Chapter 5
Palestinian Divides
The Israeli occupation of the West Bank envelops everybody and distorts every aspect of Palestinian life. It has also engendered a refusal to buckle under or surrender to the Israelis and layers and levels of solidarity that form of the core of a remarkable resistance. Nevertheless, from the very beginning of our visits, we were aware of divisions and differences in the West Bank. The first thing that struck us was the range of housing, suggesting that some Palestinians lived in homes those in the refugee camps could only dream about. Likewise, the strangled economic base, despite its distortions, is built on a large agricultural sector with almost feudal over-tones of land control in the hands of a few large families. While Palestine has only a tiny manufacturing sector it is classically capitalistic enriching a small number of exceptionally wealthy Palestinian businessmen. 
Our first experience of the West Bank was Ramallah where we were astonished to see the stark contrast between the conditions in the refugee camps and a number of large and opulent houses spread throughout the city. In the former, thousands of people were corralled in cramped and overcrowded housing. Inside, many of these houses had been made into beautiful homes with modern kitchens, and welcoming lounges decorated with great care. Inside a haven but outside the front door there are narrow and dark alleys with drain water running down the centre; houses so packed that there is barely a metre separating one building from another. Many of the refugees had, over generations, transformed their homes into oases of comfort in what can only be described as a ghetto. 
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Al-Amari refugee camp, June 2008
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Al-Amari camp Sept 2004


The contrast with large lavish mansions, some in very close proximity to the camps, is extreme. During the course of our visits the number of such properties in Ramallah multiplied and the hills of the city are now dotted with grand houses standing in their own sculptured grounds and gardens. 
	These photographs are from Ramallah. The first is situated near a number of Government offices. The second is literally a stones throw away from the Al- Amari refugee camp. The third shows one of the new buildings built on the slopes of the hills at the edge of the city – offering a quite fantastic view of the valley below.
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Whilst Ramallah provided us with the clearest example of such disparities in living conditions, examples are evident across the West Bank in both rural and urban areas. At this very basic empirical level it is clear that there are some significant differences in West Bank society.
When we explored what these differences meant to young people we were surprised both by their defensiveness and insistence that such divisions did not reflect a problem for West Bank society. Box 5.1 reports an interchange with some of the volunteer workers in the Balata refugee camp and demonstrates the point.
	Box 5.1

On Poverty and Inequality

Sami: We are not the only side – as refugees – who take all the responsibility for the resistance. Others resist as well. Of course in the camps we have our particular problems. But they have problems in the cities and villages as well – but they are different problems.

Hamed A: The refugee camps in the 1950s had tents, now the refugees have achieved a house; we have managed to build these. 

Hamed R: In our actual life, as refugees, we are different to other people. There are poor people in the cities and the big houses only belong to a few people who maybe have goods jobs in the Government, or those who have sold their land, or perhaps they are migrants from the US.

Sami: We have to look at ourselves. We can’t get angry because he has a big house or something. In fact you could say we have a better situation as refugees compared to Palestinian refugees in Lebanon or Syria. In Lebanon Palestinian refugees are banned from all different types of work, for example.

Hamed A: You know in Britain and America you can find people who are homeless or who are poor. The richest countries have this problem of poverty – we are not different.

(Feb 2008 Balata)




 
The apparent toleration of disparities in wealth was also evident in the absence of the usual security systems that bristle around the houses of the rich in the West. There were no signs of alarms or CCTVs even where the houses were only separated by a road from a refugee camp. The acceptance of this contrast was explained to us on the basis that the wealthy who could afford such homes had shown their commitment to Palestine – “they have returned to the West Bank and often left very good lives in the Gulf or America and shown their confidence in our struggle” as were told by Najwa a university student (Nablus 2006). For whatever reason, these Palestinians had choices and had chosen to return to the West Bank. Furthermore, we were reminded that many who had left Palestine to work and live outside, were living their dream when they returned to build a home big enough for their (large or extended) families.

 Fatima did recognize that the endless poverty of the camps is hard to endure, but in the final analysis sees the Palestinian diaspora as positive: 
Poverty makes the people in the camps feel down. They struggle to live each day – and then you have people who have left and return here to build big homes. But sometimes they come back and build businesses in the West Bank which brings benefits to those who live here. And many people send money home, or they sponsor students to come to university. The Diaspora does send money back and this helps those that stay. 
(American University, Jenin Feb 2008)

Given the Israeli restrictions on the rights of Palestinians to return to the West Bank it is no surprise that those able to return tend to be the wealthy rather than those in the refugee camps of Jordan, Syria or Lebanon. Many were professionals – doctors, lawyers, academics – who thought that Oslo would bring new opportunities. Although significant numbers have since left as Oslo failed to deliver, those that remain constitute a significant proportion of the wealthy in the West Bank as Nadia told us: 

There are wealthy people here but nearly always they are from outside, like the USA or the Gulf States. Many of them help people with money, but not all. It just depends on their outlook and their feelings.
She continued:

The issue of poverty here does not attract the same attention as other aspects of the occupation like the so-called peace process. Many families are shy about talking about their poverty and problems or about their wealth and their advantages.
(Nadia, Nablus, 2006)

There is a wealthy elite in the West Bank; an elite which would like to secure its position and extend its power in any future settlement. However, the abject poverty of the West Bank is not of their making. The relationship between this elite and the majority of the population is not simply rooted in economics. It is also shaped by the occupation, in which traditional customs of charitable giving are given an additional edge and take on added significance as the formal economy collapses and poverty deepens. Although not easily quantified, the inflow of support from the diaspora has been crucial to the survival of the West Bank. The result is that most Palestinians take the view of Nadia who told us that:
So many of the poverty problems are directly due to the occupation. This is why we must fight to end it for when we are free we will overcome these difficulties.

