WRITING ARAB
WOMEN’S LIVES

Jean Said Makdisi

When I started work on what became
my recently published book, Teta, Mother
and Me: Three Generations of Arab
Women (London: Sagi Books, 2005 and
New York: Norton, 2006) it never
occurred to me that in writing a triple
family biography I was embarking on an
enormously difficult task that would take
almost several years to complete. Why did
it take so long? Some of the reasons are
entirely personal, and some have to do
with matters beyond my control. But there
are also public and intellectual reasons
that T would like to discuss in this paper.
First, however, there is an urgent question
to consider; why should we write about
Arab women at all?

Why Write Arab Women’s Lives?

When I raise this question I am
talking about ordinary Arab women, not
the well-known writers and political
movers. God knows there have been
some— not nearly enough, but some —
writings about notable women: writers,
activist members of the great political
families, and so on. But how much is
known and documented about ordinary
women like my grandmother, or my
mother? How much do women know
about their own grandmothers, their
mothers and their aunts?

Because women are almost entirely
excluded from the political collective
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consciousness, and their problems and view points are rarely included in the
national debates, it is necessary to write about them to make them part of
the public awareness, and to enter their situation into the debates. A glance
at the pictures of some recent political events — the last Arab summit
meeting, the recent (spring 2006) pan -Arab meeting in support of the Arab
Resistance held in Beirut, or, even closer to home, the meetings of the hiwar
al waiani {(National Dialogue), meant to plant the social and political seeds
for future generations of Lebanese society -shows that in all these important
events not a woman was to be seen.

This was true in spite of the great visibility of women in the various
wars with which our region is only too familiar. In the recent Israeli assault
on Lebanon, women were as usual almost totally absent from the political
debate, but their presence on the ground was of huge importance in defining
the spirit of the resistance. Those women who suffered the direct impact of
the war expressed their defiance of the massive force that had been
unleashed against them, and their pride in participating in the resistance as
their homes and villages were being destroyed, and their sons killed. Many
women received and helped look after the almost one million people
displaced by the war, and it was these women, who, by volunteering their
time, services and resources to their fellow citizens, more than the
obligatory speeches of sympathy made by seasoned politicians, that
expressed the profound national solidarity with the victims,

Yet, not only this time, but always, while there has been some
grumbling, there have been no serious complaints from women about their
exclusion from the affairs of the nation, and to me this absence of
complaint is almost as serious a problem as the fact that women were
excluded in the first place.

But it is not only political debate that has excluded women. Women
are excluded from the history books as well. If you read any of the standard
histories of our region there is scarcely a mention of women other than the
wives and daughters of the Prophet, or, in histories of ancient times, great
queens like Hatshepsut, Cleopatra, and Zenobia. In histories of more
modern times, we might find a reference or two to some notable women,
but hardly anyone else. Indeed, in these histories, social life is scarcely
mentioned, and what life was like for ordinary people, men and women,
simply does not form part of the historical narrative or public
COnsclousness.

Albert Hourani’s last book, A History of the Arab Peoples, came out
when I had just begun work on my triple biography. I found it especially
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fascinating in its analysis of the Ottoman Empire, because like so many
others in this part of the world 1 had been taught to see the Ottomans as an
evil, brutally repressive force, with no virtues to speak of. The Ottoman
period was important to me because my grandmother was born and grew
up in it, and it formed the background to her ancestors’ lives. From
Hourani I learned of the great civilization of the Ottomans, their great skills
in governing, their tolerance, their poetry, their arts, their great cities.
Reading Hourani taught me how distorted our knowledge of our own past
1s, and this lesson, once learned, made me sensitive to the other errors in our
self-understanding.

When I saw Hourani soon after I read his book, T thanked him for
rehabilitating the Ottoman Empire in my eyes. Then I shared with him my
problems in researching my foremothers’ lives. He admitted to me that the
lives of women were left out of his narrative. But, he said, there is one
paragraph on women in my book! It is true. There is, and, though it is a
single paragraph in a very large book, it is an excellent one, and most
revealing. I shall refer to it a lttle later in this discussion.

At one point in my early research I came across a book published by
AUB in 1981 and based on a conference held there entitled Intellectual Life
in the Arab East, 1890-1939. I turned to it eagerly, hoping to learn
something that would shed light on my grandmother’s intellectual
development, but found no mention in it of women. I was stunned and
angered by this blatant omission. Were women then not intellectual beings
like men? Had they nothing to do with intellectual life? Had they said
nothing, written nothing, contributed nothing to the intellectual life of the
area? How could they be ignored in this manner?

I was especially sensitive to this issue because I had been formed, not
only socially but intellectually as well, by the women’s movement of the
1960s and 1970s. During that time, and as a direct result of the feminist
movement, the academic field known today as “Women’s Studies” was just
beginning. The mainstream academic areas — theology, history, sociology,
psychiatry, language, literature, even medicine and its practice - were
gradually being revolutionized by the feminist perspective, and an entirely
new vision of each was being created. The Arab world, it seemed to me, had
not sufficiently engaged in this new perspective and vision.

