high. This 

polarisation is also more paradoxical than it may appear at the first glance. Nationalism, with 

its aim towards sustaining the nation, has been known to have a negative impact on women’s 

rights (Mayer, 2000; Yuval-Davis, 1997; Hasso, 1998; Moghadam 1994; Mostov, 2000; 

Jacoby, 1999). This is due to the fact that for the nation to survive, children not only need to 

be born but also need to be of the ‘right kind’ ethnically. To ensure this, the nation requires 

control over women’s reproductive abilities. Because of this tendency, nationalism can be 

said to hinder women’s and LGBT people’s ability to decide how they want to live their lives. 

Nationalism, gender and sexuality are, through the issues of reproduction and demography, 

deeply entrenched. But this relationship is complex. At the same time some theories suggest 

that women’s activism in nationalism can open the door for progressive changes in women’s 

rights. In effect, a possible paradox on the relationship between nationalism and feminism 

may exist. Women participating actively in both feminist and nationalist struggles are 

challenging this theoretical division and potential clash of the concepts.  

 

Palestinian women exist at the core of this clash. As women they are fighting to make their 

voices heard and to enhance women’s rights and status in the Palestinian society, which is 

characterised by patriarchal structures. As Palestinians they are affected by the realities of the 

Israeli occupation, thus sympathising with the nationalist cause for liberation. How feminists 

within the context of a national liberation struggle relate to the issues of nationalism, which 

are said to be negative for women’s rights is therefore interesting to investigate. This is what 

this study aims to do. 
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2. Background - Feminism and Nationalism in Palestine 
The focus of the women’s organisations in Palestine has varied between the feminist and the 

national cause during different times. In the 1920s the women’s movement within the 

Palestinian struggle was very nationalist in its character, especially compared to the women’s 

movements in other Arab countries. While women in Tunisia and Egypt demanded typical 

socio-political changes as the right to vote and the end of polygamy, Palestinian women 

demanded better treatment for Palestinian prisoners, the Balfour Declaration to be revoked 

and restriction of the Jewish immigration to Palestine (Hiltermann 1991:128). In 1967, after 

the initiation of the Israeli occupation, women’s organisations were mainly doing charity 

work. If they were at all political, it was in an indirect manner. This can be exemplified by a 

statement of the director of one organisation, who said that their aim to make sure women can 

find work is not a feminist struggle, but “the way to liberate our land” (quoted in Hiltermann 

1991:131). Although the early women’s movement did not focus on the emancipation of 

women, it did have indirect social implications by legitimising a social role for women, which 

constituted a springboard for a more radical women’s movement (ibid).  

 

In the 1980s women began to articulate the idea that the struggle for nationhood and the 

struggle for women’s emancipation are two inseparable, parallel struggles. Some argued that a 

woman needs to know her rights as a woman and human being before she is able to engage 

fully in the national cause (Haj, 1992:774). As one activist from the Palestinian Women’s 

Committees put it “A woman cannot fight the occupation if she is not even convinced that she 

has rights, for example, the right to leave her house, for whatever reason” (quoted in Haj, 

1992:774).   

 

2.1 The first and second intifada 
The first intifada, the popular uprising, challenged the boundaries of the Palestinian society 

and transformed social relations as young men and women joined together in political 

activities. Women who were engaged in the intifada activities saw themselves as active 

participants and even as future members of parliament of the future Palestinian state (Gluck 

1995:8ff). Women from refugee camps and villages found themselves gaining rights 

previously forbidden to them, as the interaction with men and the possibility to move outside 

unrestrictedly, through the politicising process of the intifada (Haj, 1992:777). For the women 

of the intifada there were two parallel struggles; the struggle against the Israeli occupation 
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and the socio-political struggle against the patriarchal structures of the Palestinian society 

(Abdo 1991:22). At the same time, some organisations have stated that they saw the 

grassroots committees created by women in the 1970s change their core focus from the 

women’s issues to the national issues as they were fully involved in the intifada (Aweidah, 

2015-10-12).  

 

Not everyone appreciated the change of social norms during the beginning of the intifada. In 

1988-1989 Hamas initiated the hijab campaign and tried to define wearing the hijab as a 

crucial part of the national struggle, even though it historically had never been a part of the 

Palestinian tradition. Hamas saw the hijab as a sign of a woman’s nationalist sympathies, her 

respect for the martyrs and also as a way to promote cultural pride. Women who refused to 

put on the hijab were criticised and attacked both verbally and physically (Gerner, 2007:27f). 

Internal debates within the women’s organisations took place. Many argued that practical 

programmes that addressed both the national and the feminist question needed to be adopted. 

The political reality of the intifada, with women participating more and more in the national 

struggle raised new issues concerning for example gendered division of labour. With women 

being more active in the society, the fact that they were still doing all the household work 

started to become a real issue (Augustin, 1993:33). A committee established in 1990 aiming 

to ensure Palestinian women’s equality after independence concluded that “the national and 

women’s liberation struggles have to be parallel and are inextricably intertwined with each 

other” (quoted in Augustin, 1993:34f).  

 
The second intifada took place between 2000 and 2005 (Öberg, Khoury & Björkman, 2012:4) 

and it was different from the first intifada in the fact that was both armed and elitist. Both of 

these aspects contributed to the fact that women’s participation declined substantially 

(Johnson & Kuttab 2001:31; Fadya, 2015-11-05, Al-Arja Khoury, 2015-11-10). Although 

women were always a part of the national movement in Palestine, the national movement has 

been predominantly male-dominated. Women were included in these struggles, but when they 

set up their own organisations they where called upon to primarily use them for the national 

cause. The women’s organisations have emphasised the need for parallel struggles, but have 

been under much pressure to conform to the larger goals, making the women’s rights agenda 

secondary.	  In other words, the issue of women’s rights has been subordinate to the nationalist 

agenda (Hiltermann, 1991:126ff). 
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As have been shown here, significant research on the subject of Palestinian women’s 

engagement in the nationalist struggle exists. However, most of the research that includes a 

feminist perspective was made in the late 1990s and focuses on the first intifada. Since then 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has escalated to a second intifada, the Oslo agreement was 

signed and the Palestinian political setting has changed. An updated study of this phenomenon 

is thereby relevant.	  
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3. Aim and Research question 
The aim of this study is to deepen the understanding of the connections between feminism 

and nationalism in general and in the context of Palestine in particular. I want to investigate 

the findings of earlier research, which show that nationalism in general has a negative impact 

on women’s rights, and to see if a feminist and nationalist narrative somehow can be 

combined. The earlier research presented in the background chapter does not specifically 

investigate how Palestinian feminists relate to the particular women’s rights issues which are 

said to be most difficult to combine with a nationalist ideology. In order to see if and how the 

concepts of nationalism and feminism can be combined, it is important to have a closer look 

at how feminists relate to those issues. 

 

Recently, Kvinna till Kvinna and Expo have shown empirically that nationalism has a 

negative impact on women’s rights in the European context (Hamrud & Wassholm, 2014). 

Partially based on their report, I examine whether their findings still hold outside of Europe, 

in a context where the nationalism is anti-colonial in its essence rather than conservative. This 

way, this study also aims to examine if a difference in type of nationalism might have an 

impact on the compatibility of feminism and nationalism. 

 

The theory presented in the theory chapter will show that it is mainly through the necessity for 

the nation to control the reproductive abilities of women that nationalism has negative effects 

on women’s rights. As such, a significant portion o this study will be focused on what is 

called sexual proprietariness, the notion that men own women (Taylor & Jasinski, 2011:249f). 

This thesis aims to answer the following research question: 

 

Can the traditional reproductive role of women, and sexual proprietariness in general, be 

challenged without abandoning the nationalist project? 

 

In order to investigate this broader question, two narrower questions have been formulated: 

 

How do female activists in Palestine relate the struggle for women’s rights to the Palestinian 

nationalist cause? 

 

How is the work for women’s rights affected by a rise in nationalism?  
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4. Methodology 

Chandra Mohanty (2003:67) writes on the importance of giving agency to third world women 

while conducting feminist research. This is an important reason for why the present research 

has been conducted in the form of a field study. Through interviews I aimed to give agency to 

the real experts on the topic - the Palestinian women’s rights activists themselves. Since my 

views on matters such as women’s liberation are coloured by my western liberal context, 

giving agency to Palestinian women also helps to avoid the trap of Orientalism (Said, 1978). 

My previous studies on Islamic feminism (Öhlén, 2013) and experiences living in Palestine 

also help to minimize my potential bias. The field study was conducted between the 24th of 

September and 29th of November 2015. I was based in Ramallah in the West Bank during my 

stay since many organisations have their offices in the area.  

 

Swedes in Palestine are welcomed and appreciated, especially after Sweden’s recognition of 

the state of Palestine. I believe this has assisted the process of establishing contacts with 

potential interviewees, and positively affected their willingness to meet with me. When 

conducting interviews as a Western woman, it is important to be aware of the risks of people 

answering what they believe is the “right” answer, especially when interviewing individuals 

who hold high positions in the organisations who are used to be talking to donors and 

stakeholders. There is a risk that the interviewees would give a more liberal answer for them 

not to appear too traditional or backwards. At the same time, being regarded as liberal might 

allow the interviewees to talk about matters considered controversial more freely.  

 

I divided my interviews into two parts; the first based on the informant perspective, followed 

by the respondent perspective (Esaiasson et al, 2007:303). This choice was made because I 

wanted to receive additional information about how the work of the organisation is conducted, 

hence using the interviewee as an informant, but I also wanted to ask questions about more 

sensitive issues in order to analyse the answers as data given by a respondent. The limited 

timeframe for the conduction of the study was also an aspect in this decision. The interviews 

were conducted in a semi-structured manner, with a relatively minimalistic interview plan and 

open questions. This enables flexibility and allows for the researcher to pick up on the issues 

brought up and hence regarded as important by the interviewee (King & Horrocks, 2010:38; 

Broneus, 2011:130). If the interviewee did not bring up some of the topics deemed to be 
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important in the analytical framework, specific questions regarding these issues were asked 

towards the end of the interview. 

4.1 Case selection and selection of interviewees 
The case of how liberal women in a traditional and nationalistic context relate to the national 

struggle is interesting because they challenge the traditional roles considered suitable for 

women in the society. The norms of women as supporters and biological reproducers are used 

extensively within nationalist discourse in general, including in Palestine. For this study 14 

women have been interviewed. Among these, nine women were interviewed as 

representatives of different organisations working within the issue of women’s rights; three 

were interviewed as political activists; and two as experts on the topic of the Palestinian 

women’s rights movement. These women can in many ways be regarded as liberal. In 

Palestine the employed, middle-class, unveiled and modernised woman have been the centre 

of the conflict between feminism and nationalism, since she can be regarded as westernised 

and a cultural traitor by traditional nationalists and Islamists (Moghadam 1994:5f). Hence, 

talking to more liberal “modernised” women about feminism and nationalism allows for a 

clearer investigation of the connections between the concepts. These women are often alleged 

to be less nationalistic while nationalist women tend to be under more pressure to remain 

traditional (Nagel, 1998:253). If traditional or conservative women would have been 

interviewed, the clash would not have been as clear since they are not trying to challenge the 

reproductive and supportive role of women or sexual proprietariness to the same degree. This 

study investigates the views, opinions and arguments of liberal Palestinian women about how 

the Palestinian national struggle relates to the struggle of women’s rights. If nationalism and 

feminism are incompatible, these liberal women’s rights activists would not be nationalistic 

themselves since they find the issues of women’s rights, including sexual and reproductive 

rights, important. 

 

When using feminist theories to discuss the oppression of women in a case like the 

Palestinian one, it is crucial to bear in mind that patriarchy is far from the only form of 

oppression that they face. Under military occupation Palestinian men are also under 

oppression in many ways, as described by Jacoby (1999:515). She says, “a perception of men 

as the source of oppression in a society under systematic forms of oppression may undermine 

attempts to work collaboratively with men towards common objectives, and may advantage 

the colonial divide and rule strategy.” Since the Israeli occupation is very present in people’s 

every day lives, nationalism tends to dominate the discourse. Therefore it is interesting to see 
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if and how women’s rights fit into this discourse, another reason for selecting Palestine for 

conducting this study.  