(Amal, Nablus, 2006)


While most young people we spoke to saw class (and wealth) inequalities within Palestinian society as part of the normal order of things, or at best something to be dealt with after the occupation is ended, some recognized a greater significance, both in the experiences of occupation and in the prospects of a future free Palestine. These attitudes were most clearly evident in the distress caused by the corruption within sections of their own economic and political elite 

At a meeting at the Friends School we were told that many of the large homes that we had seen were the fruits of corruption within the Palestinian Authority and many of the large and numerous NGOs operating out of Ramallah. Houses are not the only fruits of corruption. One of the students whose father was a senior hospital consultant in the city told us of her father’s dismay over the cronyism involved in the purchase of expensive medical equipment whereby valuable contracts were given to ‘friends’ rather than subject to open tender. Raja Shehada provides a clear example of such cronyism and its consequences:
My school friend Victor was amongst the first from my generation to decide that he would not be able to survive under the new regime [post Oslo]. He had spent the best years of his life establishing a computer company under the most grueling of circumstances, under the restrictions and obstructions of the Israeli occupation and the first Intifada. With the expectation of peace he had ambitious plans to expand his business regionally and had enough talented people around him to manage this. One day he was called to a meeting along with other owners of computer companies to one of the Palestinian ministries that needed new software. They were asked to submit bids. He along with his staff worked day and night and produced the best offer. But they did not win the tender. A relative of the minister got it. This was a blow to Victor, who had pinned much of his hopes on this big job. This incident was followed by other depressing experiences of corruption and foul play.

Victor and his family closed their business and migrated to Australia. Shehadeh’s disappointment and bewilderment with many of the developments in the PA following Oslo echo throughout his book, especially with respect to the way in which the monies that flowed into the occupied territories following Oslo were used to sustain and support  what another critic described as a “a thin tier of Palestinian capitalists, allied to the Israeli upper classes….creating ripe grounds for political and economic corruption and nepotism”
 . 
Many spoke of the corruption and nepotism rife in the PA and Fatah and argued that it was widespread dismay with this state of affairs which had been one of the significant factors in the election victory of Hamas in 2006.  After the election the attorney general discovered that over US$700 million had been siphoned out of public accounts in fifty different cases under review
. It was this kind of money which was finding itself transmuted into some of the lavish properties we saw in Ramallah and supporting the development of a small but significant capitalist class in the West Bank closely allied to the PA and Fatah. As we noted earlier with respect to the newly forming industrial zones being constructed alongside the Wall, there is now an emerging layer of Palestinian businesses more than prepared to collaborate economically with the Israelis to exploit the miserable condition of the people. The corruption of the elites in a context of suffocating occupation is one of the clearest signs that the resistance is not experienced equally. 
For such a small society, there are some stark divisions; these are illustrated by Ben, a son of a returning US businessman and Jamal, the same age as Ben, but living in the Tulkarm refugee camp. When we asked Ben what he hoped to be doing in 5 years time he replied:

In five years time I want to be back here in business and making money. I want to build the economy. This is the best way I know how I can help make Palestinian life better. As for resistance this is not for me. For some fine, but with the chances and connections that I have in my life it means that I can try in business and make my contribution this way.

(Ramallah June 2008)

Jamal was not optimistic that he would be able to find work on completion of his degree at the Open University;

The job situation is critical for all graduates. The occupation is the major factor here, but also the social system and how it works in Palestine is also responsible. If you know someone, if you have relations – you might be able to get a job. But for most people like me living in the refugee camp this is not possible.

(Tulkarm, Feb 2008)

The importance of these networks and connections should not be under-estimated, even though in the present context of distorted economic activity even the best connections may not guarantee a job and career.  Even Ben may be thwarted, but in 2008 when we met him, his life and his opportunities far surpassed Jamal and his friends in the Tulkarm camp. Both had experienced curfew, one in a spacious home the other in a room; for Ben to have soldiers in his neighbourhood was rare, and in his home unheard of, whereas for Jamal both were common. Reem, Ben’s friend at school gave us this example of the divisions within Palestinian society:

For example, my mother is well educated and known all over Ramallah for her work at the University. The Israeli soldiers always treat her better than less well educated women. They are frightened of being exposed. When IDF soldiers wanted to come into our house one night my mother refused and said that there was a child in the house. They went away. They never tried to force the issue. But for others it is very different. Like for the woman in the camp who had gone for a robe before answering the door and was blown up and killed as the soldiers blasted the door down. There is a big class difference here.

(Reem, 17 years old, Ramallah, 2006)

Ashraf, from the  Al-Amara refugee camp in Ramallah and a volunteer worker in the youth centre was more prepared than many to speak out about his experiences and the necessity for any future Intifadas to tackle both the occupation and the behaviour of their own elites:
I work as a volunteer in the camp - at the disability project.  I've worked here since I got out of prison 18 months ago. 
There are no jobs in the camps and it is difficult for me to work anywhere.You look outside. Look at the buildings, there are very rich people here. And yet we have nothing in the camps - we struggle to feed ourselves and yet they make more and more wealth. Is that right?
There is money in the PA but Fatah and government officials use this corruptly. The government has their big projects – they’re very prestigious and they get money from the international community and the Americans. Yet the people have nothing. Why the big buildings when we are starving and have no jobs?
And as with the buildings individuals misuse their position to get rich, they use it to buy influence and support. We have a big and growing problem of corruption.
This happens at all levels. Let me give you two examples.
First, I volunteer in the camps, I work hard for my community. Yet if there is an invitation to go abroad I never get invited. Why? It is because I am Hamas and these trips only go to Fatah - as a reward, as something to keep them in Fatah and because Fatah members will be politically safe.
Second, my brother. He is in jail. He got a 25 year sentence during the first Intifada and has been in there for 20 years. Yet when they talk of prisoner exchanges or prisoner benefits he is never included. Why? Because he is Islamic Jihad and both the Israelis and Fatah see him as dangerous.
There is much talk about a Third Intifada. I believe it is coming but this Intifada will be different. It will be against both the Israelis and the PA and its corruption.