Yet another reason to write Arab women’s lives has to do with the
amount of nonsense that has in fact been written about them, not so much
as individuals but as a group, and as a problem. If you go to any library you
will find a large number of books on the subject, and while some of them
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are valuable, most of them are full of generalities that are invalid because
generalities often are, especially when deductive and reductive thinking are
attached to them. Many of these books deal with theological and legal
1ssues, but not with the actual lives of real women, which would cast an
altogether difterent light on precisely those same issues. And it is especially
true that many - though by no means all — of those books on Arab women
written in English are based on racist assumptions, cultural misunderstand-
ing, or a deliberate attempt at misrepresentation.

There is yet another reason, however, for writing Arab women’s lives,
and this is perhaps the most important one. In the single paragraph in
Albert Hourani’s book devoted to women that I mentioned above, he
describes the interiors of houses as an aspect of his discussion of the cultural
changes that took place in the Levant in the nineteenth century. This is a
matter of vital importance. Culture is an aspect of politics; politics and
culture are equal reflections of power structures; as power siructures
change, whether through imperial invasions and colonialism, through wars
and revolutions, or through subtler means like schools and universities and
what is considered knowledge, so does every day, quotidian culture,
including such matters as clothes, interior designs, the definition of beauty,
the songs people sing, and the languages they sing them in, the dances they
dance, wedding and funeral customs, and so on.

All of these are especially reflected in the lives of women, who provide
much of the substance of these matters. So if we study the lives of ordinary
women, we 1ot only learn about social life and the culture they live in, but
we learn to see them as creators of culture, and therefore as major
participants in history. Instead of perceiving them as mute, deaf, blind - in
other words as an absence — we learn to look at women, especially the
ordinary women with whom I am concerned, as active people with a voice
of their own, acutely aware of historic shifts in power structures and
adjusting their daily lives and the lives of their families accordingly. Every
decision we make in the design of cur own homes; every decision we make
about what to wear or what not to wear, about food, about diet, about
beauty and its signs; about whether to nurse our babies or bottle-feed them;
about how and where we give birth — all these details of our apparently
unimportant lives say a huge amount about cultural development and the
economic and political power structure, not only of our own societies, but
of the world,

Arab (and Muslim) women are probably the most stereotyped people
under the sun, not only stereotyped in the continuing misunderstanding or
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misrepresentation of Arab and Islamic culture, but by Arabs themselves,
and here I am including Arab women who stereotype themselves
mercilessly. We have learned to see ourselves as others see us, instead of
seeing ourselves as we are, with all the variety of specificity — class, region,
individual character, intellect, education, and so on. We talk about “the
eastern woman” (al mar'a alshargiyya) or “‘the Arab woman” (al mar'a al
arabiyya)- whoever she is — very often indeed, so much so that the phrase
has for years, ever since I found that I had to delve much deeper than I had
thought into the lives of my female ancestors, irritates me beyond words,
because of its vagueness, its corruption of language and history, and its
assumptions of uniformity. Whenever we apply the assimilated generalities
to ourselves without any basis except that we have heard them before, over
and over again, we are complicit with our own stereotyping, as well as with
our own exclusion. I shall discuss this issue in more detail below.

To sum up then, it seems to me necessary to write Arab women’s lives
to press the lives of women on the consciousness of the ruling political and
intellectual elites, to undo the damage done by stereotyping, generalization,
racism, and lack of research. Indeed, in my judgment the most important
thing of all is to press the history of women onto the consciousness of
women themselves, because if we have a sense of our own history, of our
foremothers’ role in history, we will have a prouder sense of ourselves in the
present, and therefore we will be in a better position to impose ourselves
and our demands on to the cultural, social, political, and economic scenes,
and thus achieve a fairer status in our society.

In order to write about ourselves, about our mothers and grand-
mothers, our sisters and cousins we need to collect as much detailed,
concrete, sure, information as we can about the lives of our foremothers.

The Problems Facing the Biographer of Women, and Some Solutions

What are the problems that I encountered as I worked on my book?
There are many but I shall mention only a few. I shall also say a little bit
about how I overcame these, or at least how I tried.

1) Sources

The first problem is one I have already mentioned. It concerns sources,
and how to find out about the past. When I started to work on my
grandmother’s life, I soon found out, with a terrible shock, how little 1
actually knew about her and her connection to historical events. I knew she
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was born in 1880 in Hums; I knew her father was from Schweire, and that
he was the pastor of the Protestant church in Beirut; and I knew that her
Palestinian husband, my grandfather, was also a Protestant pastor, that his
church was in Nazareth, where my mother was born. I knew my
grandmother had been widowed at a young age, and that she had no
home of her own. That was about all I knew, and that is not enough to
write a biography with! Even those facts that T did know were just that,
facts, and I had no explanations for them or their contexts, nor could I
explain my own ignorance of the life of a woman whom I knew - or thought
I knew— as well as I knew my grandmother, whom I loved deeply.

So I turned to the history books, and that is when I encountered some
of the problems 1 discussed above. One example of how the historians
disappointed me is that they write a great deal about the increase in number
and influence of schools as the nineteenth century progressed, but I wanted
them to tell me precisely what was taught in them, what my grandmother
learned. I wanted to know how she might have been affected by the political
changes that took place in the region that they describe at such length and
in such detail.