 

The women interviewed are living in East Jerusalem, Ramallah, Tulkarem, Bethlehem and 

Haifa. No interviews have been conducted with women in rural areas, refugee camps or from 

Gaza. It is noteworthy that this study does not aim to investigate Palestine as a case; instead, 

the case is defined as liberal women’s rights activists within a traditional, nationalist context 

that aims for national liberation. This makes the geographical representation less important in 

this context. Though the larger cities are still considered to be more liberal, which makes 

them reasonable to include in this study. The main ambition is not to generalise the results to 

Palestine or to how liberal women’s rights activists in general think about these issues, since 

the sample is small and the context quite specific. However, the results can give an indication 

about the struggle for women’s rights within the context of national liberation movements in 

general.  

4.2 Risk awareness 
During the timeframe of this research, protests, clashes, shootings and stabbing attacks began 

to occur throughout Palestine and Israel in what by some of the interviewees and by people in 

general was called a third intifada. Because of the enhanced tensions throughout the region 

and the many acts of violence I was forced to adjust my travels. Although the situation was 

challenging, this rise in nationalism, and specifically the participation of young women in 

demonstrations and stabbing attacks against Israelis (see for instance Maan news 2015-11-08; 

Maan news 2015-11-09) also created an opportunity to investigate women’s participation in 

nationalism. Besides speaking to the representatives of the organisations about the issue, I 

have tried to speak to women who have been active within the protests and demonstrations 

during this time about their experiences as women at the protests. Because of the risks the 

demonstrations and protests entails, it was difficult to arrange meetings with women who 

participated in the protests. I managed to do three interviews with young female political 

activists, with varying engagement in the present so-called intifada. To minimise the risk of 

them being exposed to repercussions from Israel as a result of their participation in the 

protests, they remain anonymous in this paper. The other interviewees were also asked 

whether or not they wished to include their names in this study. I use only one letter to refer to 

those that chose to remain anonymous.  
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5. Theory - Women and Nationalism 
“Through repetition of accepted norms and behaviours – control over reproduction, militarism 

and heroism, and heterosexuality – members help to construct the privileged nation; equally, 

the repetitive performance of these acts in the name of the nation helps to construct gender 

and sexuality” (Mayer, 2000:5). Here, Mayer describes nationalism, gender and sexuality as 

connected in way that makes them mutually reinforcing. Because of this relationship, 

nationalism and feminism are also connected. The relationship between nationalism and 

feminism has been described in different ways by different researchers over time. The 

concepts can be both compatible and in tension with each other (Hasso, 1998:449). In the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, researchers found feminism and nationalism to be 

compatible and complementary in Egypt, Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan and other countries. 

Over time the nationalistic movements view on women’s role has been increasingly focused 

on the responsibility of the reproduction of the group and the nation, suggesting a clash 

between the struggles (Moghadam 1994:3). Recently the growing influence of European 

nationalist parties has been found to have a negative impact on women’s rights. Women’s 

power over their own bodies tends to be limited since the ethnic collective - the nation - is 

considered to be dependent on women’s reproductive abilities for survival (Hamrud & 

Wassholm, 2014). 

 

This chapter describes the theories behind why nationalism is seen as having a negative 

impact on women’s rights, especially with regards to sexual and reproductive rights. It will 

explain how a masculinist discourse about the nation impacts the status and role of women in 

the society, and how symbolism used in nationalist rhetoric can confirm this status. This 

section also points out the interconnections between this theory and how the phenomena are 

seen in Palestine according to earlier research on the subject. 

 

5.1 Masculinity and femininity within the nation 

The national project became a masculinist project as it was initially defined my men. Hence, 

femininity within the nation has been constructed in relation to masculinity and thus in 

relation to the nation. Femininity is manifested in supporting the construction of the nation by 

biological, symbolic and moral reproduction (Mayer, 2000:16). This division of the masculine 

and the feminine aspects of the nation is often seen in the symbolisms of the nationalist 

rhetoric. 
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Within nationalism and particularly within militarised conflict between nations, the use of 

imagery of rape, penetration and sexual conquest is clearly present within the discourse. A 

military intervention is often compared to a rape of the land, making the masculinity of 

nationalism more evident (Nagel, 1998: 258). The literature on gender and nationalism often 

describes the “feminization of the motherland and the call on the nation’s sons to defend her” 

(Mayer, 2000:11) and the boundaries and spaces of the nation are often gendered and 

sexualised. “The nation is adored and adorned, made strong and bountiful or raped and 

defiled, its limbs torn apart, its womb invaded. Feminine spaces are caressed and nurtured or 

occupied and trampled by masculine actors” (Mostov, 2000:90f). The female body hence 

becomes connected to the territorial nation. Just as the feminised territorial nation needs 

protection by its male soldiers, the bodies of women need protection by husbands, fathers and 

sons (ibid). Masculinity and nationalism is deeply connected, with men taking “the liberty to 

define the nation and the nation-building process, while women for the most part accept their 

obligation to reproduce the nation biologically and symbolically” (Mayer, 2000:16).  

 

This imagery of the land as a woman, the motherland that needs protection, is very present 

within the Palestinian traditional nationalist discourse on Palestine. Palestine is considered the 

mother of her children - the Palestinians - and the Zionist enemy is metaphorically viewed as 

sexually violent in nature. A similar view is found within the Zionist discourse, presenting 

Palestine as the motherland to which the Jews needed to return, and as virgin land, which 

needed to be fertilised by the Zionists (Massad, 1995:471). The Jewish nationalism of Israel 

has also been deeply intertwined with masculinity from its inception. The ‘New Jew’ was the 

new enhanced version and the antithesis of the ‘ghetto Jew’, who was seen as helpless, 

passive and feminine. The transformation of the Jewish self-image from the European 

weakened, marginalised Jew to the construction of the masculine ‘New Jew’ has been central 

to the Zionist project, fundamentally connecting Jewish nationalism with masculinity (Mayer, 

2000b).  

 

The Zionist conquest of Palestine in 1947 is referred to as a rape of the land in the Palestinian 

Nationalist Charter. This ‘rape’ had very interesting effects on how ‘Palestinianness’ was 

passed on according to an analysis by Joseph Massad. Before the ‘rape’ in 1947 the 

motherland was regarded as responsible for the reproduction of the Palestinians, but after the 

‘rape’ she was disqualified from this task. Instead fathers became the reproducers of the 
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Palestinian population, since the land, as a mother, was no longer considered to be able to 

produce legitimate children. According to Massad, this means that women cannot be agents of 

nationalism, but only passive supporters of the nationalist narrative (Massad, 1995:470ff). 

Women’s symbolic status as representatives of purity is connected to their reproductive roles, 

since “[o]nly pure and modest women can re-produce the pure nation; without purity in 

biological reproduction the nation clearly cannot survive” (Mayer, 2000:7). This type of 

honour-related symbolic status of women also has implications for individual women’s lives 

within the society, and much focus is on their reproductive roles as producers of the nation. 

As Tami Amanda Jacoby (1999:514) puts it: “The glorification of womanhood as a symbol of 

the nation often leads to practical control over women’s lives through efforts to preserve 

traditional structures, such as the patriarchal family and code of ethics, in which women are 

often dependent”.  

 

5.2 Women, reproduction and demography 

The issue of reproductive rights is the clearest issue where feminism and nationalism clashes. 

This is due to the inevitable conflict between the nationalists with their focus on the 

importance of child bearing, and women’s rights activists with their focus of freedom of 

choice for women (Moghadam, 1994:5). Nira Yuval-Davis, Professor of Gender and Ethnic 

Studies at the University of Greenwich, has said that any investigation of the nation and 

national development would be insufficient if it excludes the gender component, in the same 

way that the discussion about reproductive rights would be insufficient without 

acknowledging that they are fundamental for national policies (Yuval-Davis 1997:22). The 

issue of reproductive rights is in other words an integral part of any discussion of nationalism 

through the need for biological reproduction of the nation.  

 

A woman’s reproductive role is of central importance to the national discourse because of the 

centrality of the common origin considered fundamental for most national and ethnic 

collectives. In order to belong to the collective one is usually born into it, hence the focus on 

women’s reproductive responsibilities within the discourse (Yuval-Davis, 1996:17). The 

reproductive rights of women, to be able to decide whether one wants to have children, how 

many children to have, and when, have been at the centre of the feminist movement from its 

inception. This stands in contrast to the fact that women often are pressured, not necessarily 

as individuals but as members of the national collective, to have more or less children as part 
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of the national project (Yuval-Davis, 1997:22). A woman’s right to her body is often limited 

in countries dominated by nationalistic ideas since her reproductive capacities are considered 

required for building the nation (Hamrud & Wassholm, 2014:3f). 

 

“Women create the nation by bearing and rearing children. They are respected for this as long 

as they remain within a patriarchal power structure. The honour of the family and the nation 

are located in the female body; invoking a patriarchal concept of family and national honour 

is a powerful instrument of control over women” (Ludsin, 2011: 53) This quote shows an 

example of how the traditional view of women are still present in many ways in the 

Palestinian society. Researchers have found that there is pressure of nationalist women to 

remain in “supportive, symbolic, often suppressed and traditional roles” (Nagel, 1998:253). In 

Palestinian nationalist rhetoric women have been given one primary symbolic role as Um Al-

Shaheed, The Mother of Martyrs. Um Al-Shaheed gives birth to and raises children with a 

strong Palestinian identity, in order to ensure the nations future. The Palestinian woman 

becomes “the personification of the nation, ready for the sacrifices required for the nation’s 

liberation” and she is appreciated as a heroine because of the martyrdom of her sons (Abdo, 

1991:26f). This imagery of women and their place in society and within nationalism is 

limiting for women’s possibilities to choose their own paths in life. As is stated in a recent 

poll on Palestinians attitudes towards women’s issues, “the Palestinian national discourse is a 

masculine discourse that views women as guards of the national project, […] they are the 

mothers and sisters of national martyrs” (Aweidah & Omar, 2013:14). 

 

Within Palestine demography is in many ways a central issue, reinforced by the conflict with 

Israel. A Palestinian woman within the intifada is left with little control over her body, since it 

becomes the battlefield between the Palestinian men who want to increase the Palestinian 

population, and the Israeli occupation that wants to limit it (Massad, 1995:482). The discourse 

of demography is present within the Palestinian nationalist rhetoric as well as in the Zionist 

project of Israel. A few years after the establishment of the state of Israel, the award for 

‘Heroic Mothers’ was declared for women who had at least ten children, and the demographic 

race between Israel and Palestine has been a reality throughout the history. For Jewish women 

not to have children, or to have children outside of the Jewish community, has been referred 

to as a “Demographic Holocaust” (Yuval-Davis, 1996: 19). Mahmoud Darwish, perhaps the 

most beloved poet of Palestine, writes in his poem Identity Card “Write down! I am an Arab 

[...] I have eight children and the ninth will come after summer. Are you angry?” (Darwish, 
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1964). This demographic competition between the two nationalities, Israelis and Palestinians, 

has been historically very important, and naturally has implications for women and what is 

considered to be their possible choices in life.  

 

5.3 Sexuality, sexual proprietariness and violence 

The nationalist focuses on demography and the importance of the reproduction of the nation 

often have certain implications when it comes to views on sexuality and sexual behaviour of 

women. If a person needs to be born into the nation in order to belong to it, marriage, 

sexuality and procreation must be controlled (Yuval-Davis, 1997:22). The notion of the nation 

being physically reproduced by women and protected by men collectivises the sexuality of the 

female members of the nation (Mostov, 2000:89). This connects to Coleman’s explanation of 

what Cynthia Enloe (1990) calls ‘womenandchildren’: “Under this masculinist logic, women 

and children are articulated together as one collective subject […] inhabiting the domestic 

domain of dependents, with the result that ‘women’ as subjects are infantilised and ‘children’ 

feminised, neither subject being completely mature or entirely rational” (Coleman, 2007:210). 

Iris Marion Young writes “In this patriarchal logic, the role of the masculine protector puts 

those protected, paradigmatically women and children, in a subordinate position of 

dependence and obedience” (Young, 2003:2). 