(Ramallah, April, 2010)

Refugees
Ashraf  drew attention to a further fissure in the West Bank that was discussed on many occasions namely the plight and treatment of the refugees, especially those living in the refugee camps
. This, as we were to discover, has a number of dimensions. The refugees of the camps are amongst the poorest people of the West Bank. The majority depend on the food aid provided by UNWRA. Although a significant number have jobs with the PA, as part of its policy of support for refugees, for the majority casual and menial day work tends to be the only waged work available and that is diminishing. The populations of the camps for over 60 years have experienced the full force of the occupation – socially, economically and militarily.

 Their resistance and steadfastness is the source of enormous pride and solidarity within the camps. They are rightly proud of their steadfastness in the face of sustained Israeli oppression, especially since the first Intifada when the camps were such an important source of resistance and subsequently a target for the IDF. The heroism of the camps, their casualties and martyrs, is lauded throughout West Bank society. In so many ways the camps provide the vanguard of the Palestinian resistance, but in many ways their position is not secure, even within the struggle for national liberation. Whilst their right to return has been emblematic throughout the struggle against Israel, enshrined in United Nations Resolution 194, it is clear from the Oslo accords and all the subsequent efforts in the so-called ‘peace process’ that Israel is never going to honour this obligation. More significantly and disturbingly for the refugees, is the preparedness of the PLO and then the PA to negotiate on their right to return. For the refugees the right to return can never be a matter of negotiation. The large banners and painted murals stating that there can be no peace that does not enshrine the rights of the refugees, which can be seen close to many West Bank camps, are not only for Israeli consumption! 
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The issue of the right to return is invariably presented in the Western media as large and complex given that the lands and homes people fled in 1948 and 1967 have been under Israeli occupation for decades. It suits the Israeli case for such an understanding to take root. Difficult or not, it matters not. It is such a fundamental right - the abrogation of which for over 60 years has condemned millions of Palestinian refugees to misery – that it can not be diluted or compromised. Interestingly, we heard from many Palestinians in the West Bank and within Israel that a surprising number of the villages destroyed in 1948/9 have never been developed by the Israelis. Within the camps all the families we met were aware of what had happened to their homes and lands and it became evident that notwithstanding the urban area around Tel Aviv, the return of the refugees to their lands if not their homes, is nothing like as ‘difficult’ as Israel contends.  
	These photographs show the village of Saffuriyya on a hill just 6 km north of Nazareth, as it was in 1947 and as it is today. The village was occupied and ‘cleansed’ in July 1948.
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Within the camps we met many third and some fourth generation refugees, young people, for whom the right to return to their former family homes burned as strongly as it did for their parents, grandparents and great grandparents. 
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This mural could be reproduced hundreds of times. This one is actually from the edge of the Palestinian refugee camp Bourj al-Bourajni  in Lebanon.


The drawings and paintings of the young refugees commonly included the keys which were symbolic of their lost homes and land and in camps such as Balata, regular attempts (some successful) are made to organize trips to their lost lands. For these young people the right to return is inviolable.  
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This group of young people had just returned from a trip to Yaffa where they had managed to see their ancestral homes and land for the first time. They were ecstatic that they had been allowed into Palestine 1948 for the very first time!


17 year old Ahmed from the Jenin camp spoke for many when he insisted:
The refugees must be part of any solution. The right of return must be part of any solution. Abu Mazen must not suggest there is a peace if it does not include refugee rights. If refugee rights are not part of the solution, there will be another Intifada.

(Jenin, 2008)

Ahmed and his friends in the camp recognized the massive popular support for their rights but there was not the same confidence when it came to their representatives in the PA and amongst the small political and economic elite. Their preparedness to negotiate on the principle was alarm enough, but we came across other examples which suggested that refugees, especially from the camps, experienced discrimination
.  Here is the discussion we had with Abla, a 17 year old refugee from Tulkarm who had just finished her high school in the summer of 2009:

	Box 5.2
Abla’s story
CJ: There are some gaps we are trying to fill in our research. Can you help? Are young refugees treated the same as non-refugees?

Abla: There is a big difference between how refugee young people and non-refugee children are treated. In school we have different equipment, we are treated differently by teachers, and we have different and older books, for example.

CJ: Can you give me an example that directly relates to you?

Abla: One day, when I was in 8th grade, I was sitting next to a colleague at our desk. She was not a refugee. The sun was coming through the window – it was very strong – so my fellow student and I agreed that we would change places daily. We both agreed and thought this was fair. But the teacher refused to accept our solution and told me to stay in the sun. She came over to the desk and then she noticed our books. My book was quite new and clean. My father had covered it to keep it good. But the girl next to me, her book was old. The teacher took my book and gave it to my friend and gave me the old book in its place.

ML: What did the teacher say when she did this?

Abla: The teacher claimed that I wasn’t using the book in a good way. She said I was underlining things in the book – but this wasn’t the case. The underlining was there before I got the book. 

I went to the head teacher and she told me that this school was originally a very distinguished one. It was a school for the daughters of engineers, lawyers and other high-class people. It was not a school for people like me.

I then told my mum and she told dad. He was so angry and he went in to the school to fight against this discrimination. He demanded that I got the book back and that me and my fellow could continue to change our seats as we’d agreed. He also demanded that the teacher apologise to me in front of the class. Which she did, but not very well.

CJ: Abla, how did you understand this behaviour? The refugees suffer a very big burden – the biggest – from the occupation. So why would a Palestinian teacher treat a refugee like this?

Abla: I was astonished at what happened. They thought we were very poor and that we wouldn’t say anything. They are not refugees and they are not suffering like us. They don’t relate to us.

CJ: Is this something that students talk about? You mentioned your colleague who sat next to you. She had no problems. So this wasn’t a problem amongst the students.

Abla: These attitudes are not a problem with the students, but they are held by the teachers.  When it first happened my colleague said ‘Abla just give me the book for the class, when we leave the class I’ll give you it back.’ So she tried to compromise the situation.