Most of all, T wanted to know what she wore as a child. I could only
visualize her as I knew her, a bent, frail, old woman, and I wanted to place
her visually in her own context. I could not see her as a child, or even a
young woman. I could not imagine how she was dressed, could not imagine
her home, what and how she ate, how she cooked, how her house was lit,
how she and her family slept. What songs did they sing? What kind of music
did they like? What, I asked myself, was the place of her father in her
family? her mother? her eldest brother? her eldest sister? her husband? What
kind of relationship did all these people have with each other?

Other questions arose as I thought about her, and tried to recreate her
life as an independent being, not just my own Teta, that Teta who was part
of my childhood, my memories, my understanding of my own life. Why did
she lose her home? Why was she dependent on her children as an old lady?

I had one priceless source to help me in my effort to understand her
life, though it applied almost entirely to her as a woman, as a wife and
mother. I had asked my mother, who was growing more and more
depressed and lonely as the Lebanon war progressed, to write down her
memories of her childhood. With some trepidation she did so, but not for
long, as she found the task increasingly onerous and painful, and eventually
gave it up, Still, I have in my possession a journal in her own handwriting of
her childhood and youthful memories, her education, engagement and
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marriage, her young adulthood, up to the birth of her third child. And of
course her own mother played a major role in her childhood memories. and
it created for me a vision of her so different from the one I had that it took
my breath away. Later, after my mother died, I found letters that she and
others in the family had preserved, some from the 1920s and 1930s, others
from the 1960s, 70s and 80s.

As I worked on my book, however, I found that my mother’s
memories did not tell me all I needed to know about my grandmother,
especially her childhood and schooling. Indeed, they raised as many
questions as they answered, so I turned to my mother’s two surviving
brothers (she had no sisters) with many questions, and each of them in turn
wrote for me their childhood memories, and what they knew about the
background to their parents’ lives.

In addition to these memoirs and letters I turned to other relatives,
including especially a cousin of mine who had done some research into the
family background. I interviewed a great many people, many much older
than myself, mostly, but not exclusively women, and asked those who knew
my grandparents and parents about their lives and their surroundings in
Palestine, Egypt, and Lebanon. T asked all those older people questions
about their own up-bringing, their childhoods, the historical backgrounds
to their lives and their interaction with such events as World War [, the
departure of the Ottomans and the coming of the British and French,
World War II, the Palestine question and what all this meant to them. I
spoke with village women, colleagues, friends, and collected from them
anecdotes about grandmothers, aunts, neighbors,

I also found out about the details of everyday domestic life, so
important to the lives of women, by talking to people in villages, where the
past has not been obliterated as it has in the cities, by looking at old pictures
and postcards, reading a great many books on architecture, histories of
fashion, recipes, and so on.

As T worked, I learned what a wealth of knowledge that could
transform our understanding of the past is waiting to be collected and
written about. I found that the memories and reflections of ordinary people
could bring the past to life in a way no ordinary history book could. In the
end, all of these apparently unimportant details about apparently
unimportant people helped me to draw up a picture of the past into
which I could place my grandmother and also my mother.

Among the information I gathered from her children’s memoirs was
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the fact that my grandmother had been a teacher, a “"modern” woman at
the turn of the twentieth century; that though I knew her as old and frail
and apparently socially insignificant, she had had a major influence not
only on all their lives, but on the life of her community. I found that she had
enjoyed a romantic, loving relationship with her husband to a degree
unusual even in our own time. This changed my view of how marriages
were made in the past: T had always assumed, based on those same
misleading readings T discussed at the beginning of this paper, that Arab
marriage relationships had been made entirely for social and economic
benefits, and had little to do with romance and love.

I found too something that shook me deeply, that my grandmother
had lost her own home and her place and status in society as a direct result
of the Palestinian revolution of 1936-39. For me this was a massively
important discovery, because it placed my grandmother squarely in the
heart of political development, of modern Arab history. I had always seen
her, though quite unconsciously, as entirely outside of, and unrelated to,
history and politics, but this discovery made me see the direct connection
between her apparently insignificant life and the earth-shaking events of the
Palestinian drama. It changed my view of her entirely: and not only my
view of her, but of my mother and myself, and all other women of our
times, because it made me look at the whole issue of women in history in a
new light.

But I made other important discoveries through these memories of
distant childhood written decades later by my mother and her brothers. |
discovered that my great-grandmother was a tyrannical matriarch in her
last years, and had been in her youth a famous horsewoman. This fact also
shook me, because it showed me that cur notion of Arab tradition, and of
the place of women in it, is entirely invalid. Qur foremothers were not the
subdued, miserable wretches that we had been taught they were: they were
in many ways freer and more powerful than we are today.

I cannot stress enough how important it is for us to collect private and
unpublished, letters, memoirs, diaries, interviews. They add a dimension of
paramount importance to our understanding not only of the past, but of the
present as well, and point to a more interesting and complex vision of future
social possibilities.