 

For the nation to be upheld, the purity of the women of the nation must be impeccable, and 

nationalist or traditionalist men tend to see it as their responsibility to control their women’s 

sexuality. In the case of Islamic nationalism it is often done through the politics of dress and 

behaviour. Men are seen as defenders of the nation and the family, while women are seen as 

embodying the family and national honour. This also entails that a woman’s shame is the 

family’s shame, which constitutes the shame of the nation (Nagel, 1998: 254). In this way the 

nation can also be described as an extension of the family, with the men protecting the 

‘womenandchildren’ (Yuval-Davis, 1997:15). It has been argued that “nationalism becomes 

the language through which sexual control and repression (specifically, but not exclusively, of 

women and homosexuals) is justified, and masculine prowess is expressed and exercised” 

(Mayer, 2000:1). 

 

Women, as wives, daughters and mothers, are made into the property of the nation (Mostov, 

2000:90), and thereby by extension, the property of men. This notion, present in the 
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nationalist discourse - of men controlling women’s bodies, sexuality and reproduction 

abilities - is based on a tendency of men to believe that they own women. This tendency has 

been given the term sexual proprietariness as it is equated to property ownership, where men 

are allowed to use violence and force if necessary to protect their ‘property’ (Taylor & 

Jasinski, 2011:249f). The control of women’s reproductive abilities and hence their sexuality 

that is present within the nationalist framework shows this tendency of men’s belief of 

ownership over women, and therefore sexual proprietariness can be said to be an important 

part of nationalism’s views on women and their place in society.  

 

Sexual proprietariness is a major reason for domestic violence against women (Daly & 

Wilson, 1988:521), since violence is accepted as a strategy to protect ones property. 

Therefore, challenging the norms of female sexuality can have violent consequences since 

this is also regarded as provocative. Femicide or so-called honour killings are the most 

extreme consequences of sexual proprietariness and is in one way the ultimate sign of the man 

having lost control over ‘his’ woman. A more a typical consequence of sexual proprietariness 

is the coercive control of women (Taylor & Jasinski, 2011:352; Daly & Wilson, 1988:523).  

 

Mayer argues that nationalism, gender and sexuality are all socially and culturally 

constructed, and so they all play an important part in constructing ‘the Other’ by proclaiming 

which gender and sexuality is the normative one. “The empowerment of one gender, one 

nation or one sexuality virtually always occurs at the expense and disempowerment of 

another” (Mayer, 2000:1), making heterosexuality and masculinity hegemonic parts of the 

nation. The acceptable female sexuality within the nationalist discourse is the maiden 

awaiting the masculine leader. This picture is contrasted to the decadents, lesbians or 

prostitutes, who are considered to be endangering the nation (Nagel, 1998:256). The women 

of one’s own nation are described as chaste, pure and moral while women of other 

nationalities or cultures are regarded as deviant or immoral (Mayer, 2000:10). The Other 

women are often considered a threat to the national identity (Hamrud & Wassholm, 2014:4). 

Since the Other women also have reproductive ability, they are considered a threat to the 

nation because of their numerous offspring. Within the nationalist discourse women are 

considered as a symbolic collective, not as individual persons. This has the effect that what 

happens to a woman is rather considered to happen to the whole (male) nation. “[T]he rape 

and violation of individual women becomes significant in nationalist discourse and the 

politics of national identity primarily as a violation of the nation and an act against the 
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collective men of the enemy nation” (Mostov, 2000:91). The women of the Other are in this 

way a potential site of warfare. Since ‘our’ women become a temptation for the Other men, 

who are regarded as sexual aggressors, “the sexuality of individual women presents a 

potential threat to the nation, as an “entry” point for invasion” (ibid).  

 

5.4 Feminism within national liberation movements 

While this theory on nationalism and its view of women seems clear, earlier research from the 

Palestinian context argues that in order for women to become empowered, the liberation of 

women needs to go hand in hand with the national struggle. This is needed to give legitimacy 

to societal issues, as well as for Palestinian women’s organisations to be able to “empower 

women in everyday resistance against colonial occupation and at the same time address 

patriarchy and class exploitation as an integral part of the struggle” (Kuttab, 2010:252). Nahla 

Abdo makes a difference between state nationalism and the nationalism of national liberation 

movements. She says that state nationalism is often used to limit women’s rights and abuse 

women, while national liberation movements have the potential of women’s emancipation. 

When women engage in the national liberation movement they can bring their opinions and 

concerns to the table and help freeing the movement from patriarchal structures (Abdo, 

1991:22).  

 

However, it is important to keep in mind that women’s participation in the nationalist struggle 

does not necessarily lead to women’s emancipation. Nationalist movements who welcome 

women’s participation in the national struggle for liberation often fail to recognise feminist 

demands for gender equality (Nagel, 1998:253). This could perhaps be the reason why “in 

almost all liberation movements where women were actively involved, a general reversal of 

their roles became the fact of life after national liberation and the establishment of the nation-

state” (Abdo, 1994:150). The pattern of women’s rights being under-prioritised in relation to 

the “larger issue”, for example the national project, is common (Jacoby, 1999:515; Dajani, 

1994:29) and these attitudes have also recently been shown to be present within the 

Palestinian society (Aweidah & Omar, 2013:48). Palestinian women’s organisations often 

refer to that they do not want to become like the Algerian women, who were sent ‘back to the 

kitchens’ after their liberation (Kuttab, 2015-11-26; Aweidah, 2015-10-12). According to 

Gluck the Palestinian case can be seen as partly different from the Algerian case because of 

the broader base of the Palestinian women’s movement (Gluck 1995:10). How women work 
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to change the roles for women within or parallel to the nationalist project, and what strategies 

are used to avoid falling into the same trap as many others have, once the awaited nationhood 

was achieved, is therefore fundamental to understand.  

 

This divergence in theory opens up room for a more pinpointed investigation of how 

Palestinian women’s rights activists reason and argue about the Palestinian national struggle 

and women’s place within it, in connection to the seemingly problematic issues of 

reproduction and sexual rights. Is it possible to combine nationalism and feminism, 

challenging the traditional views of women within the nationalist thinking, without 

abandoning the nationalist project? And if so, how is it done? 

 

6. Framework of analysis 
Focusing on issues of social liberation of women in the Palestinian society allows for an 

investigation of the clash between nationalism and feminism. Working for women’s social 

liberation includes breaking social traditional norms of womanhood and sexual 

proprietariness; issues at the core of the clash. Perhaps the clearest example of this clash is the 

issue of LGBT women’s rights. The lesbian woman is (naturally) not giving birth to any sons 

of the nation, and this way the LGBT rights struggle is an extreme case of the 

interconnections between feminism and nationalism through the issues of reproductive and 

sexual rights. Based on the theory presented in the chapter above, organisations focusing on 

LGBT rights should not be very nationalistic, since the organisation is fighting for women to 

have the right to be exactly the opposite of what nationalism in general states that they should 

be. If they manage to combine the nationalist struggle with work for lesbian women’s rights, 

this would be an interesting finding since it could that would point at another type of 

nationalism, which might not be based on the biological reproduction of the ethnic nation.  

 

The issue of LGBT can be said to be a very clear case to see how nationalism and feminism 

relates to each other through the issue of sexual proprietariness and reproductive rights, but 

the issue of LGBT rights is very controversial in Palestine. Because of this, the analytical 

frame needs to be widened to include questioning of the traditional role and status of women 

in general. Less radical organisations also work for enhanced possibilities for women to 

decide their own way of life, challenging the traditional social norms. In this sense, the efforts 

of many organisations are connected, as they each try to open up opportunities for women to 
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make their own choices in life, challenging the norms of women’s role only as supporters, 

caregivers and mothers.  

 

In order to investigate what has been described by earlier research as the core of the clash 

between nationalism and feminism - the ownership of women’s bodies emerging from the 

importance of the reproduction of the nation - sexual proprietariness is included in the 

framework. The issues that have been interpreted as related to sexual proprietariness are for 

instance sexual violence, sexual harassment, and inequality in the law. Sexual education, 

including education on gender equality, is seen as a counterweight to sexual proprietariness. 

Issues related to reproductive rights are often sensitive issues such as the right to abortion, 

contraceptives and LGBT rights. Kvinna till Kvinna and Expo also investigate several of 

these topics in their report. Using the same concepts in my study allows for a comparison of 

the findings. These topics have been used as an operationalisation to see to what extent the 

organisations are challenging the traditional roles of women and the sexual proprietariness of 

nationalism.  

 

Since the aim of this thesis is to investigate whether it is possible to challenge these sexual 

norms mentioned above and still sympathise with the national struggle, the women’s opinions 

and views about nationalism also need to be examined. In order to gage the level of 

nationalism present within the women’s rights organisations and among the activists in this 

study, the respondents will be asked about their priorities are in their struggle, and what they 

see as the main obstacles in their work for women’s rights. The rise in nationalism at the time 

of this study also opened up room for questions about whether or not the organisations 

prioritise their work any differently, to see if national matters are considered more urgent than 

women’s issues during such times. The participation of young women in the protests and also 

in the stabbing attacks on Israelis was also an interesting phenomenon to investigate further, 

since women using actively violent methods of resistance is not coherent with the traditional 

role of women. Since the Palestinian nationalism generally is directed against the Israeli 

occupation, the occupation’s possible effects on the work for women’s rights in Palestine will 

be also be investigated in order to map out the interconnections. The issue of demography is 

addressed because it is the clearest link between the issue of reproductive rights and the 

national struggle against the Israeli occupation. 
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The figure below shows how the different issues of interest are connected according to the 

theory of the relationship between women’s rights and nationalism. LGBT and women’s 

reproductive rights tend to be regarded as negative for the survival of the nation since the 

survival of the nation demands control over reproduction. Sexual proprietariness is shown in 

the diagram as a tool that decreases women’s rights but is positive for reproduction and 

demography, and therefore for the survival of the nation. Sexual education, including 

education on gender equality, is a way of challenging sexual proprietariness, hence a process 

that increases women’s and LGBT rights. This tool would have negative effects on 

reproduction and demography, thus considered negative for the survival of the nation but 

positive for women’s rights. This study aims to investigate if it is possible to combine the 

struggles of nationalism and feminism in a way that allows for an increase in women’s rights 

but also promotes the survival of the nation, indicated by the question mark in the diagram.  
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Figure 1 – Framework of Analysis 
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7. Empirical Findings & Analysis 
This part of the thesis presents the empirical results from the field study categorised in 

accordance with the analytical framework presented above. The reader will recognise the 

categories from the analytical framework in the first section below, named Palestinian 

feminism on sexual and reproductive rights, describing how the interviewees see the different 

concepts and the interconnections between them. This part of the findings section answers if 

and how these organisations can be said to challenge the reproductive role of women and the 

sexual proprietariness of the nationalist discourse. Since the aim of this study is to examine 

whether there are any ways to combine feminism and nationalism, the findings of how those 

possibilities are framed will be described in the subsequent section, named Connecting 

feminism and nationalism. This part describes how the organisations relate to the nationalist 

issue itself, and how they rationalise the possibilities to combine the two struggles of 

feminism and nationalism. 

 

7.1 Palestinian feminism on sexual and reproductive rights  

7.1.1 Sexual proprietariness 

The repression of female sexuality, with its focus on a woman’s chastity and virginity as the 

most important aspect for her moral worth, has been described in earlier research as the core 

of the gender inequality in the Palestinian villages and camps (Rubenberg, 2001:11). Sexual 

proprietariness can be used to control women’s chastity and virginity and can be seen within 

the traditional Palestinian culture. Eileen Kuttab, Sociologist and Director of the Institute for 

Women’s Studies at Birzeit University said during our interview that women’s virginity is 

considered of great importance. Rana al-Arja Khoury at Kvinna till Kvinna in Jerusalem said 

that one of the reasons for the problem of gender inequality is the difference in the rearing of 

the children, where girls are taught that they have to protect their virginity until they marry, 

while the boys can do what they want. This focus on virginity demonstrates that women’s 

bodies do not fully belong to them.  