ML: How many refugees were in the school

Abla: It was 50:50

ML: How do you know this? How can you tell who is, and who is not, a refugee?

Abla: The names of people make it very clear. Peoples’ family names make it clear. And also in the register of the school it tells that, before arriving at the high school we went to an UNWRA school [for refugees only]. I left the UNWRA school after 7th Grade at age 13, but most come at the end of the 9th grade.

CJ: In Balata we talked to people who had been to the UNWRA school in the camp and been top of the class. But when they went to the governmental school they found themselves at the bottom of the new class and struggled to catch up. Is this the same here in Tulkarm?

Abla: Yes, it was the same. When we transferred from UNWRA to the governmental school we feel we get treated differently. The teachers put more effort in because of the other children: some are the children of doctors or lawyers – we are just refugees so why bother?

Abla: You know the UNWRA schools are very over-crowded. At least 50 people in a class. There are not enough computers to go around – we had one computer for every 9 students. The material you cover is the same – but the administration is different; the style of teaching is different – they are quite different places.

CJ: How did it make you feel?

Abla: Sad. Going to school should be a happy thing. But it isn’t always.

(Tulkarm, Sep 2009)




In a depressing conversation we had with 4 young men who had just transferred from the UNWRA school in the Balata camp to a governmental school in Nablus to complete their high school education, it was all too clear that the schooling provided in the camps was in every sense inferior to that experienced by the rest of the population.
Ameen: I had the highest average in my class at the UNWRA school. But when I went to the governmental school I found I was last in the class. The dreams I had to be a doctor have suddenly disappeared.

Hussan: I would like to be an engineer but because of the situation I think I will struggle to get an average that will get me into the university.

Hamed: I was first or second in my class at UNWRA, my average was 98% but when I went to the governmental school I found that the level was much higher. It is not that we are lazy, we worked hard at school but when we arrived at the governmental school we found we were way behind. This is very frustrating. The level of the curriculum is limited in the UNWRA schools and they get fewer resources. There are 50-55 students in the class. There are also incursions and killings etc. in the camp and this also affects our schooling..

ML: So there are two problems? 1. the incursions etc  and 2. the system of education which discriminates against kids from the camp?

Ameen: The huge number of students in the class is a problem.

Hussan: The number of students is also a cause of disorder in the class. The teacher can’t keep control. And all the time people are looking outside waiting to see if there will be any trouble, so the student’s attention is sometimes elsewhere.

CJ: If you had gone to a governmental school for the first 9 grades, would the class size have been smaller?

Hamed: Yes. Perhaps 25 students in each class, the maximum is 35. In the city there are many governmental and private schools. In the camps there are a limited number of schools with large numbers.

(Balata, Feb 2008)

As Ahmed summarised:

Regarding the education process. After 9th grade we have to leave the UNWRA school for the 10, 11 and 12th grade. And you find that students who transfer to the governmental school always struggle. Life in the camps is much more difficult than in the towns and villages and the effect is much greater on the students.

(Nablus, Balata, Feb 2008)
These various examples point up some of the fault lines that exist within the West Bank that indicate that one can not read off a seamless and undifferentiated solidarity especially with respect to the position and prospects of the refugees, and particularly those living within the camps. For many, these were not easy conversations as they perceived such divisions as constituting a weakness which undermined their unity, which in turn had bedeviled their struggle historically as 12 year old Mohammed told us in Tulkarm:

We are all Palestinian. I don’t say I am first from Tulkarm or Qalqilya, but that I am Palestinian. Just as all of us here are refugees. But there are no differences between refugees and others. We are all Palestinian. All of us equal. Too often we Arabs are weak because we are not united.

(Tulkarm June, 2008)

Mohammed is in many ways correct. West Bank society exudes a sense of solidarity. There are evident linkages between those in the camps and those outside and countless examples of inter-class solidarities. Our identification of fault lines is not intended to exaggerate difference but rather to point up to issues which we believe need to be addressed constantly and not left to some future date, if the goal of national liberation is to realize more than a land free of colonial occupation but a place where all can lead lives to the full, with justice and humanity.
Gender
From the very beginning of our work in the West Bank we were repeatedly told that it is a society which favours boys over girls. We were given many examples. 12 year old Selma in Qalqilya for instance told us in 2006 that her hobby was swimming, but when we asked her where she swam she told us that she didn’t as the swimming pools in Qalqilya were only for boys and men. When she dreamed of a free Palestine, she said, it included not only freedom from the Israeli occupation but also a place where girls like her could go swimming. Likewise, many young women spoke of their envy of the young men who could go out with their male friends, drink coffee and stay out during the evenings enjoying their company. This was not an option for the young women, especially in conservative places like Tulkarm and Qalqilya, where such behaviour is regarded as bringing shame on them and their families, and in turn impacting on their future prospects of marriage. Public life for many young women in the West Bank is chaperoned.  Teenage girls in particular are closely watched in the West Bank, and are expected to behave at all times in ways which honour their families.
Geography plays a part, even in such a small place as the West Bank. Villages and small towns tend to be socially conservative with traditional values continuing to exert considerable influence over girls’ and women’s behaviour. Rema, from the Friend’s School told us:
We can go out [with boys] but Ramallah is well known as a liberal city not like the rest of the West Bank. There are many Palestinians here from abroad, like America and that has an effect.  They have more money than elsewhere in the West Bank and they tend not to be so religious and so not as conservative. It is so different from Qalqilya. There girls are definitely not allowed to date. You can go to the same restaurant but not sit at the same table as boys. To be at the same table would be seen as shameful. Wrong. My girlfriend from Qalqilya has been dating a boy for 2 years now and they have never yet been alone together. They relate mainly online or through texting on their phones.

(Ramallah, June 2008)
Norisa in Jenin made a similar point, noting that being a young woman in Qalqilya was more difficult than being a young woman in Jenin:

How you are treated depends on your family and their location. In Qalqilya, when I lived there, it was harder. There were stricter controls. I’m a Muslim, I have my beliefs but I don’t agree with the rules as they are applied in Qalqilya. Here in Jenin, it is not so conservative.