2) Public-Private, Important-Not Important,

Another problem I faced is common to all memoirists or family
historians. Where does one draw the line that divides the public story,
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which reflects society, from the private, which is entirely personal and
particular? When writing about women there is an extra nuance to this
question, because you are often writing about the banal details of domestic
life. Therefore you must make decisions about what constitutes matters of
public interest, what is common knowledge, and what has been forgotten.

I found nothing about the domestic details of my mother’s and
grandmother’s lives that bored me, and so I wrote about whatever I could
find, and somewhat to my surprise, my readers reacted enthusiastically to
household matters that they remembered from their own childhoods. The
mubayyid, for instance, the munajjid, the hassira, the youks, the primus
stoves, the charcoal irons - all those things have disappeared from our
urban lives but we cling to them in our memories, as we cling to the pictures
of our mothers and grandmothers, of whose lives they were a part.

But in questioning the line between public and private there are more
delicate matters than those I have mentioned. How can one write about
women and not talk about engagements and marriages, sexual relations,
childbirth, or even such details as depilation and other beauty habits?
Where does one draw the line between delicacy and indelicacy, between
what is required by a refined writing style and serious content, and the
sometimes crude matters of everyday life?

I'made a point of writing about some of these things, describing, in her
own words, my mother’s first experience with sukkar just before her
marriage, and my experience with it as an adolescent. I wrote about bras
and girdles, and even in school being excused from Sports if you had your
period. Surely these are legitimate subjects in a book about women.

That most private of private realms, sexuality, was a far more
problematic issue, however, and I dealt with it cautiously. Especially
because of the stereotyping to which Arab society has been subjected,
investigating social as well as physical relationships between the sexes was
for me a matter of vital importance. Yet a friend of mine who read my book
berated me for not mentioning sexuality in it. She was right and totally
wrong at the same time. I perhaps do not use the word, but I feel that the
subject is very present in my book. For instance I emphasize the fact that
my mother and her brothers in their memoirs mention my grandparents
kissing and hugging a great deal, and together with the fact that they
produced many children, this surely indicates the nature of their private
relationship, even though out of delicacy I did not go into this matter
directly. And if 1 wrote, again in my mother’s words, of her family’s
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puritanical attitudes towards pregnancy, and that as a bride she knew
nothing about “the facts of life” as she called it, and that my father was
very considerate to her as a bride, are the implications of this not clear, even
if I do not spell out the details? Have we become so blasé by the movies and
modern scholarship that we can only talk about sex in graphic terms to be
understood? Surely not.

In the 1960s an extremely influential scholarly book was published by
~ Steven Marcus, a professor of English Literature, entitled The Other
Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth
Century England ( New York: Basic Books, 1964) which I read as a
graduate student writing my thesis on the great English novelist Thomas
Hardy. This book changed forever the way we read Dickens, Thackeray,
Eliot, Hardy, and all the other English novelists of the 19th Century, and by
extension the great French and Russian novelists of the same period. In his
book Marcus shows, among other things, how the sexual content of these
novels, while not explicitly expressed but only hinted at, would have been
clearly understood by the Victorians themselves as sexual in nature. Thus
what we had thought of as a stodgy, puritanical society that frowned on sex
and all things sexual was revealed to us in an entirely different light. The
apparent absence of sex in these novels, unlike those of later times, is not an
absence at all, merely a subtler presence than that we have become
accustomed to in twentieth century literature.

Perhaps I had The Other Victorians on my mind as I worked on my
book. In any case, I felt that though I did not wish to discuss sexuality
explicitly, I had made matters quite clear implicitly. At least I hope so.

I dealt in some detail over childbirth customs in my grandmother’s and
my mother’s day, but not in mine. Writing from my own perspective, it
seemed clear to me that childbirth in our own time has been sufficiently
globalized for me not to write about my own experiences in the modern
hospital and with the modern medical establishment, which most of my
female readers would have shared, but about the experiences of the past,
which T researched. P

But there is another matter having to do with privacy that is almost
equally sensitive to a family biographer. What about quarrels within a
family, what about the little secrets that all families have— what should I do
with those? I found this a very difficult matter to handle, especially in our
closely-knit society where anonymity is a rare commodity. T saw two
choices: T could just tell things as they were, regardless of who I hurt or
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offended, or, out of sympathy and respect for dead or distant relatives or
friends, or their living children, ignore these matters altogether.

I felt T could do neither. To be honest as a biographer I had to tell
about those quarrels that were of significance to the lives of my subjects.
Even insignificant family quarrels tell a great deal not only about
personalities, but also about social values, about familial structures and
relationships. On the other hand, I did not want to show disrespect to the
dead, or needlessly offend living relatives or old family friends. So I handled
this question rather as I handled sexuality: the strained relationships are
there, in my book, though they are not necessarily spelled out in full detail,
and the full stories are not necessarily revealed.