 

Several of the interviewees brought up the notion of men owning their female family 

members as part of the core of the gender inequality in Palestine. Sawa is a community-based 

organisation focusing on the elimination of violence against women and children. L. the 

helpline coordinator at Sawa, said “this patriarchal society […] gives legitimacy and the 

whole authority to the man to do what he wants under the name that he owns his sister and 
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wife and daughters, so no one has any right to come and interfere in his life”. Amal Kreishe, 

the director of The Palestinian Working Woman Society for Development (PWWSD), a 

Palestinian NGO working for gender equality, social justice and human rights, brought up the 

tradition of dowry as an example of women being regarded as the property of men. Even if 

the monetary sum today is often a symbolic sum of one dinar given to the bride by the groom 

on the wedding day, it signifies ownership; “he buys me, at the end of the day, when I think 

about it. Like he can buy a car”. L. at Sawa, described how sexual proprietariness is 

manifested if a woman would go to her family for help after being exposed to violence by her 

husband. It is not uncommon that the family tells her to go back to her husband’s house since 

this is considered a private matter. The husband is also given the power to decide that she 

should dress in a specific way, or to prevent her from working or continue to study at the 

university. Sama Aweidah is the Director of the Women’s Studies Centre (WSC), a secular, 

feminist non-governmental organisation. She said that it is important for them to work on 

“how to see women as human beings, and not just as a body”. 

 

According to Amal Kreishe, the laws in Palestine also help sanction sexual proprietariness. 

Women are typically expected to show obedience to their husbands by living with them, 

providing sexual relations and asking for permission for working or traveling. If she does not 

obey him he does not have the responsibility to provide for her financially (Ludsin 2011: 58) 

and Kreishe points out that if a woman leaves her husband, he has the right to bring her back 

to the house by the power of police. After a divorce, which generally is much harder for a 

woman to initiate than for man (depending on religion) the woman is entitled to maintenance, 

normally for a period of three months. The woman might lose this right if the religious court 

concludes that the woman’s disobedience to her husband was reason for the divorce (Ludsin, 

2001:61f). Rape is very narrowly defined in the law and does not include rape within 

marriage. Usually cases of rape are handled under the customary law system, which generally 

would pressure the victim to marry the rapist as a solution to the problem of family honour 

that is considered to have risen because of the rape (ibid: 72). This law is evidence to the 

reality that a rape against an individual woman is considered a violation to the nation or the 

collective rather than against the individual woman (Mostov 2000:92). The use of customary 

rather than civil courts in cases of rape is according to Shalhoub-Kevorikan, Palestinian 

professor in criminology and social work specialised in gendered violence, a sign of that “the 

victim is regarded as entirely as the property of her male guardians” (quoted in Ludsin, 
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2011:72). Several interviewees brought up the discriminatory laws as one of the main 

problems for women and the changing of these laws was emphasised as a priority.  

 

Sexual proprietariness gives legitimacy to violence against women. When asked about the 

reason for violence against women, Amal Kreishe said, “it is the power struggle, men want to 

control our bodies, or souls”. Others, as I allude to later, connect domestic violence to the 

violence of the occupation. Women’s actions are regarded as fundamental for the honour of 

the family. Kreishe sees this as part of the reason why women are still being killed in 

Palestine. Young women are at risk of being killed if they are accused with violating the 

family honour, even if they are victims of rape or sexual harassment (Ludsin, 2011:55). Until 

recently so-called honour killings of women were also sanctioned by law in Palestine. A man 

who killed a female family member because of honour was punished to a lesser extent than if 

he kills her for another reason. Sama Aweidah told me about the work to remove the two 

articles that regulated such crimes. One stated that if a man saw a female family member 

having sex with a man outside of marriage, he would be released from court if he would kill 

her. This article was frozen by a presidential decree, meaning that it is still present in the law 

but it is not supposed to be used, after lobbying from different women’s organisations, 

including WSC. However, this article was never used in courts due to the fact that it is 

unusual for a man to catch his family member in the act. The second article stipulates that a 

man faces only three months in jail if he killed his female family member based on that he 

suspects that she had a sexual relationship outside of marriage. This article was in use until 

recently and had very real implications for women. R. a female activist from Jerusalem, and 

Aweidah mentioned that this article was frozen last year, also by a presidential decree.  

 

One reason why the freezing of these articles might have limited effect is that the customary 

law mediators deal with many cases relating to the sexual conduct of women, hence related to 

honour. If the parties of the customary mediation reach an agreement they can inform the 

state-run court, which could then drop the charges related to the case (Ludsin, 2011: 45f). R, 

and Soraida Hussein, the director of the Woman’s Affairs Technical Committee (WATC), a 

coalition of women’s unions and organisations in Palestine, asserted that changing the laws is 

important since laws have the power to change culture and the mentality of people in the long 

run. The concept of honour killings was and sometimes still is considered a legitimate reason 

to kill a woman. If the law no longer considers it to be a legitimate reason anymore, 
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murdering a woman would be regarded as a crime no matter the cause, which would 

potentially reduce the level of sexual proprietariness.  

 

Sexual proprietariness is impeding women’s participation in the society in general. As Amal 

Kreishe puts it: “If you talk about political participation for women, if any woman is owned 

by her husband or by the male in the family, who controls her movement, her appearance, her 

ideas, how can she be capable to practise her civic rights in a normal way?” Sexual 

proprietariness is observed in Palestinian laws as well as traditions. The interviewees bring up 

the notion of men in practise owning their female family members as one of the main 

problems for women in Palestine, acknowledging the problem of sexual proprietariness. The 

organisations are working in different ways to challenge this view, including lobbying for the 

changing of laws. This exemplifies the feminist ambitions and analyses of the interviewees. 

 

7.1.2 Reproduction and demography 

It was not common for the interviewees to bring up reproductive rights initially themselves 

during the interviews. Although abortion is illegal in Palestine, it is still practised. The 

Women’s Studies Centre cooperates with organisations on helping young women and girls to 

get abortions when needed. When there is a risk to the girl’s life, these organisations 

sometimes cooperate with Israeli hospitals to carry out and keep the abortion secret. Muntada 

- the Arab Forum for Sexuality Education and Health, an organisation based in Haifa doing 

workshops and trainings on sexuality, believes that every woman has the right to decide over 

her own body, including determining whether to continue or terminate a pregnancy. Director 

Safa Tamish also argues for this also on the basis of what is best for the child, since every 

child has the right to be loved and cared for by its parents, and if the woman does not want the 

child this will negatively affect the child’s life (Tamish, e-mail, 2015-12-16).  

 

The advocacy for reproductive rights is not always an easy task. There has been a debate 

among ‘women of colour’ whether the adoption of slogans with discourse about individual 

rights used by international agencies are part of a demographic war, aiming to reduce “the 

growth and power of black and Third World people” (Yuval-Davis, 1997:37). Advocating for 

reproductive rights, for example the right to contraceptives and abortion, are considered by 

some women as a way for the West to try to control the demography of people of colour. This 

becomes clear when talking about contraception with interviewees. Contraceptives are offered 
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for free by the Ministry of Health, and are used by many of the participants in Muntada’s 

trainings, according to Tamish (e-mail, 215-12-16). But the promotion of contraception is a 

complex issue, and there are reports about how poor women sell the contraceptives they are 

given as part of an aid programme. Eileen Kuttab explained in our interview that these women 

regard the programme as a colonial conspiracy to hinder them to produce more fighters for 

the nation. 

 

This view on contraception clearly shows the connection between reproductive rights and 

demography. The demographic competition with Palestine has been an important aspect of 

Israeli history (Yuval-Davis, 1997:30) and the Israeli focus on demography makes 

demography important also for Palestinians. If Palestinians do not try to keep up the 

population numbers the perceived risk is that Israel gradually will take over completely. This 

is why the Palestinian national leadership might criticise organisations working for women’s 

reproductive rights of “betraying the national cause” (Kuttab, 2015-11-26). Several of the 

women interviewed in this study agree that demography is important, but they argued this in 

light of the importance of enabling Palestinians to stay on their land, resist the occupation and 

to give Palestinian refugees the right of return, rather than producing more children (Hussein, 

e-mail, 2015-12-07; E. e-mail, 2015-12-07). Rana Al-Arja Khoury (e-mail, 2015-12-01) 

points out that the Palestinian focus on demography is partly due to the Israeli policies that 

have the effect of limiting the Palestinian population growth in different ways, for instance by 

the building of settlements, denying Palestinians building permits and demolishing their 

homes. Fadya, a Palestinian professional working in the development sector of Palestine for 

over 20 years, said that Palestinian population growth and demography is a strategic issue 

based on Israel’s attempts and frequent success in minimizing the number of Palestinians 

living on the land, especially in Jerusalem (e-mail, 2015-12-01). Hilda Issa is working at the 

Palestinian Centre for Peace and Democracy (PCPD), a democratic organisation aiming to 

promote a just peace between Israel and Palestine. In this sense, the organisation works 

mainly with national issues, but it also has a women’s programme. Issa described how many 

Palestinians consider giving birth to children an integral part of the demographic struggle 

against the occupation, together with maintaining Palestinian presence on the land (e-mail, 

2015-12-07). The preference for high fertility is also argued by Eileen Kuttab to be dependent 

on the occupation violence; if the family has many children and one is martyred it is more 

bearable compared to if there was only one child. Male prisoners are said by Kuttab and by S., 
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a young female activist based in Ramallah, to be sending their sperm out of prison in order to 

secure the reproduction.  

 

Most interviewees promote alternative strategies to ensure the demographic balance, like 

staying on the land and giving refugees the right of return, rather than promoting high 

fertility. At the same time, the view that giving birth to many children is part of the national 

struggle naturally has potentially problematic implications for women’s rights, since it once 

again emphasises the role of women as mothers to keep up the population rates as part of the 

national struggle. 

 

Here it is important to emphasise that when it comes to reproductive rights, the focus is very 

much on the individual. This is often regarded as very Western, and therefore a basis for harsh 

criticism for women’s organisations. It sheds light on the importance of finding a balance 

between the individual and the collective. As Yuval-Davis writes, women are not only 

individuals nor are they only representatives for their collectives (Yuval-Davis, 1997:38). The 

division of the public versus private, the collective versus the individual, can be seen in many 

areas of women’s rights in the Palestinian society. With regards to sexuality and sexual rights, 

violence against women and so called honour crimes, the distinction between what is viewed 

as public and therefore political, and what is viewed as private, and therefore not the concern 

of the society, is clear. Safa Tamish at Muntada brought up the importance and difficulty of 

balancing the rights and duties of the individual versus the collective. She says that people 

privately might agree with certain ideas, for instance the importance of sex education in 

schools, but that “everybody is afraid of everybody”.  

They say that ‘the society is not ready and they will attack me and say that 
‘you are promiscuous and you want to open eyes’, and I am not ready to 
stand in front of society […] I believe that it should be done, and I will do 
it with my kids, but I will not do it in public’  

(Safa Tamish, Muntada) 

 Finding arguments for enhanced individual rights that are perceived as legitimate in society’s 

eyes might be one of the biggest challenges for the work for women’s rights. 

 

7.1.3 LGBT rights 

The issue of LGBT is very stigmatised in the Palestinian society, and few organisations are 

working with this topic. Safa Tamish at Muntada described homosexuality as being “socially 
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criminalised” in Palestine. Sama Aweidah at WSC said that they are supporting the personal 

rights of LGBT persons, but that they cannot advocate openly for their rights in the 

community in fear that their centre could be burnt down. Eileen Kuttab said that it is a 

difficult issue to deal with, and it could hurt the institute if they spoke about such issues. She 

said “it is not an issue in the Palestinian society, so although it can be considered as part of the 

individual rights of expression, it is not a priority issue that we need to take a position in”. 

The representatives of Sawa said that they sometimes receive phone calls from LGBT people 

seeking support, and they said that they are trying to help as much as they can. Sawa has 

worked with their staff to prepare them for these callers, since some of the staff expressed 

disgust with the thought of talking to “such persons”:  

They [the staff] say ‘no, I won’t be able to manage with such persons’, 
that’s how they call them at first. ‘I feel disgusted also to hear that 
someone has the desire to be with someone of the same sex, it is against 
nature, against our manners, values and religion’. So we try to explain to 
our staff to give them also the space to express themselves, because they 
are not used to talk about the gay and lesbian community. So we try to let 
them express why they are so afraid to talk about it, even to dare to 
mention the term. And we say in the end that we are accepting these 
callers because we accept them as humans, humans who have the right to 
express their feelings.  