(Jenin, Sept 2008)

This was our experience too; not just with respect to Ramallah and Jenin but in Nablus and on many of the university campuses we visited, where it is not unusual to see young men and women sharing conversations, walking together and drinking coffee. Moreover, even in the more conservative places, we never once had a meeting with mixed gendered groups where the women or girls were deferential to boys or afraid to express their opinions and views, whether it was about personal relationships or broader political issues. This was typified by Mira’s comments to us when she said that:
The women of Palestine don’t need anyone to tell them about their role and importance in the resistance. We know. What we do need to do though is to put ourselves forward to become leaders. I believe that we need more women in the legislative council and in politics in general. We don’t need NGOs telling us about the importance of voting!

(Mira, 20, Jenin 2006)

But, as Said Madhieh noted with respect to Hebron – which applies to other similar towns and villages in the West Bank, socially conservative attitudes to women still prevail and impinge adversely on their life chances and participation in society:

Social solidarity and nepotism are still apparent within the Arab community in Hebron and the surrounding villages. Individuals, especially women, feel that they are constantly being watched. They are expected to know the traditions and abide by them, otherwise they risk being ostracized. There is an elite group of male elders in Hebron who are experts in clan or tribal laws and regulations in the areas of social conflict and murder. The rulings of this group have the authority of the law and are obeyed and revered by all people - young and old alike. They are even more effective than the decisions taken by civil courts.

In a discussion with a mixed group of students from the university in Nablus, Jumana, a final year medical student was insistent that as a young woman she felt continually ‘watched’ when she was not at the university. 

It’s only here [university] where I feel free and can breathe. At home in Tulkarm, I am a different person.





(Nablus, June 2008)

Jumana, as a doctor, is almost certain of a decent job on graduation. But the near destruction of the West Bank economy means that many women graduates have no option but to return to their families and wait for marriage. This came home to us when we met for the third time a group of 3 young women who had just graduated from the Open University in Tulkarm in the summer of 2009. As with many other young women, they were confident and assertive with strong views on a wide range of issues. They spoke with candour about their lives on graduation and how, having left university, they were once more expected to see their main activity as within their family and its domestic economy. The friendships they had developed in university were likely to fade as they waited in their homes for marriage. Their opportunities to socialize were once more highly restricted. They still met one another, but less frequently. Most of their time – given that there were no jobs available to them in Tulkarm – was spent in the home working domestically. Their evenings and leisure time were often solitary with the internet or mobile phones being the main channels for talking with old friends. When former girl friends married relationships came to an end, as they would be expected to devote themselves to their new husbands and their families. There was some sadness at this prospect, but the overwhelming sense we gained was ‘this is how it is for us’ and an underlying confidence that things would change; after all, they said look at the differences between them and their mothers, none of whom had gone to university. Fareeda from the group told us:
I am not saying that we are asking for equal rights with men. This is not possible as they are stronger than us. But I want us women to have more rights, to be given a place in society, to express our thoughts and opinions and the right to work. We are becoming more powerful and you will see women taking a leading role in cultural centres.                                                         (Tulkarm, Sept, 2009)

Life in the West Bank is highly gender differentiated, from schooling, to social activities, to employment opportunities, and within domestic arrangements including housework, cooking, eating and leisure time. It is also the case that the occupation reinforces such gender divisions and inequalities. In a society distorted by the occupation, the pervasiveness of traditional cultural practices works to the disadvantage of women. The much lauded honour of a family is determined by the behaviour of women, who alone bring either honour or shame. The consequences for Palestinian women are many as  Hadi and Engler noted:

Social traditions also make women more vulnerable to isolation due to lack of freedom of movement. Families worry about the honour of the women in their household and are reluctant to allow them to run the risk of harassment at checkpoints, or of being unable to return home due to the unstable political situation. In addition, transportation and travel time has become more costly. This means that women have less access to their personal support network of friends and family who live in other areas. Nor do they have access to activities, services, and household decision-making that take place outside the home.

There are countless ways in which women and girls are disadvantaged when compared to men and boys. Some of these are familiar throughout all societies, but in the West Bank the occupation and the resistance have added a distinctive dimension to gender relationships. Whereas the resilience of women in  male dominated societies often goes unnoticed and is kept private and largely hidden, in the West Bank, women’s capacity to hold households together in every sense (often in the absence of key male figures due to imprisonment or injury) is widely understood as being  crucial to the resistance and its steadfastness
. In a society that has no formal welfare system of any significance it is the capacity of the family and the household, and especially of the women who manage this, which ensures the fundamental survival of the people and places ‘women’s work’ at the core of community and family resistance
. Caring and healing the wounds of occupation, especially long term disability, falls disproportionately on women. This is widely understood. Women and girls are as much a part of the resistance as men and boys. In the mass civil uprisings of the First Intifada women were fully engaged and during the more militarized Second Intifada, where male fighters predominated, women continued their protests against the IDF incursions especially in the refugee camps. Above all, the Israeli occupation is not gender specific and whilst women are less likely to be killed and imprisoned than men they are no less in the front line of resistance as them.
[image: image10.jpg]



13 March 2005: In the West Bank village of Bil'in, Palestinian girls and women chant slogans in protest at the construction of the Wall.