I told about one old family quarrel explicitly and in great detail
however, because all those involved were long since dead, and because the
quarrel had been forgotten and forgiven even during their lifetimes, and
because I found it enormously significant while deeply amusing. This was
the quarrel between my mother’s and my father’s families over where their
wedding should take place: her family wanted it to take place in their family
church in Nazareth, his wanted it to take place in his family church in
Jerusalem. The protagonists of the quarrel were mostly the women in both
families, though it was a quarrel over the place of the men in their lives, and
I traced it through my parents’ letters to each other during their
engagement. They tell of turbulent scenes, tears, temper tantrums, and
veiled threats to end the engagement. In the end my mother’s side won, but
only because my father, over whom the quarrel was fought, gave in to his
beloved fiancée’s wishes, rather than to those of his sister and her best
friend, the family priest’s wife!

And how does a daughter write about her mother - no matter how
much she loves and respects that mother - and yet ignore all the little
disagreements, irritations, and even open quarrels that all mothers and
daughters have with each other? Can one paint an honest picture of one’s
mother and at the same time idealize her? I found this impossible. For
though I loved, admired, and respected my mother enormously, I was not
blind to her faults, or to the little irritations between us. We quarreled
sometimes, and sometimes got very angry at one another. I was writing a
memoir that I also saw as social history— for that is how I see my book— I
would have been dishonest to portray her as unfailingly wonderful. This for
me was a huge problem. I hope I handled it like the others I have
mentioned, with a certain subtlety, but also honestly, without rosy glasses.
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3) Subject Matter: The Patriarchal Definition of Family and Writing About a
Minority

When I started to write about my mother, and more especially about
my grandmother, T found myself feeling that I was treading on delicate
ground. I was writing about families that were not “mine,” because T did
not carry their names: “my” family, as it is normally defined, is my father’s,
whose name I do carry, Although nobody complained about this, T felt
awkward. T am sure that in writing about their mothers and grandmothers
others must feel the same way. The patriarchal definition of family is a very
heavy burden for women in many ways, and this was one of them.

There was no solution to this problem, however, except to go ahead
and do it anyway. In doing so I feel I have claimed my rightful place, and
the place of my other female relations, in all the families to which we
belong— my grandmother’s, my mother’s, my father’s, and my husband’s
no matter what name we carry.

Another problem arose. In writing about my family, which is not only
Christian but Protestant as well, I was writing about a small minority
among the religious groups in our part of the world. No one can be living in
the Arab world today and not be sensitive to the political use being made of
minorities, and to the risk one takes of collaborating with this political use
if one writes about them. Stressing the dissatisfaction of, or the
discrimination against, minorities has been done on the whole with no
beneficent interest on the part of those interfering in Arab society, but
rather with a view towards creating more division and strife. This is not to
say of course that such dissatisfaction is unreal, or that the movements
within society to redress wrongs is in any way invalid: merely that it has
often been difficult to tell to what degree these movements are autonomous
and authentic, and to what degree manipulated by outside forces whose
interest is in undermining Arab society rather than improving it.

The more I thought about the question however, the more T came to
see that I did not, and nor did anyone in my family of birth or the family 1
married into, think of ourseflves as having a minority view of life, politics,
and history in the Arab world. On the contrary, though we are proud of our
heritage and birthright, we see ourselves as much directly involved in the
social, political, and historical life of the region as the members of any
majority group. In other words, T refuse to accept the fact that the only
women worth writing about in our part of the world are Muslim women, or
those of any other majority group: I refuse to think that my history, and
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specifically my feminine history, is any more, or any less, worth exploring
than any one else’s. Quite the contrary, I think that in writing about my
family’s place in history, I am adding to our knowledge of the cultural
wealth of our region.

Besides, it became clear to me as I worked that the real subject of my
book was the rise of the modern, urban middle class. T have received
comments from many who read my book, including Muslim and Christians
of the majority sects, remarking on how they found their own memories of
their mothers and grandmothers reflected in it. I believe that we share,
Christians and Muslims alike, all of the social and economic issues of our
time, and have much more in common than is generally assumed. We need
to think more on this. Tracing the specific threads of our rich cultural
heritage need not lead to conflict or separation, but on the contrary to a
better understanding of our common history.

4) The Problem of Language

Because of historical reasons that I will not go into here, but which is
one of the themes of my book, English is the language in which I do most of
my writing. For some time I felt embarrassed and ashamed of the fact that I
did not feel as comfortable writing in Arabic, and so did not write at all.
This embarrassment was augmented by the fact that some of my earlier
studies, especially those on feminism, were not widely read in the Arab
circles whose opinion I value. Then I made an enormous effort to write in
Arabic, and published several papers in that language. But there was no
question that when it came to a writing style subtle and nuanced enough to
deal with the subject of my new book, I could do so to my satisfaction only
in English.

The problem I faced with writing in English, and therefore by
definition addressing a foreign audience - though hopefully also a local one
—is that I had to overcome a tendency to be defensive about Arab culture in
the face of the huge hostility it is facing today. Arab and Muslim women
have historically been used as an excuse for interventions by imperial
powers in the affairs of our worlds. I felt that if T were writing in Arabic I
would have been freer to criticize those aspects of our culture that I feel
deserve criticism. I had to take a conscious decision not to be defensive, and
to write as honestly as I could of our culture, in all its aspects.