(F. Supervisor, Sawa)  

The helpline coordinator at Sawa also described how they are trying to include LGBT persons 

when talking about sexual harassment:  

Sometimes when we talk about sexual violence and sexual harassment we 
also talk about it as something that can be man to woman, woman to man, 
man to man and woman to woman. And sometimes when we talk about it 
we have to make clear that if it is two men, and they are over 18 years old 
and there is no hierarchy between them, it is not sexual harassment  

(L. Helpline coordinator, Sawa) 

Aswat works specifically with LGBT issues, more specifically with Palestinian lesbian 

women’s rights. The organisation is based in Haifa in Israel, and used to have activist groups 

within the West Bank, but none of them are active any longer. Hanan Wakim, employed at 

Aswat, explained that they have a support telephone line on which they receive calls from 

both the West Bank and Gaza and they try to give support to the callers.  

 

One aspect of the LGBT issue that heightens the degree of stigmatisation is the occurrence of 

blackmailing of LGBT persons in the West Bank. According to Hanan Wakim, there is 
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examples of LGBT people being blackmailed by the Israeli forces, threatening to expose them 

as gay to their families and society if not providing the army information, for instance about 

the whereabouts of certain wanted persons. Wakim and Al-Arja Khoury said that when 

Palestinian LGBT people travel to Tel Aviv, it can be interpreted by their society as proof of 

them collaborating with Israel, since they receive permits to travel. Aswat also work with the 

issue of so-called pinkwashing, which refers to the idea that Israel in the last years has been 

trying to label itself as a paradise for gay people as an open and liberal community, especially 

in Tel Aviv, but at the same time Israel is still an occupying power.  

The girls who started Aswat, years ago they had the experience of going to 
the city of Tel Aviv to try to be far away, but then they discovered that the 
Israeli community can accept their sexual identity but when it comes to 
their Arab and Palestinian identity there was a rejection […] So there was 
an acceptation of one identity but a refusal of another.  

(Hanan Wakim, Aswat) 

According to Wakim, Aswat, working as a Palestinian Lesbian women’s rights organisation 

inside Israel, is having much more difficulties because that they are a Palestinian organisation 

than they being a LGBT organisation. Their work with the problems of pinkwashing and 

backmailing of LGBT persons shows that Aswat is in fact combining the sexual rights issue 

of LGBT with a nationalist political perspective of the issue, a finding that is interesting the 

study’s theoretical context. Since the organisation shows elements of nationalism in its 

discourse, this implies that Aswat has found a way to unify the feminist and the nationalist 

issues. Safa Tamish at Muntada sees a general progress in attitudes and tolerance in the 

Palestinian society, even if it does not show in public. She said, “ten years ago I could not talk 

about it, and now I bring a homosexual person to each session on sexual identity, a lesbian 

and sometimes a gay. They talk about their personal experiences living in the society, and this 

reflects something”.  

 

Even if the level to which the organisations are working with the issue of LGBT rights varies, 

they all consider LGBT people being harassed and threatened in society a problem. This 

shows that the organisations belong to the type of feminism that according to theory should be 

clashing with the nationalist discourse. Yet at the same time, Aswat, perhaps the organisation 

that most clearly according to theory should not be a nationalist organisation, is shown to be 

nationalist in its character. 
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7.1.4 The need for sexual education 

The inclusion of sexual education and education about equality of men and women in the 

school curricula is mentioned by several interviewees as a way to improve the situation for 

women in Palestine (Fadya, Hussein, Tamish, Al-Arja Khoury, Aweidah). Since sexuality is 

such a taboo subject in the Palestinian society, there is no education covering sexuality in 

schools. In some cases there is some education regarding biological reproduction, but these 

parts are often skipped due to the teacher being uncomfortable to speak to the students about 

these topics (Tamish, Aweidah, Al-Arja Khoury). Soraida Hussein at WATC explained the 

importance of sexual education:  

A good ideology when talking about sexuality can liberate the minds of 
people, can liberate the spirits of people […] We do not have this put in 
place in our society. This also makes things more complicated and 
reinforces imbalanced power relations, and power relations between 
females and males are one of the main issues when we talk about 
patriarchal societies.  

(Soraida Hussein, WATC) 

 

Several of the organisations included in this thesis work in different ways with sexuality and 

sexual education. Sawa is attempting to talk about puberty and sexual matters in their 

trainings, but they refrain from calling it ‘sexual education’. The Women’s Studies Centre has 

a project being implemented in schools about sexual harassment, teaching children about 

sexual harassment, how they should act if they are exposed to it and also teaching boys that 

they do not have the right to harass girls. Sama Aweidah described how women exposed to 

sexual harassment are usually held accountable, blamed for dressing too attractively for men. 

WSC works with these issues through children’s books in schools together with the Ministry 

of Education. Hanan Wakim explained that Aswat holds workshops on sexual identity, but 

does not work within the Palestinian territories specifically more than via their telephone 

hotline. Their main advocacy work takes place inside Israel, including the Arab communities 

there.  

 

Muntada works also in the West Bank, and when I met with the director she came from a 

workshop with UNRWA personnel working in refugee camps in the West Bank. Muntada’s 

workshops cover topics as the physiology of the body, relationships, pleasure, body image, 

puberty, homosexuality and other components of sexual identity. According to Tamish, 

people attending the workshops, even the very religious women, are very receptive since they 
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have never before been given the chance to speak about these issues. The organisation is 

working against “harmful, inaccurate and misleading information” (Muntada, 2013) regarding 

sexuality. When asked about what kind of information that might be, Tamish mentioned the 

misconceptions regarding virginity and the hymen, the myth that all women must bleed on her 

wedding night to demonstrate their virginity, and that she will lose her hymen if she uses a 

tampon before marriage. Connected to this is also the belief that if a woman rides a bicycle or 

masturbates she will have problems enjoying sexuality with her partner. Such myths can be 

seen as tools for controlling women’s bodies and sexuality in a way that reinforces sexual 

proprietariness. Challenging these myths through sexual education can therefore be 

considered a way to challenge sexual proprietariness and give more autonomy to women 

regarding their bodies and sexuality.  

 

This effect can be seen in the changes in attitudes towards sexual relations among women 

who participate in Muntada’s workshops. Tamish described how many of them are scared 

about having sexual intercourse for the first time, to the extent that they refrain from 

becoming engaged. They have learned that it will be a painful and bloody experience, but 

after addressing the topic and discussing it with each other, some of the married women 

shared their experiences of it being a nice experience, rather than a painful one. These types 

of meetings, discussions and reflections can potentially change the frame of reference these 

young women hold to one that might allow them to embrace sex and sexuality for their own 

sake. It is not always an easy task; both Tamish and Al-Arja Khoury said that people may 

accuse them of “opening the eyes of the children”, which is not seen as something positive 

when it comes to sexuality. Parents are afraid that speaking openly about sex and sexuality 

will encourage the children to be sexual in a way that is not socially accepted.  

 

7.2 Connecting feminism and nationalism 

In this subsection, I will describe and analyse the issues connecting feminism and 

nationalism, brought up by the interviewees.  

7.2.1 Sexuality, the body and violence 

Some of the interviewees mentioned the occupation as part of the explanation of domestic 

violence against women. A few earlier studies also make this connection (Ludsin, 2011: 73; 

Håkansson, 2014; MoWA, 2011). During our first interview, Soraida Hussein at WATC said 

that the occupation brings on a “crisis in masculinity” which enhances violence in the 
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Palestinian community. She further explained in the second interview that taking care of and 

protecting the family is perceived as the role of a man, and that the man sees the on-going 

occupation as a sign that he has failed to protect them. The frustration stemming from the 

inability to liberate the nation from occupation and from the underdeveloped economy is then 

taken out on the family at home.  The increased domestic violence has also been described as 

dependent on that “unemployed men are angry, frustrated and at home” (Ludsin, 2011: 73). 

Eileen Kuttab said that she found an escalation in domestic violence when there was increased 

occupation violence, for instance during the siege of Gaza. Soraida Hussein (2015-11-03) said 

when asked why she thinks that Palestinian women are being killed by family members that 

“in the places where violence and military violence exists and prevails, not only are the spaces 

for internal dialogue taken out, there is also a kind of desperation among people”.  

 

Although frustrations from the occupation are taken out within the home, this is something 

that primarily stems from patriarchy, and not from the occupation itself. The tendency to 

explain violence against women as the product of a difficult life situation has recently been 

shown by the Susanne Boethius to be used in Sweden by men who abuse women (Boethius, 

2015). In this way, the rationalising of violence against women seems to be a universal trend. 

As L. from Sawa said:  

We believe as an organisation that the occupation is not the reason [for 
problems of gender inequality]. It may be a factor, but we are in this 
patriarchal society that gives legitimacy and the whole authority to the 
man to do what he wants under the name that he owns his sister and wife 
and daughters, so no one has any right to come and interfere in his life  

(L. Sawa) 

Sawa does see this pattern, but they see it as an excuse rather than something that makes the 

violence in the home the fault of the occupation.  

People think that it is because of the occupation, but another person who is 
not violent, if he was harassed by a soldier […] he could go and debrief 
about it, either psychological support or through boxing or sport. But they 
take it as a justification, because she is under his power so the violent 
man, not every man would do it, but the violent man will do it  

(L. Sawa) 

 

After explaining the connections between the occupation and violence against or the killings 

of women in the Palestinian society, Soraida Hussein (2015-11-03) said, “I do not think that 
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before the Israeli occupation was existing in our lives, that women were not being killed. 

They were being killed, like in any other country”. Many of the interviewees point at violence 

against women being a universal phenomenon. Eileen Kuttab noted that men abuse women all 

over the world. Safa Tamish explained that she does not believe there to be one society where 

violence against women is not a problem, “even in the most advanced countries were women 

are almost equal, you still see violence against women.” Amal Kreishe said that violence 

against women prevails “beyond borders, beyond nationalities, beyond religion”. These 

observations are of course correct, and they are important for reducing the prejudice of Arab 

men being more violent by nature. However, it is important to remember that although 

domestic violence is a universal problem, this does not make it any less serious for the women 

exposed to it. On one hand the universality of the problem makes it understandable that one 

might focus on other, more specific problems, like the occupation. On the other hand, the 

focus on the occupation takes away attention from the important issue of violence against 

women. It is truly a two-edged sword.  

 

Even though violence against women is a universal phenomenon, patriarchal and occupation 

violence is sometimes mutually reinforcing. Stories about sexual harassment and rape of 

Palestinian women in Israeli prisons and by Israeli soldiers started to occur during the first 

intifada. There are stories about Palestinian girls being blackmailed by Israel on the basis on 

honour to force them to give information (Ludsin, 2011:74f), in a similar way that LGBT 

persons are said to be. These stories are also brought up in the interviews by Wakim, Al-Arja 

Khoury and E: 

For example, during the first and the second intifada the Israeli soldiers 
used the woman to convince for example one of the people to give 
themselves up. For example, if the Israeli soldiers would want to arrest 
someone they use his mother or his sister to force him to say where he is. 
And sometimes, because we are Muslims […] and because of the honour, 
we try to convince the women to stay away. We do not push them in front 
on the occupation because of course the occupation more than once 
abused the women. And because of our society and our traditions, of 
course the honour is an important issue. And we have this idea that if the 
woman participates in the popular resistance, if the woman for example 
goes to prison, something will happen. Because there are old examples 
that something happened to others, and we do not want this to happen to 
our women. This is how they think.  

(E. activist) 
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Here the nationalist discourse about women constituting the nation, which is protected by the 

men, is evident. In her study about the effect of such stories Shalhoub-Kevorikan 

(1993:171ff) mentions the example of a girl who committed suicide after she was raped and 

gave away information to the enemy. Although the cases of actual rape during interrogations 

by soldiers or policemen are very rare, threats of rape and sexual assault was reported 

frequently during the first intifada (Women’s organisation for political prisoners, 1993:188). 

Regardless of the frequency of such blackmail, the stories and threats themselves contribute to 

the carefulness of young women participating in resistance to the occupation. This creates a 

mutually reinforcing connection between the occupation and the patriarchy since the 

occupation is “using the traditional code of conduct and the traditional view of sexuality for 

their own needs” (Shalhoub-Kevorikan, 1993:176). It leads to pressure on women to return to 

traditional roles, not to expose themselves to the risk of being imprisoned or humiliated at the 

checkpoints. Parents might also restrict their daughters’ movement more than their sons’ due 

to this perceived risk to the honour of the daughter, and hence the family. According to E. and 

R. the risks entailed with the occupation limits girls’ freedom of movement more than boys’, 

creating a situation where the occupation and patriarchy go hand in hand.  