Against this background, it was no surprise that we came across much resentment to the prevailing Western media that simplistically portrayed Palestinian women – as they do with women in all Islamic societies – as downtrodden, passive, and weak. In the West Bank we found much of this anger directed at those NGOs which insisted on targeting women and girls as though they needed salvation. According to 20 year old university student Nisreen:
Many NGOs want to come and run projects that will ‘save our women’. They have an idea that we treat our women so badly; that they are just breeding factories; that they are weak and have no voice; that they have no place to meet and to raise their own issues. Of course there are issues here – like there is in your country or in America, but they exaggerate. You wouldn’t guess, for example, that in the An Najah University in Nablus 60% of the students are female. It is not as simple as they make out.
(Nablus, Sept 2008)

Dana, another 20 year old student from Jenin, similarly told us about how the distorted views of women in the West Bank were leading to inappropriate NGO projects being imposed on Palestinian women:

We have many projects which are funded by NGOs and aid organizations such as USAID. Many of these are aimed at women. But they choose these projects and they decide which are suitable rather than because they have been asked for. We simply implement their project whether we want it or not. There are many local projects like this, especially in the villages where they fund initiatives to do with women’s participation in village councils or getting involved in things like embroidery which they can then sell to raise income. At the election, there was a lot of NGO activity again encouraging women to get involved and vote. But we know about voting. So many of the projects reflect their own thinking – their Western perspective - and I don’t think they are useful for Palestinian society. USAID is especially like this. They hold the view that women in the Arab world are oppressed. I am not saying that there are no problems facing women. Of course there are, here as everywhere in the world. But they are nothing like what USAID implies.

(Jenin, Feb. 2006)

The ‘oppression of Arab women’ occupies a particularly potent place in the West’s lexicon of justification for its policies in Palestine and elsewhere, in Iraq or Afghanistan, just as it constitutes a central role in Israel’s claim to be an advanced, modern western society in contrast to Palestine’s backwardness
. 
The burqua and the hijab worn by many Palestinian women are often seen in the west as a feature of women’s oppression, but in our interviews and conversations with young women dress emerged as an issue which once again highlighted the paradoxical nature of gender relations in the West Bank. One of the families we stayed with has 2 teenage daughters 15 and 17 years old. Their mother wore traditional dress but the girls wore western clothes, jeans and the like. While we were staying, the girls were deciding whether or not to follow their mother’s example or to stick with western fashion. Their father insisted that the choice was theirs to make with only one stipulation, namely that whatever they decided they must stick with, especially with respect to traditional clothes. There was to be no chopping and changing. When we saw them six months later, the older girl was wearing traditional dress. We discussed this with a group of students at the university in Nablus, and Manal’s comments reflected the views of many of those students wearing traditional dress:
I started wearing the hijab just five months ago and I have felt a big difference. Before, when I didn’t wear it I felt that many men would be looking at me on the street. The same with the soldiers at the checkpoints. Now with the hijab I feel much less exposed. OK some men still look but it is not like it was before. But there were many reasons why I decided I wanted to wear the hijab. First I wanted to be a good Muslim. And I wanted to stop all the teasing from men. It was annoying me and I didn’t like it. Wearing the hijab makes me feel more self-confident and gives me self-esteem.

(Nablus, Sept 2008)

This particular discussion amongst women university students was concluded by Jumana, who clearly lost patience with the discussion over the dress she could choose.  
Yes!  As young women we can make choices about what we wear in many families today. But so many of our choices are within a framework determined by men. This is the problem. We are defined by our relationship to men.
(Nablus, Sept  2008)

No one in the group disagreed. These comments were reinforced by Rasha’s experiences which highlight the reality of women’s oppression. Rasha, 28 years old has 3 children and lives in a camp:

I've worked since I got married. I love working and I love my job. If I stay 
at home it's as if I've dropped out of life. Getting out of the house gives me 
opportunities for different ways of seeing the world. Working is very important for women. It builds character and gives a woman self-esteem…. If my 
husband told me to stop working I would accept his decision passively and 
stay at home. I might try to talk with him gently but I wouldn't carry it further than that because I wouldn't want it to reach the stage of divorce. The 
problem, you see, isn't just between my husband and me; the problem is the 
whole society. If I were to go to my parents and complain in such a situation, 
everyone—my father, my brothers, my uncles—would tell me that the issue 
[of my working] is my husband's responsibility. He is the man of the house. 
It's his right to make all decisions concerning me, I shouldn't even try to discuss his decision with him, and I should be contented at home. This is not the way I think it should be, but it doesn't matter what I think, it's much bigger than me. Here the norm of male dominance is extremely strong—no matter what class, educational level, social or geographic location, it's the same, and it's overwhelming.

Rasha undoubtedly speaks for many women in the West Bank. But unlike our discussions around class and wealth inequalities there was a greater recognition amongst all the young people we spoke with that this was an issue which needed attention now.

All the younger girls we met expected to go to university; an aspiration which would have been meaningless for many a generation earlier. University for many was a unique experience where young men and women worked and learned together and often resisted together. These experiences can be expected to play out further in shifting entrenched gendered values and expectations. But it was also clear that this was for them to do and not have some version favoured by the West, imposed upon them. As Sami (male) from the Yaffa Centre argued:
If we want to re-build our Palestinian character this means more than working just with the children. We want to involve the fathers, but we know that they are constantly on the run trying to provide money for the family. So we concentrate on the mothers. And this is important for another reason. Palestinians are not a backward people; we have always been open to new ideas. And that involves promoting gender equality. We want women workers, we want adult women in our classes, involved in all our activities – so that all the children see this and just think it’s normal. This is a very important issue for us. We want to change and challenge the assumed position of women in society. We think this is an important part in building their character as Palestinians.

(Balata June 2008)

But enduring change which meets and talks to the needs of Palestinian women must come from below and can never be imposed from above, and certainly not via western NGOs. For as Eileen Kuttab, a veteran left feminist and director of the Women’s Studies Centre at Birzeit University in Ramallah observed:
After the first Intifada, the women’s movement lost its connections to the grassroots. In the early 1990s, and especially after Oslo, women’s issues became institutionalized, professionalized and NGOized [with the consequence] that the women’s organizations have separated women’s issues from the political and national issues, which in turn deepens their marginalization from the grassroots struggle….when these NGO women want to go to a village and talk about women’s mobilization, they have great difficulty. The people are depressed and frustrated; they see corruption all over and identify these NGO women as an elite. They therefore challenged their capacity to speak with them about their problems and advise them what to do to solve them.