Eventually I came to see another side to the problem. Readers in the
English speaking world, after all, have no access to such biographies and
autobiographies of Arab women as are written in Arabic, to the many
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Arabic novels and poems written by women, or to the various debates
about women and their status going on today in the Arab and Muslim
worlds. I hoped that my book, written in English; could make a
contribution, however small, to the understanding of Arab culture, and
especially the women in it, in the face of the stereotyping and generalization
that has plagued us in recent times.

5) Theoretical Problems

The thorniest problem I faced as I worked was theoretical. As I
mentioned at the beginning of this paper so much has been written about
Arab women in general, and so little about the lives of real women, that the
theories developed in academic and theoretical writing, and -even in the
public discourse, have imposed a view that I found myself questioning more
with each progress in my narrative. This was especially true of the question
of tradition and modernity, and of that strange creature called in Arabic o/
mar'a al sharqiyya al tagliddiyya (the traditional Eastern woman). I found
myself questioning these terms at every turn as I uncovered the small details
of the lives of my mother, my grandmother, and even my great-
grandmothers, and thought about them from the vantage point of my
own life, and the feminism to which I have long been committed.

As I wrote in the conclusion to my book, I first became aware of the
problem when T started to write about my mother,

[I] found that I had written the words: “She lived the
traditional role of mother and wife.” No sooner was the ink
dry on the paper than I paused, feeling the sticky threads on my
cheek. What, I asked myself, was the “tradition” to which I had
mechanically referred, as I, and everyone 1 knew, had referred
to it thousands of times before? What were its definitions?
Whose tradition was it? How did I know that such a tradition
existed? On what eviderice was I basing my use of this heavy
word, which brought with it such a long trail of meanings and
connotations?" A

As I worked, I gradually became convinced that, because we know so
little about the past, about the actual lives and practices, customs,
relationships of our foremothers, we are misusing the terms “tradition,”
“turath” and “tagaleed”. To my mind, these vague terms have become
totally meaningless. Undeﬁr;gd, unrefined, and often entirely fictional, it

(1) Teta, Mother, and Me ( New York: Norton, 2006), p. 390.
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seemed to me they were made up for ideological purposes, or simply
parroted without much thought.

The notion of “tradition,” as a single, unchanging body of relation-
ships, beliefs, customs, and practice, simply by having been endlessly
repeated, has acquired an authority of its own, and has become an essential
element in the stereotyping of Arab women with which all of us have to one
degree or another been complicit. Our past is far more complex and
important than we have been taught to believe, and we have a far more
complex inheritance than this “tradition” that everyone talks about.

And this brings me to the question of our modernity, and its origins. In
the Arab mashreg, and even more specifically in Lebanon, we have become
so used to thinking about foreign missionaries and other foreign educators
as having brought in modernity and modern education, especially to
women, that we do not understand, or even think about, our ancestors’ role
in bringing our world about. We dismiss them as though they had no role,
and were mere consumers of a modernity brought in by others. This is not
true; it cannot be true. It is part of the problem surrounding ““tradition”
that T have been talking about. The fact is that much more research has
been done about the missionaries than about the parents who sent their
children to their schools, the students themselves, the teachers, those who
gave the land on which those foreign schools were built, those who built the
buildings, etc. Furthermore, the missionaries documented themselves very
thoroughly: they were prolific writers of memoirs, letters, reports, and all
these have been endlessly sought out by historians. Not so the local people
who one way or another supported these schools, who have been under-
researched, under-studied, On the whole their memoirs, letters, and reports
are not as widely known. Very few of them have been published.

As I researched my own family, I discovered something that should
have been obvious, but is not. In each of the mission schools that I studied I
found a local prime mover, whose name is never mentioned with the same
reverence paid the foreigners. I discovered for instance that my great-aunt,
my grandmother’s sister, had played a major role in the founding of one of
the most important modern schools i in Cairo, the American College for
Girls. Though the American woman with whom she worked is called the
founder, and my aunt, Emelia Badr, is referred to in school documents as
her “friend,” and “‘associate,” I discovered that she played an enormously
important role not only in creating the project, in gathering support for the
school in the community, but also later in mediating between the American
teachers and administrators and their Arab students.
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Far more important than her administrative work or her post as
teacher of Arabic language and literature is the fact that her students, many
of whom became members of the feminist movement or were otherwise
active in Egyptian society and intellectual life, testified she taught them to
take from the foreigners what was useful to their advancement, while
maintaining their personal self-respect, and valuing and protecting their
own Arab culture. And I had discovered already that in almost all the
mission schools, at least the ones I looked at closely, there were natives who
played that same kind of role. It was. they who bridged the cultural distance
between the foreigners and the locals, and it was they who should be
credited at least partly with the creation of modernity, with carving out a
new space between the old and the new, between the east and the west: for it
is in that collaboratively created space that I believe modernity lies.
Without Butros Boustany, Nassif Yazigi and others like them there would
have been no AUB; without Selim Kassab there would have been no British
Syrian Training College; without my aunt Emelia there would have been no
American College for Girls. And without all the nameless parents, teachers,
and students there would never have been that famous surge in modern
education in the nineteenth century to which all histories refer, because T
found in my research too that the schools were often, if not always, opened
at the request of the local people: they were seeking that modernity which
they helped create.