 

7.2.2 Young women’s participation in the ‘Third intifada’ 

In the clashes, protests and attacks that have been referred to as the beginning of a third 

intifada, many young women participated in various ways (see for instance Hatim & 

Ghorbiah, 2015-10-10; also mentioned by Aweidah, Fadya and Kuttab). Women participating 

in active resistance, and especially in armed resistance, break social norms about a woman’s 

role in society and also in the traditional nationalist struggle against the occupation. This 

makes their participation a possible intersection of feminism and nationalism, hence an 

interesting part to look at within the framework of this study. 

 

The young Palestinian women that have participated in the demonstrations and also in the 

attacks during this current intifada have received different reactions related to their 

participation. Hilda Issa at the Palestinian Centre for Peace and Democracy said that the 

organisation is supporting the resistance when it is carried out in a peaceful way, and that they 

are glad that many women are participating because “if women are not part of the resistance, 

when there is a state then she would not take part”. According Aweidah, Issa and S, men have 

been commenting on pictures on Facebook of the women throwing stones at soldiers saying 
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that the pictures should not be up since the women are too attracting to men. S. participated in 

some of the protests by throwing stones at the soldiers close to the settlement of Beit El, and 

she told me about varying reactions of the young men at the protest. Many of the young men 

insinuated that she was only present at the protest to receive phone numbers from guys, to get 

her picture taken by the journalists and they questioned her presence, telling her to go back to 

her parents house. She told me  

One guy came up to me and said he respected me as a sister because I 
came to the protest, but that everyone was checking my ass, and he said to 
me to cover it. I said to him, are you here to look at my ass or to throw 
stones at the soldiers? But then I took my shirt and I tied it around my 
waist and continued to throw stones. They only started to respect me after 
I was shot. 

(S. activist) 

Another activist, E from Tulkarem, said that she attended the protests mainly to give first aid 

to people who needed it, and to bring them food. Sometimes she would see young women 

protesting and throwing stones at the soldiers, and young men would comment on the way the 

woman dressed, criticising her for not being veiled.  

This is the closed-minded, because or tradition is of course against this 
type of activity and sometimes they said ‘what are you doing here? Just go 
home, your place is to go home and cook and raise the children, what are 
you doing here, this is our role’ 

(E. activist) 

Young women’s choice to participate in the armed struggle can perhaps be understood trough 

the same lens as Allen looks at the debate about women and homosexuals being allowed in 

the combatant units of the U.S. army. She argues that the military is central to the national 

identity of the U.S. and that this is the reason why women and homosexuals are seeking 

access to it. “Like African Americans and other groups before them, women and homosexuals 

recognize that military service is an important route to membership in the U.S. national 

community. Moreover, they recognize that exclusion from military roles sets a standard of 

inequality that carries over into other aspects of American political life” (Allen, 2000:323). 

The conflict with Israel and the resistance against the occupation are fundamental parts of the 

modern Palestinian identity. By choosing to use the traditionally masculine violent method of 

stabbing attacks, attacks that many times end in death, women challenge the national norms of 

their role as women and step into the male sphere. Eileen Kuttab said that she sees these 

young women’s participation in the attacks against Israelis as a way for them to try “to show 
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that they are equal as males” in the nationalist struggle against occupation. This way they can 

also be recognised as shaheed, martyrs, heroes who gave their lives for the Palestinian 

national cause. They are challenging the masculinist narrative of the active protectors of the 

nation in a similar way as Holly Allen’s description of the rhetoric against female combatants 

in the U.S. army. “[A]ccording to witnesses who oppose female combatants, if men’s role is 

to defend the nation, women’s role is to be part and symbol of the nation that is defended” 

(Allen, 2000:317).  

 

7.2.3 Dominance and urgency of the national struggle 

The political situation that erupted during the time of this study allowed for an investigation 

of how women’s organisations themselves prioritise their work during times of higher 

tensions and higher levels of nationalism. When asked about whether their organisation 

shifted priorities when events like clashes and shootings happen, most of them said that these 

situations makes talking about women’s rights in the same way as before impossible. Soraida 

Hussein at WATC said during the first interview: “We cannot be talking about the right of 

women to vote when they are bombarding Gaza, because we know that when Gaza is being 

bombarded they are telling us that the West Bank is not safe”. Amal Kreishe said that “we are 

still under occupation, what we are witnessing now is a struggle for survival in many cases. 

There is no security anymore. How in such a situation can we talk about equality and talk 

about to develop policies?” She also said that during these times women’s organisations in 

other countries were reviewing the implementation of the UN resolution 1325, but in 

Palestine they were protesting outside the UN office to ask the General Secretary and the 

Security Council to stop the human rights violations of Israel, showing the priority of the 

national struggle at the moment for the organisation. Hanan Wakim said that  

The existence of the discrimination and the occupation and the political 
situation makes it, first of all, hard to talk about gender and sexuality and 
education, especially now. You feel as yes, sexual education, but people 
are dying in the streets. […] I can understand why people think there are 
more urgent matters.  

(Hanan Wakim, Aswat) 

When asked what is needed to make life safer for Palestinian LGBT people, Wakim’s answer 

is ending the occupation.  
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Both Sawa and the Palestinian Working Woman Society for Development runs telephone 

support lines where people can call to get psychological and social support. According to L. 

and Kreishe many of their beneficiaries call about anxiety related to the occupation and 

settler’s violence, especially in times of enhanced tensions.  When asked about an example of 

the violence female callers would bring up, Kreishe gave the following example, which can 

be categorised as Israeli occupation violence.  

She could talk about the Israeli settler violations that are conducted every 
night and every day, they worry and have fear and tension because she 
lives in a tent, they did not allow her to build a house. She witnessed 
nightmares of her kids and bedwetting. And sometimes the dynamic of the 
sexual relation is influenced in a negative way due to the tension of the 
time.  

(Amal Kreishe, PWWSD) 

She also described how, during times of heightened tensions, the organisation prioritises 

visiting the martyrs’ families, which can be seen as a traditional supporting role of women in 

nationalism, and arranging demonstrations. These are examples of how the occupation, 

especially during heightened tensions, tends to dominate the agenda, even within the feminist 

organisations in Palestine. When there is a rise in occupation related violence those issues are 

perceived as more urgent than the many times softer issues of women’s rights. 

 

This domination of the national struggle does not have to mean that the work for women’s 

rights stops. Safa Tamish explains this balance by giving the example of a group of young 

women who were working on a photo exhibition discussing the objectification of women’s 

bodies that was supposed to be shown in Bethlehem and Ramallah.  

And because of the uprising, it is not appropriate now to do this. Not 
because that the topic is not important, but when you put it in the context 
people are not now ready to make this exhibition on sexual rights when 
people are being killed every day and we have martyrs. So sometimes 
these are the compromises, but this does not mean that I will cancel a 
training workshop with professionals. […] So we learn how to manoeuvre 
the situation. Sometimes you cannot but cancel, but this does not mean 
that you cancel your whole life. Your life continues, this is part of living 
under occupation. We never had the luxury that everything is smooth and 
you can go and move on, no, we always work in challenging settings and 
situations. This is part of being Palestinian.  

(Safa Tamish, Muntada) 

Hilda Issa at the Palestinian Centre for Peace and Democracy said that they would receive 

criticism as ‘you are working on women and early marriage, and look what is going on’, but 
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also points out that “if we are not working on women’s rights now, when there is 

independence there will be no place for women’s rights.” This shows that the organisations 

are convinced that their work for women’s rights needs to continue during times of 

heightened tensions and nationalism, but perhaps in a different form that might be more 

efficient during those times. The importance of not stopping the work for women’s rights 

during times of heightened political tensions, but to instead adjust the form, the focus and the 

level of the activism is pointed out by several interviewees as a strategy to keep women’s 

rights on the agenda without being regarded as ignorant about the national struggle.  

 

Rana Al-Arja Khoury mentioned the focus on achieving statehood before women can get their 

rights as a common opinion in Palestine. This priority of the national struggle over the 

women’s rights struggle has been present throughout history in many contexts (Jacoby, 

1999:515, Dajani, 1994:29). One explanation of this dominance of the nationalist discourse, 

even within many women’s rights organisations, if of course that Palestinian women are not 

only women, they are also Palestinians, thus being affected by the occupation as Palestinians. 

As two interviewees stated, “women are under two occupations” and when one of them seem 

more urgent, as when people are killed almost daily, it will have to be prioritised to some 

extent. Personal safety will considered more urgent than representation:  

Asking for just rights, for women’s rights in general in Palestine without 
ensuring a safe environment for them will be like gone with the wind, it 
will be a waste of time. Because it is not safe to live, safety is more 
important to me than actually being considered as half of the society  

(R. activist) 

Soraida Hussein said that the less of a political solution that is seen by the people, the more 

people worry about issues like “where is she? At what time is she coming back? What is she 

doing? Whom is she talking to?” implying that political hopelessness has negative effects for 

women’s freedoms. The stagnation of national political development going hand in hand with 

stagnation of the development of women’s rights is also brought up in the interview with 

Eileen Kuttab. She believes that when there is an escalation of the national struggle, women 

can take part in the struggle, whereby nationalism and women’s rights can be well linked. 

However, the balance of this connectedness is of great importance. It is crucial that one issue 

does not become prioritised over the other.  
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8. Parallel struggles: why and how? 
As shown above, the interviewees in this study emphasise the importance of the national and 

the feminist struggles being focused on in parallel. This section of the study describes the 

arguments of why this is the case, and investigates what is needed for it to be carried out. 

8.1 The occupation as an obstacle for women’s rights 

Several of the interviewees said that the occupation was the largest obstacle for women’s 

rights. This can be seen as a bit simplistic, but there are a few concrete examples of the way in 

which the occupation makes it harder to create sustainable change when it comes to the rights 

of Palestinian women.  

 

First, the general focus of the public on the national issue potentially leads to the nationalist 

discourse in itself hindering the work for women’s rights in Palestine, as brought up in the 

interview with Fadya. This is related to what Soraida Hussein defined as ‘spaces of internal 

dialogue’.  

The spaces of internal dialogue are taken from us when the Israeli 
occupation takes measures in Jerusalem or in Gaza or in Ramallah. When 
something happens, the people do not have the spiritual and the mental 
space to discuss things that have to do with education or with growing up 
while being killed. So we have to run and escape not to be killed. […] So 
it is putting those issues […] back on the shelves and then the other issues 
come in front  

(Soraida Hussein, WATC) 

This way the occupation is dominating the Palestinian discourse, leaving little space to work 

for women’s rights. Ending the occupation is regarded as a priority for the society, placing all 

other issues lower on the agenda. The occupation also constitutes an obstacle in the work for 

women’s rights in more concrete ways. One example is the stagnation of the Oslo agreement 

and the division of the West Bank in accordance with it (Fadya, Hussein, 2015-11-03). To 

make sense of this, a brief explanation on part of the agreement follows.  

 

As part of the Oslo agreement the West Bank and Gaza was divided into Area A, B and C. 

Area A consists of the Gaza strip and the major Palestinian cities in the West bank (excluding 

Jerusalem) and is under control of the Palestinian Authority (PA), not including control over 

borders and external security. Area B covers the Palestinian villages and small towns and is 

under PA civil control and Israeli security control. Area C covers the rest of the West bank 

and includes the Israeli settlements, military installations and land surrounding these areas. 
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Area C makes up 62 per cent of the West Bank and is under Israeli civil and security control. 

The PA has no control whatsoever over Israelis within Area A, B or C, even if they commit 

criminal acts (Ludsin, 2011:36f). Soraida Hussein (2015-10-19) described how this division 

was agreed to be temporary for a transitional period of five years, when the Israeli forces 

should have withdrawn. However, it remains in place today. This division of the West bank 

brings greater challenges to organisations trying to improve the lives of women in Palestine. 

Even if a radical change in the Palestinian laws related to discrimination against women 

would be attained, Palestinian women living within Area C risk being left largely unaffected 

by these changes. The Palestinian police have no authority in Area C, making them unable to 

provide women with any protection against domestic violence and trafficking of persons, 

issues included in the PA’s National Strategy to Combat Violence against Women (MoWA, 

2011).  