Our concern with divisions and fault lines, is because without attention, or leaving them aside until the day of liberation comes, there is a grave danger that a free Palestine might not be a place where children such as Selma in Qalqilya will be able to swim, or where women’s’ lives are not arbitrarily determined by men. This is also the concern of Eileen Kuttab:

We always used to say that we wanted a state. But we don’t want any state. We want a democratic state because we have struggled for a long time now and people deserve to be rewarded with good governance. We also used to say that we would not follow the path of the Algerian women, who, after liberation, went “back to the kitchen” and are now suffering the consequences of an oppressive fundamentalism that has demolished their achievements.”

Politics
Kuttab’s comment about fundamentalism takes us naturally to the issue of the fault lines and divisions that took place following the victory of Hamas (and the defeat of Fatah) in the legislative council election of January 2006. This was at the beginning of our research and since then relations between Fatah and Hamas have deteriorated. We anticipated that these divisions and acrimonies would dominate many of our discussions with young people in the West Bank but this was not our experience, even when we sought to explore them in our conversations. There are a number of possible explanations, including the enduring dominance of Fatah in the West Bank (unlike Gaza) and that we rarely met active cadres of either political grouping. It is also possible that it was a topic of such sensitivity that those we met were reluctant to express their position and sentiments. 
However, our conversations did reveal once again that the prevailing western presumptions about the rise and nature of Hamas in particular were both exaggerated and simplistic, especially with respect to Hamas’ Islamist agenda. The overwhelming response during 2006 to our questions about the implications of the Hamas victory ran along four main channels. The first was that their victory was not a result of a turn to Islamic fundamentalism but rather support for Hamas’ rejection of Oslo and its so-called peace processes which had seen not progress but rather more oppression, more settlements and significant loss of land. The second was that Hamas was a ‘clean’ party and that Fatah needed to be ‘punished’ for its corruption and nepotism. Thirdly, there was anger at the hypocrisy of the ‘international community’ which lauded democracy but then proceeded to punish the Palestinians by a blockade and starvation of funds, when they voted for Hamas in what all – including international observers - determined was a fair and free election. And finally, deep sadness, especially when fighting broke out between Fatah and Hamas activists in Gaza, resulting in deaths and injuries.
This is what Rasha, a 17 year old school student told us in 2006:

The vote for Hamas was a vote against corruption which was so obvious in Fatah. Hamas felt more like the voice of the people, not that we all want an Islamist state, but we wanted an end to corruption and we wanted resistance. What we need most is decent government. We need fresh new leaders who are not corrupt.
(Ramallah, Sept 2006)

Her friend Nadia added:

I was really proud about the legislative elections. It shows the depth of the democracy here, if we had a chance. Unlike many other Arab societies we are much more open and here can freely curse the government in the street.

(Ramallah Sept, 2006)

And another friend, Suha, continued:

I don’t believe that Hamas won the election because of people turning to religion. They wanted a change after what Fatah had been doing for 10 years. For me it was the wrong choice but people wanted change. Enough is enough. We don’t want them stealing from us, of seeing people killed. This is why Hamas won. 

(Ramallah, Sept  2006)

By 2008, relations between the 2 groups had descended into violence, and in the West Bank, where Fatah is generally stronger, we heard accounts of Hamas activists being harassed and imprisoned by the PA. For the students at the American University near Jenin this was a cause of deep sadness:

Ibrahim: All young people are very sad about this. Myself, I cried about the conflict. We are used to being killed by the occupation, but not by ourselves, not by other Palestinians. 

In the refugee camp I have friends from Hamas and from Fatah. We used to have discussions, we agreed that we had all made mistakes and our organisations had made mistakes. But now the discussions are limited. Here we try not to talk about it too much because we feel we have to be together and not get into conflict with each other.

Fatima: We are doing what the Israelis and the Americans want us to do – fighting amongst each other. We have to work together. We dream about ending the occupation – we have to be together.

Ali: Now I have my cousins and they ask me are you Fatah, why aren’t you Hamas. Other people ask the reverse. This should not be like this.

Usman: We are fighting each other, it is terrible. It hurts me personally when I see Palestinians fighting Palestinians. At the leadership level they are both as bad as one another. But among the members hopefully we can still work together. The most important thing is to think as a Palestinian, act as a Palestinian and not get down to fighting each other because he is Hamas or he is Fatah.

(Jenin, Feb, 2008)
By 2010, it was clear that this internal conflict was impacting upon the deep rooted solidarity of the West Bank society. The students in Jenin reported that there were now occasional clashes between Fatah and Hamas supporters on the campus, which were roundly condemned by those we met. The sense they gave that this is precisely what the Israelis and their international supporters desired seemed to fuel their determination not to take sides, just as it informed the approach of the youth centres in the camps we visited where participants were asked to ‘leave their politics at the door’. The impact of this conflict, whilst significant, did not appear to dominate the lives of those we met in the West Bank, although it provoked deep sadness that the unity of the Palestinian people was threatened. 
One noticeable side effect of this political divide was the posthumous rehabilitation of Yasser Arafat, witnessed by the ever growing number of his pictures on the walls of West Bank towns and villages. The earlier critical comments we heard at the start of our research concerning the failure of Oslo and the ‘peace processes’ and his despotic control of the PA had given way to lauding his ability to control factionalism and be a symbol of Palestinian unity. Mohammed, a student studying in the Tulkarm technical college exemplified this view:

While we are fragmented as a people it is difficult to fight back. If Yasser Arafat was alive we would not be in this situation and he would have united us and developed a strategy.