All of this especially applies to women. If we were treated then — and
still are in many traditional historians’ accounts - as insignificant ignorant
people, wallowing in “darkness and degradation,” (a phrase often used by
the foreign missionaries to exaggerate their contribution to the history of
female education) brought to enlightenment by foreign educators, that is no
reason to believe that about ourselves. We are bearers of the most ancient
civilizations, and should not see ourselves as people in total dependence for
modernity. As you see yourself, so do you behave. If we see that we had a
lot to do with the coming of modern education, much more than is ever
mentioned in the traditional history books, we shall see ourselves as
creators of our own modernity. We will thus be able to act more like
creators, rather than mere consumers, of that same modernity. And if,
basing our claim on the study of history, and especially the role of women
in it, we can claim a role in the creation of modernity then we can with
greater confidence claim a role in the creation of the future.
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Conclusion

I have tried to show why I think it is important to write about women’s

lives, and the difficulties faced as one does so. But what about the lives of

ordinary men? I can only conclude that more or less the same importance
applies to them, and probably the same, or similar, problems. Ordinary
men have no more been credited with shaping and moving society than
ordinary women have, and their lives deserve to be told as much as
women’s do. If my grandfathers, my father, my uncles, and my brother
influenced my life as much as my grandmothers, my mother, my aunts, and
my sisters did, they have an obvious and important place in my history.

I am, however, a woman, and in writing about my female ancestors it
is clear that I am also writing about my life, my consciousness, and my
situation in society. I do not know, and therefore cannot identify with, the
consciousness of men. I do not know enough about what constitutes the
important in their lives, or the quotidian details which they cherish, how
they feel about sexuality, what they do and feel while their wives are giving
birth, how they feel about the female-dominated customs at marriages and
funerals. I do not even know whether they think about the same things I do,
and therefore I cannot write a book about the intimate thoughts of men. It
is up to men to do that, to collect stories, to collect information about their
fathers’ lives, to redefine the past of Arab men.

It is only when we have both, men and women, done our work that we
will begin to better understand social life in the past, that we will have a
truer sense of our tradition, and our modernity, and how both were made.
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(Excerpts from a series of letters
written in Ramallah by Islah Jad to
friends and relations in Egypt during the

Letters from
Ramallah, 2002

Islah Jad

Israeli invasion of the West Bank and
Gaza in the spring and early summer of
2002).

April 1, 2002

Dearest Mona,

Thank you so much my dear for your
very strong and supportive words. We are
really in need of them. I have been calling
everyone I know anywhere in the world to
come and investigate the summary execu-
tion of many young Palestinians in the
different security apparatuses. The Inter-
national Red Cross does not send ambu-
lances unless the Israeli army gives them
permission. A group of 30 young Palesti-
nians were shot at, and until now (3. a.m)
they have been denied any medical help.
This is the third case documented in
Ramallah in the last two days. If you
have contact with any medical corps, with
humanitarian organisations, please do
whatever you can to send them to see
what is going on on the ground. A friend
of my son called us at least 30 times today
asking for help. He is with a group of 40
young people hiding in Ramallah as they
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feel the Israeli army approaching them. 1 kept calling hospitals,

ambulances, the International Red Cross, and the Red Crescent Society.’
They all told me the same thing: We cannot go out to give any medical help- g
to any body, because they shoot at us.

This morning four young men were caught in the Ramallah Islamic
club. They were shot from a short distance, and Jeft to bleed to death for
four hours. We don’t yet know how many people were killed, or injured. In
my street, we have two tanks, and at least 4 snipers. v

Mona, move everybody you know. They are preparing to massacre us..
Today, they were saying on their TV, Yes, people in the Arab countries will . G
be angry, but we should not take them seriously. In non-democratic

countries, public opinion does not count. They will never pressure their - "

governments to take appropriate decisions. The governments might take -
sonie action to appease public anger, but they will never take any serious
decisions that might harm the state of Israel. -

The situation is very dangerous and I think you have to be very._f.':.

organised and consistent to affect what is going on now. Thanks again my
dear and my kisses to you and to all our friends. '

Much love,
Islah

April 3, 2002

Dear Mona, Mounir, and all my dear friends in Egypt,
Your letters of solidarity moved me a lot, and brought more tears to

my already very tired eyes. Your words encouraged me to share with you

more of what T, and tens of thousands with me, are going through.

The summary executions of groups of the Palestinian security forces

that I wrote to you about in my last letter is still going on. The group of the = °
30 people found near a small hospital in Ramallah were shot at and five of i
them were left to bleed to death. Their corpses were found the next day and

all the others, including the injured, were taken by the Israeli forces. The "

number of those arrested is growing rapidly. We keep hearing of hundreds

of people being taken in buses to nearby settlements. The ‘classic reception’
for detainees is to strip them of their clothes, leaving them completely
naked, blindfolded, for days and nights under the rain (it has been raining
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heavily in Ramallah for a week, and the temperature i8 7-10:€), They let
fierce dogs attack them; they scare them with sound bombs. (These bombs
are widely used by the Israeli army. They make a horrible sound, as if made
by a heavy weapon, and they can affect the hearing and even cause injury if
fired from a short distance.) All of the detainees are without food or water
for four days, in the freezing cold. The hunt for these groups is still going
on.