We still have no control over Area C and when you talk about 60 per cent 
still being under Israeli control, then what kind of legislation are you 
talking about? Is it going to be implemented in Area A and Area B, what 
about Area C?  

(Fadya) 

NGOs and international organisations also have difficulties working and establishing a 

presence in Area C since permission from Israeli authorities is required to build physical 

centres. There is a possibility that this scarcity of development projects has affected the 

potential to make changes in conservative behaviour and attitudes in the villages (Öberg, 

Khoury & Björkman, 2012:4).  

 

The occupation is also said to be playing a part in making the changing of discriminatory laws 

more difficult. Due to the fact that many of its members are jailed in Israeli prisons, but also 

due to the political division of Hamas and Fatah, the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) 

has not been active since 2007 (Al-Arja Khoury, 2015-11-10). This means they cannot make 

or change any laws. In order for any changes to be made in the Palestinian legal context, the 

President needs to issue a presidential decree. A presidential decree requires that the issue is a 

priority for the President since the Palestinian Authority has very limited financial resources 

and every decree is made at a cost (Fadya, 2015-11-05). The imprisonment of Palestinian 

members of Parliament by Israel is in other words an impeding factor for the work for 

women’s legal rights.  
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Amal Kreishe said that women’s situation and the struggle for women’s rights is becoming 

more difficult due to the development of radical fundamentalist groups throughout the region. 

She pointed out that in the case of Palestine the dimension of the Israeli occupation has to be 

added on top of the other aspects. As Fadya noted, many countries in the Arab world have 

similar problems when it comes to women’s rights, yet they do not have occupation. This is a 

very relevant and important point, which in turn was explained by Soraida Hussein at WATC 

as having to do with the lack of democratic governments in the Arab world.   

What they [the Israeli occupation] are really doing, the same thing that 
they are doing, bad governments are doing to their people. So it is not that 
the Israeli occupation is doing something that nobody in the world, okay 
yes, it is very criminal what they are doing, it is very blunt and they are 
very much supported and they have veto and this helps them. But non-
democratic governments […] wherever they are, the effect and the impact 
is the same.  

(Soraida Hussein, WATC)  

Here, she implies that the lack of democracy is an obstacle for the work for women’s rights, 

regardless of whether this lack is a result of occupation or of non-democratic governance. It is 

obvious when speaking to Palestinian women that ending the occupation is a priority for 

them, partly because of their conviction that it hinders the work for women’s rights, but also 

because it hinders their freedom as Palestinians and is yet another source of oppression. Here 

it is important to note however, that the non- or even antidemocratic structures of the PA are 

also something that has been pointed out in earlier research as a hinder for women’s political 

involvement (Abdo, 1999:41). Even if the occupation would end tomorrow, Palestine would 

not automatically become a gender equal, democratic, well-functioning state, an observation 

made by both Fadya and Rana Al-Arja Khoury. Engaging in nationalism to ensure that the 

Palestinian state will become a democratic and secular based state, is brought up as a reason 

for why the struggles of nationalism and feminism need to proceed in parallel by Kreishe, Issa 

and Hussein. With too much influence of non-democratic, conservative and religious forces, 

women’s rights will be at risk.  

 

8.2 The balancing of two struggles 

Sama Aweidah said that women’s organisations cannot deal with women’s issues without 

thinking about the impact of the occupation on women. When asked about whether the 

occupation affects women differently than men, most interviewees answered that it does. As 

how the effects differ, many gave examples of problems that might have to do more with 
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patriarchy within the Palestinian society than with the occupation itself. One example given 

by E. is how women are expected to take care of the children, hence being given a larger 

responsibility if the children decide to go and throw stones at the soldiers. Although this 

responsibility of caring for the children does not stem from the occupation itself, the 

occupation might give this responsibility more weight since its violence heightens the risk of 

having to care for children with greater needs due to invalidity and traumatisation (Ludsin, 

2011: 58). In this way, the violence of the occupation reinforces the effect of the patriarchal 

system on women’s lives. Eileen Kuttab and Sama Aweidah also brought up the economic 

difficulties facing women if the breadwinner of the family is imprisoned as an aspect that hits 

women hard. 

 

The Israeli occupation often uses similar nationalist, militarised and masculinised strategies of 

control to the Palestinian patriarchal system, for instance through the concepts of shame and 

honour, mentioned by Al-Arja Khoury and Wakim. Israeli identity is also largely built upon 

the man as the actor, protecting the feminised land from the Other (Mayer, 2000b). The 

blackmailing of women historically, and LGBT people currently on the basis on honour are 

clear examples of how the occupation uses and reinforces these patriarchal norms for their 

benefit, in a way that is damaging to women and LGBT people. The prevalence of stories 

about such blackmail reinforces the view that homosexuals are not really part of the nation, 

but rather regarded as enemies. Holly Allen describes how homosexuals are “likened to a 

foreign enemy” in the anti-gay rhetoric within the U.S. military (Allen, 2000:321). In 

Palestine, by being gay you are also perceived as being a potential traitor, an Israeli spy, and 

thereby the stigma becomes even greater. Neo-colonial rule has in general been shown to 

reinforce patterns of domination of local men over their women (Jacoby, 1999:515). When 

seeing the occupation as a masculinised type of oppression, the tactic of fighting against 

Palestinian patriarchal norms and the Israeli occupation in parallel makes more sense. 

Considering the hegemony of the nationalist struggle in the Palestinian society, it is important 

to point out the common themes of patriarchy and occupation, in order to not be forced to 

constantly prioritise between the two.  

 

Even though the occupation constitutes an obstacle for the improvement of women’s status 

and rights in Palestine, Fadya emphasised that this cannot be seen as an excuse to not keep 

trying to improve the attitudes towards women’s participation in society. She emphasised the 

importance of targeting men in this work. There is a risk of women’s organisations focusing 
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extensively on the national struggle, to the extent that it leaves no energy for the feminist 

struggle. This is a hard balance to attain, especially in a society where the nationalist struggle 

is given much more legitimacy by the rest of society. During times of higher political tensions 

and nationalism, many interviewees pointed out that this makes their work for women’s rights 

more difficult. Many of the problems that Palestinian women face have to do with less urgent 

needs, for instance the need to be respected as a human being and to live a fulfilling life, 

compared to the risks of bodily violence and killings. When people of the nation are dying 

nearly every day, few regard discussions about a woman’s right not to be sexually harassed in 

the streets as a priority. This seems like a natural order since a person cannot have a fulfilling 

life unless they are alive. The violence that Palestinian women face stems from both 

patriarchy within the Palestinian society and from the Israeli occupation. This explains the 

dual focus that many women’s organisations and activists have. Many experience that the 

most urgent threats to life, security and bodily safety stem from the occupation, especially 

during heightened political tensions. Eileen Kuttab mentioned the fear of that even if the 

organisations manage to achieve a lot for women, the occupation could bring the work down 

anytime, making the occupation a challenge to the sustainability of the achievements. This 

partly explains the change of focus in many of the organisations when a rise of this type of 

violence is occurring, as was the situation during the time of this research.  

 

8.3 The Individual versus the Collective 

One risk of women’s organisations prioritising the nationalist struggle for an independent 

state too much is that once this independence is achieved, women’s rights might not be 

improved at all. In many cases, for example in the Algerian case, women taking part in the 

nationalist struggles for independence find themselves ‘back in the kitchen’ once 

independence was achieved. This is a risk that many Palestinian women’s rights activists are 

aware of and are actively trying to avoid by keeping the struggles parallel. 

We need to be very smart about how to link social struggles with political 
struggles. If it continues to be only a political struggle against the 
occupation, which I believe is very important, but without addressing 
some issues that are related to women’s rights I think that we will be 
repeating the same mistakes  

(Fadya) 

In order to keep these struggles parallel, balancing the focus on individual and collective 

rights and duties is required. Safa Tamish at Muntada describes why this is important:  
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We have to work on the individual, because usually we are thinking only 
on the collective level. Nationalism and revolution, this is all collective, 
and we never have this luxury to think about ourselves as individuals. And 
if you think individually this does not necessarily means that you forgot 
the community or forgot the collective, you can be both. But this 
individual level is very important to be free. You cannot emancipate 
yourself with only the collective, you have to have your own emancipation  

(Safa Tamish, Muntada) 

Many women’s rights organisations are accused of adopting a Western agenda when talking 

about the rights of women as individuals. Safa Tamish argues that a middle ground is needed 

and that it is possible to be both collective and individual “as long as we are aware where the 

limits are between our individuality and the personal space, and our duties towards the 

common agenda, which is the national struggle”. She also argued for the strengthening of 

individual rights on the basis that they are needed for a person to have the energy to engage in 

the collective, national cause.  

 

By connecting the individual rights to the collective, legitimacy for the focus on the 

individual rights is created. Since feminism and reproductive rights focus on the rights of 

women as individuals, and nationalism focuses on the rights of the national collective, this 

balance is what makes the struggles of nationalism and feminism difficult to perform in 

parallel. But it is not altogether impossible. If one manages to argue for the 

interconnectedness and the mutually reinforcing tendencies of these rights, as many 

interviewees in this study try to do, the balance can be upheld.  

 

8.4 Freedom from oppression 

The results in this study point towards a potential of feminism and nationalism working 

towards the same direction, at least in the case of a national liberation movement such as in 

Palestine. This possibility is dependent on the mutually reinforcing structures of the 

patriarchal and the colonial practises in place. Palestinian patriarchy uses the Israeli 

occupation as a reason not to focus on women’s rights, arguing that the state must come first. 

To some extent this is also the rhetoric of some of the women’s rights organisations 

themselves. At the same time the military occupation is very masculine in its essence and has 

been known to use patriarchal structures and concepts such as honour to blackmail women 

and LGBT people into giving up information. Such methods are strengthening the view that 

some women and LGBT people are a threat to the nation, not only as LGBT but also as 
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potential collaborators. The occupation is also viewed by as hindering the work for women’s 

rights by dominating the discourse and threatening to tear down any progress made on 

women’s rights. Finally, it is a question of legitimacy. It is pragmatically very difficult to talk 

about issues as sexual education, sexual harassment or early marriage in a context where the 

occupation is very present and considered the main problem in society in general.  

 

All of the interviewees in this study stressed that the fight for women’s rights and the efforts 

against the occupation are two parallel struggles that need to be interlinked. Hanan Wakim 

said that it does not make sense only to fight against one type of oppression, but for people to 

be free all kinds of oppression need to be eliminated. Sama Aweidah claimed that they are 

trying to combine the issues of nation and gender. Rana al-Arja Khoury and R. said that 

women in Palestine suffer from two kinds of occupation; the Israeli one and the patriarchal 

one, and that both of these have effects on their lives. Amal Kreishe said that it is not possible 

to deal with human rights in a partial way, that it is an undividable matter. 

 

This rhetoric is built around the concept of freedom from oppression rather than the 

reproduction of the nation, as the more traditional, conservative nationalism is using. It is also 

a way of attempting to combine individual and collective rights and argue that they are 

mutually reinforcing. In this sense, efforts are made to claim legitimacy for individual rights 

rather than solely collective ones. However, obtaining the balance between the struggles of 

nationalism and feminism is challenging, for several reasons. One potential obstacle is that 

due to the conflict with Israel, internal criticism of the Palestinian community can be 

perceived as harmful to the Palestinian unity. It is difficult to present a united front to the 

Other while stating that you do not agree with the views and the policies of your 

representatives (Mayer, 2000:12). This may exacerbate some women’s reluctance to criticise 

Palestinian politicians’ stance on women’s rights. If they do, they are easily seen as harming 

the Palestinian national cause by creating a division of the Palestinian society.  

 

The Palestinian women in this study are convinced that the two struggles of feminism and 

nationalism must move forward in parallel because of their intertwined nature. The figure 

below shows how women interviewed in this study frame the issues of nationalism and 

feminism as united under the concept of freedom from oppression. Under this framework the 

issues of LGBT, women’s reproductive rights and demography merge together. The main 

argument for engaging in the two struggles in parallel is that both patriarchy and the Israeli 
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occupation are hindering the freedom of Palestinian women. The figure shows the Israeli 

occupation and patriarchy as united and mutually reinforcing. The occupation and patriarchy 

are perceived as keeping women’s (individual) rights and national (collective) rights 

underdeveloped. 