(Tulkarm, June 2008)
Certainly in terms of charisma, at least, there is certainly no contest between Arafat and the grey Abu Mazin, his successor as president, who, to many, has always been a “suit” and a technocrat, closely identified with the Oslo accords and the on going failure of the peace process to halt the erosion of Palestinian rights, land and property. But Arafat’s rehabilitation has much more to do with the fundamental sense on the street that divisions between the Palestinians, at least of this order, and the resulting internecine killings and woundings are a source of deep dismay.
The rise of Hamas did not appear to signify an upsurge of militant Islam in the West Bank nor herald any division between the majority Muslim and the minority Christian populations
. But it is the case that Islamic belief in its broadest sense is a crucial aspect of West Bank society and underpins and influences social relationships and daily life. It is particularly significant in terms of shaping gender relations, attitudes to wealth – a gift of God – and not least solidarity. This is how Rashad explained its importance:

In terms of how we survive this situation our religion is very important. Islam places great importance on co-operation and solidarity throughout the Muslim community. You can’t leave your brother or neighbour without food and basic things. So we show solidarity and support. In addition we know that Israel uses poverty as a major weapon against us so we respond politically. Survival in poverty is a sign of our steadfastness. We reduce our needs. We continue.

(Tulkarm June 2008)

Religion, from what we perceived, is not one of the fault lines in West Bank social relations. On the contrary, attitudes to religion seem to be based on a mutual respect and tolerance typified by Joseph, from the largely Christian village of Aboud near to Ramallah, when he said “we live in the same situation as the Muslims. There is no difference. We are one people, Palestinian, and it makes no difference if you are Christian or Muslim” (2008). Equally, we also met a general insistence that the conflict with Israel was not a religious one of Muslims against Jews, however much the Israelis and the western media wish to portray it as such.  Here is Nadia, again from the Friends School, who spoke for many when she told us that:
This has never been a war about religion between Jews and Muslims. This is a war between Israelis and Palestinians. Our problem is with Zionism and their belief that this is their land and we have no right to be here. This is the problem. But it is complicated further because Israel declares itself as a state for the Jews. And they use religion to stir other Jewish communities across the world to raise funds because they say they are being threatened by Muslims. 

(Ramallah, Sept. 2006)

Jamil, her classmate, similarly recognised:

There are anti-Zionist Jews. My grandfather was part of the resistance and now lives in the US. Last year he went on a demonstration against the Israeli occupation of Palestine and he walked hand in hand with a rabbi. So we know there are Jews who support our cause and condemn Israel.

(Ramallah, Sept. 2006)

Comments such as these typified the high levels of political awareness that infused so many of the testimonies we were privileged to record. They also reflected the extraordinary humanity which we encountered and is so well expressed by Cairo, a child psychologist based near Ramallah:
Here there is a humanity and sense of community that no longer exists in the West [she was born to Palestinian parents in the US and returned when she was 15]. Our people are incredible survivors. They have lived under occupation for more than 35 years and have had to learn to survive under the worst of conditions. The Israelis want to dehumanize us and make us despair so that we give up. But we know that if we keep our hope alive, they can never win. Unless they kill us all, that is!......Another vital thing is that we don’t have the feeling of inferiority that colonized people often have. We have never wanted to be like the Israelis. They are who they are, we are who we are, with our own values. They are perhaps in a better situation, but that does not mean that they are better people. We like who we are. That is very important…..There is pride in being Palestinian, and as long as that exists, the Israelis will not be able to finish us off. We see families who find it very hard to survive but we don’t see people collapsing. They are not ready to give up.”

We share this view. Like many other outsiders who have had the opportunity to spend time with the people of the West Bank we fell in love with their sense of humanity and resilience which contrast sharply with the individualism and isolation that have been so deeply attenuated by rampant neo-liberalism and greed in much of the West. The qualities we applaud in the West Bank have been forged under the most severe occupation and repression. They are no less noteworthy for that but it has meant that differences and inequalities have been elided and at times submerged. 
For nearly every Palestinian we talked to, and for obvious reasons, the ending of the Israeli occupation is by far the over-riding priority. But how the resistance is organized, who is included in the struggle and on what terms, is likely to determine not only its success but also the type of society that is to take its place. The danger is that those who are accorded a privileged position in the struggle, whether because of their class or gender, are likely to remain in that position when the struggle ends. This was one of the harsh lessons following the early years following Oslo when significant elements of the returning PLO leadership enriched themselves and re-activated old patterns of power and privilege to the benefit of the few.
What kind of society a future liberated Palestine might become does not depend solely on defeating the Israeli occupation. Discrimination, poverty and inequality also have their roots and structures within Palestinian society, and throwing off one oppressor does not necessarily mean freedom for all.  A foretaste of this is evident in the PA’s decision to build, with Qatar finance, Rawabi, a new city primarily for the middle and professional class. According to the Rawabi Newsletter of the development company,

“Unlike any other [city] in Palestine, Rawabi will be characterized as a modern, high-tech city with gleaming high-rise buildings, green parks and shopping areas. Located 6 kms from Ramallah, Rawabi is sure to become a future social hub for young professionals and families, offering a higher quality shopping experience, entertainment facilities and serving as an overall social and business networking destination in the West Bank…. The city will also promote and support the transformation of Palestine into a more investor-friendly region by building on the assets of the first Palestinian planned city
.”
Quite rightly Abunimah concludes his article by arguing that;

“Rawabi represents an entirely top-down, profit-driven approach to the development of Palestine where the "vision" created by financiers, marketers, international investors and "peace process" officials is substituted for the aspirations of the broader community. 

Palestinian nationalism is transformed into a zeal for real-estate deals and the establishment of gated communities rather than a focus on liberating human beings and giving them the chance to decide for themselves how they want to live and what they want their communities to look like.”

The route symbolized by Rawabi will be a disaster for the Palestinian people. The foundations of the resistance, its blood, its energy, its steadfastness reside in the ‘people of the street’ not with the tiny financial and political Palestinian elites. Its heart is in the refugee camps and the yearnings of a Palestinian diaspora to return home and not in the board rooms of multi national banks. The struggle is universal and that means its outcomes must be equally universal otherwise the suffering of the Palestinians will have been for naught and young girls will still not be able to swim.
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