	  
Demography is framed by emphasising the importance of enabling Palestinians remain on 

their lands, or return to them, rather than through reproduction of the biological nation. At the 

same time, reproduction is still considered a way to increase demography, a finding that has 

potentially problematic implications for women. The movement from patriarchy and Israeli 

occupation to freedom from oppression is achieved by allowing women to participate in all 

levels of society, including resisting the occupation, on equal terms with men. This is 

important for the national and for women’s liberation simultaneously. To ensure women’s 
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participation, sexual education and education on gender equality in schools is seen as a tool.  

 

9. Implications - Nationalist feminism and the Role of Conservatism 
The conviction about the importance of the nationalist struggle of Palestine among the 

women’s rights organisations and activists interviewed sheds a new light on the current theory 

on nationalism and its effects on women’s rights. Even though parts of the Palestinian 

nationalism still promote traditional roles for women as a way to support the nationalist 

struggle, there is another type of nationalism. The women in this study acknowledge that both 

occupation and patriarchy limit the choices available to Palestinian women, and hence both 

sources of oppression need to be challenged. This way nationalism seems to be a fundamental 

part of the Palestinian feminism, in addition to the struggle for women’s rights specifically. 

The importance of parallel struggles have also been emphasised by women historically, as 

seen in the background chapter. Anne McClintock (1997:109) has been writing about how 

women of colour have called for the right to create a type of feminism that suits their own 

needs, rather than adopting the Western feminism. She defines nationalist feminism as the 

type of feminism that insists on relating feminist struggles to other liberation movements. The 

women interviewed in this study can without doubt be categorised as nationalist feminists. 

One interviewee described Palestinian indigenous feminism as follows:  

Women’s awareness had been raised due to our different experiences, and 
also [because] our identity as a feminist or a women’s organisation had 
become mature enough. Not because we review the Western literature or 
the feminist experiences in the United States or in France or in India. No, 
it has been developed according to our daily lives, our daily experiences, 
our situation due to the reality that still, we are part of the national struggle 
and national movement  

(Amal Kreishe, PWWSD) 

 

The insight that nationalist feminism exists leads to the question of whether or not nationalism 

per se is limiting women’s rights. When asked if they received any criticism when working on 

women’s rights, and if so from whom, most of the interviewees said that conservative, 

fundamentalist and very religious groups are the most common sources of criticism. These 

groups would typically accuse the organisations of spreading a “Western agenda”, trying to 

destroy the Palestinian family and culture, for being anti-religious and working against Islam 

and that they ignore the national struggle for independence. Interestingly, as Sama Aweidah 
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pointed out, only NGOs working with women’s rights, as opposed to those working with 

other development issues, are accused of this. As this study has highlighted, many believe that 

one of the important aspects in the national struggle is to ensure that the future Palestinian 

independent state is a secular state. They see the religious family and personal status laws as 

origins for a lot of the problems women in Palestine face. 

 

Many women’s rights activists in the Middle East and North Africa have testified that 

patriarchal and conservative forces have gained influence after the so-called Arab spring. This 

has acted as an impediment to women’s possibility to live a free life (Hamrud & Wassholm, 

2014:5). The European nationalism investigated by Kvinna till Kvinna and Expo in their 

study are usually conservative in its nature, aiming towards the past, dreaming about a time 

when the society is conceived to have functioned better in every area. The Palestinian 

nationalism is a liberation movement; anti-colonial in character, and it does not aim to go 

back in time in the same way, but instead move forward. In the Palestinian society there are 

several types of nationalist rhetoric, and the nationalist feminism presented in this study exists 

in a relatively conservative, religious context. Perhaps what is actually damaging to women’s 

rights within nationalism in not nationalism per se, but conservatism? In order to answer this 

question, further research is required, but certain parts of this study suggest this may be the 

case. Conservatism might be included in many types of nationalism, and in Palestine there is a 

clear conservative nationalist ideology present in the society. However, conservatism is not 

necessarily a fundamental part of the concept of nationalism itself, especially when looking at 

nationalistic separatist or liberation movements. In order to decide whether nationalism has 

negative implications for women or not, the ‘direction’ of the nationalism could be revised. Is 

the aim of the nationalism to go back to a time considered to have been better, or is it aiming 

forward, inhibiting a progressive belief that the future will be better than the past? This 

finding is supported by the point made by Nahla Abdo, who makes a distinction between state 

nationalism and the nationalism of a liberation movement mentioned earlier. She refers to 

nationalism as a “double-edged weapon: as a mechanism of domination and oppression and as 

a potential force for gender-social liberation” (Abdo, 1994:150).  

 

Balancing the feminist and the nationalist issues in the way that Palestinian nationalist 

feminism is aiming to do it not entirely unproblematic. Even though there are attempts to 

build the nationalism around liberation from oppression, the issue of demography is still 

considered an important part of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since the concept of 
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reproduction is still a fundamental part the nation, it is of fundamental importance that 

women’s organisations make clear where they stand on issues related to reproductive rights 

and individual rights, and how they relate them to the national struggle and the collective. In 

order to be able to convince the nationalist society in general of the compatibility of the 

nationalist struggle with women’s liberation, this is of great importance. This is not always an 

easy task in a conservative society as the Palestinian one. E, the activist from Tulkarem 

interviewed in this paper, criticised that many Palestinian women’s organisations are not 

challenging the traditional roles for women enough. Instead they encourage women to stay 

and work within sectors traditionally considered suitable for women, like sewing and 

preparing food. She was very clear about her belief about the importance to recognise women 

and men being capable of doing the same things, a view that she did not see presented in the 

work of the women’s organisations to a large enough extent. In this way many women’s 

organisations can be said to be too careful not to break social taboos, perhaps to the extent 

that they unintentionally reinforce them. She said “feminism is supposed to change the minds 

of people, but I have noticed that here, the minds of people are changing feminism”.  

 

10. Conclusions 
This study shows that the Palestinian women interviewed are activists for women’s rights as 

well as for the national struggle. Within the more traditionalist and conservative nationalist 

discourse the role of women has been, and sometimes is still described with emphasis on her 

reproductive role to ensure the biological sustainability of the nation. Even though this 

rhetoric is still present within segments of the Palestinian nationalist rhetoric, it is not part of 

the nationalist feminism analysed in this study. The research question presented in this thesis 

is can the traditional reproductive role for women, and sexual proprietariness in general, be 

challenged without abandoning the nationalist project? The findings presented here show that 

these norms can be challenged without abandoning the nationalist project, although caution 

when balancing these struggles is required. 

 

The women in this study are advocating for improvements for women when it comes to 

gender equal laws, sexual rights and political participation of women. They do not emphasise 

the rhetoric of reproduction in their nationalist discourse, even if demography is still 

considered a part of the national struggle against Israel. Instead of emphasising high fertility 

as the means for the sustainability of the nation, they prefer arguing for this in terms of the 
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importance of Palestinians staying and living on their land as resistance, together with the 

right of Palestinian refugees to return to their homeland. For these women feminism and 

nationalism goes hand in hand since both patriarchy and occupation limits their freedom as 

Palestinian women. Thus, the unifying theme for the parallel struggles is freedom from 

oppression. This struggle for freedom from oppression naturally leads these activists to work 

against both patriarchy and occupation, since they see them as intertwined and mutually 

reinforcing sources of oppression. This also allows for them to be categorised as nationalist 

feminists. 

 

Traditionalist or conservative nationalism is still very present within the Palestinian society, 

especially conservative nationalism with fundamentalist religious influences. These powers 

are brought up by the interviewees as the largest obstacles to their work, besides the Israeli 

occupation. It is also the conservative, religious groups that tend to be the women’s 

organisations’ harshest critics, accusing the organisations of carrying a Western agenda and 

destroying the Palestinian family and hence the Palestinian nation with their liberal views. 

This, together with the finding that these women manage to combine the nationalist and 

feminist cause, suggests that perhaps it is not necessarily nationalism in itself that is 

negatively correlated with women’s rights as the Kvinna till Kvinna and Expo report suggests, 

but rather conservatism and fundamentalism. In order to confirm this, further research is 

required, but as this study has shown it is possible to frame the nationalist and feminist 

struggles in a way that makes it possible to carry them out in parallel through the naming of 

the ‘enemy’ as oppression in general.  

 

In order to maintain the balance between the struggles, it is of great importance to make clear 

how the individual rights of women are connected to collective rights of the members of the 

nation. This is also pragmatically important in order to deal with the nationalist discourse 

being the dominant one in the society. If one manages to frame this connection in a way that 

makes them mutually reinforcing and argues that the rights of the individual are needed for 

the person to manage to engage in the struggle of the nation, this could create a clearer picture 

about how and why the struggles are parallel. This way, the struggle for women’s rights in 

Palestine might be perceived as more legitimate, leading to increased support from the public, 

and in turn better chances for women’s rights to be improved. 
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Peace and Democracy (PCPD). Interview, Ramallah  

-‐ 2015-12-07, e-mail 
 
Wakim, Hanan (2015-10-15), employee at Aswat – Palestinian Lesbian Women. Interview on 
Skype/Haifa.  

-‐ 2015-12-09, e-mail 
 
Hussein, Soraida (2015-10-19 & 2015-11-03), Director at Women’s Affairs Technical 
Committee (WATC). Interviews, Ramallah 

-‐ 2015-12-07, e-mail  
 
L. (2015-10-15), Helpline coordinator at Sawa. Interview, Ramallah  
 
F. (2015-10-15) Supervisor at Sawa. Interview, Ramallah  
 
Tamish, Safa (2015-11-04) Director at Muntada – The Arab Forum for Sexuality Education 
and Health, interview, Ramallah 

-‐ 2015-12-16, e-mail 
 
Kreishe, Amal (2015-10-28) Director at Palestinian Working Woman Society for 
Development (PWWSD). Interview, Ramallah 
 

12.2 Activists 
 
E. (2015-10-20), activist from Tulkarem, affiliated with PCPD. Interview, Ramallah 

-‐ 2015-12-07, e-mail  
 
R. (2015-11-01), activist from Jerusalem. Interview, Ramallah 
 
S. (2015-10-14), activist from Ramallah. Interview, Ramallah 
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12.3 Experts on Palestinian women’s rights issues 
 
Fadya (2015-11-10) Professional working in the development sector in Palestine for 20 years. 
Interview, Jerusalem.  

-‐ 2015-12-01, e-mail 
 
Kuttab, Eileen (2015-11-26) Sociologist and Director of Institute of Women’s Studies, Birzeit 
Univeristy. Interview, Birzeit University, Birzeit.  
(The interview was conducted 2015-11-26, and the transcript has been adjusted by the 
interviewee to better explain her views. The references in the thesis are made to the adjusted 
version of the transcription. The original transcript is also available.) 
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Appendix: Interview guide 
The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner, which means that the interviews 
did not, in the end, contain the same questions. The following is an example of how the guide, 
before an interview with a representative of an organisation, would look.	  	  
 
Theme: The work of the organisation 
How long have you been working at the organisation? 
 
What general changes have you witnessed during your time, when it comes to women’s 
issues? 
 
What would you say is the largest problem for Palestinian women today? 
 
Theme: Women and nationalism 
Is your work affected in any way by the current situation, with the clashes and shootings? Do 
you prioritize differently in any way? 
 
How would you describe what is going on right now in Palestine? 
 
How do you relate your work to the nationalist struggle for independence? 

• Do you meet any obstacles or difficulties when integrating gender equality with the 
national struggle? Can you give examples on when this has happened?  

 
What role do women play within the national struggle for independence today?  
 
Does the occupation affect women and girls in a different way than men and boys? How? 
 
Theme: Gender and violence 
What would you say is the core of gender inequality in Palestine? 
 
What do you believe is the primary reason for domestic violence against women in Palestine?   
 
Do you work with the issue of so called honour crimes? What do you see as the reason for 
these crimes?  
 
What is needed in order for violence against women to end? How should it be attained? 
 
Would you describe yourself as a feminist organisation? 
 
Do you work in any way with the rights of LGBT women?  
 
What are your views and opinions on sexual education in schools?  
 
Could you tell me a little about how you see the issue of abortion and contraceptives in 
Palestine? 
 
These were the questions I had. Is there anything you want to add or that you thought about 
during the interview?  
 