I want to tell you about ‘visits’ of the Israeli soldiers to our houses: this
experience is not at all different from being visited by a group of gangsters.
They went to some of my very close neighbours’ houses. They start by
asking whoever is in the house to gather in one room with their faces
against the wall. Then they go into the other rooms. They go to the kitchen,
collect all the food they can find, and then eat it in the living room.
Whatever food is left they take away with them. They also destroy glasses,
take jewellery, money and electronic equipment (cameras, mobile phones,
videos, etc.). Two of my neighbours have heart problems. The first thing the
soldiers did when they knew about their sickness was to get their
medications and destroy them in front of their eyes. And of course with
the siege no one can go out to get food, or medicine.

_. . Today, they lifted the curfew for two hours. Most people did not
know about this, but I noticed some movement in the street and I followed
the flow with my two daughters Sireen and Yasmine. My son Maher went
to buy some cigarettes. After five days of imprisonment, I was happy to
walk outdoors again. We decided to donate blood in Ramallah hospital. On
our way, we saw tanks blocking the streets. We could not recognize the
centre of the city. It was devastated, in ruins, the buildings, the sidewalks;
even the monuments in the squares were destroyed. I started to cry. Sireen
shouted at me, and threatened that if T kept on crying she would take me
back home. When we reached Ramallah hospital, snipers on top of the high
buildings around Qadora refugee camps started shooting. We were scared.
Someone told us that a boy of fourteen who was on his way to buy bread
had been shot. But we decided to go on. We did not find anybody in the
Blood Bank; they had all left to bury twenty-five Palestinians in the
hospital’s parking lot — yes, in the parking lot. It was raining heavily and
some young people were digging a big hole in the parking area. Over the
wooden strips they had placed at the bottom of the pit, they spread blankets
to lay the bodies on. Then they realised that they had to dig another hole
for the corpses of three women. In the waiting room, we heard their stories.
One of the women killed had come to the hospital this morning to have her
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leg cast removed, and on her way home she was shot by one of the snipers
near the hospital. She had not imagined that they would shoot an old;
limping, woman, but she was mistaken. i

About the photographers: the medical care group were stopped by the
army when on their way to provide medical aid to the besieged people in the
Preventive Security building. The building was in flames. There were foiit
hundred people inside, including more than sixty female staff with their
families and children. The army refused to let them out with their children:
even worse, they attacked the building using sixty children, elderly people,
and women, as human shields. Then, they started to destroy the buﬂdmg.
with all sorts of weapons. S

Yesterday was a horrible night. We did not have a minute’s sleep_
especially as we knew that the shelling was directed at four hundred human
beings. When the army stopped them, they were ordered to take off their
clothes, which the soldiers threw in the muddy rainwater. Then théy
ordered them to walk back. They took their cars and cameras. T heard one:
of the doctors say: “T never realised how humiliating it is to walk in the °
muiddle of the night naked and freezing with cold, just because you Wanted
to provide simple humanitarian aid.” '

The corpses began to arrive. They put them on the ground for prayers. _'
Before moving them to their temporary grave, a woman came and started
to open one white bag after another, looking for the face of her son.

Another woman, looking for her husband and one of her children, shouted

ut, “Here it is. I read his name on his bag.” At this moment I collapsed.’
Tears covered my face. To my surprise I found myself shouting slogans,:
saying, bilroh, bildam nafdiki ya flistine, (With our souls, With our blood, "
We shall redeem you, Palestine). All the women beside me were saying the

same thing, their tears mixed with cries of anger. One of us, Rajaii, was

screaming hysterically, and was saying bara ya Sharon, bara (Out Sharon,
out!) and then she collapsed. As we were leaving, a woman came in a car
with her son looking for her other son. His corpse was being carried to the’
collective grave. They wanted to take it, but people around said to them, -
“Leave him with his colleagues.” The brother was bewildered and did not =
know what to say, but the mother gathered up the corpse of her son, and -
said: “But let me hug him first.” She climbed into the car, took his body
onto her lap, and said to his brother: “Let us take him home for a while at
least.”” The whole scene was hair-raising, and my tears blinded me.

My daughter had a fight with me. She said: *“I knew it, I knew that one
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day you would die of grief.” She made me get in a car with two friends of
mine. On our way back, they told me how our friend Salwa, a
gynaecologist, helped women in labour by giving them directions over the
‘phone on what to do. One of the women was screaming hysterically when
Salwa asked her to cut the baby’s umbilical cord. The mother was afraid to i
hurt her baby, but Salwa calmed her down. m

T came home totally exhausted. 1 did not buy anything of course. Most
of the shopkeepers are from the surrounding villages and are not allowed to
enter the city of Ramallah. Most of the shops were closed, so I asked why Il
the Israelis told people to go out for provisions while most of the shops are |
closed. My neighbour answered that they lifted the curfew just so that
people could bury the corpses, otherwise the bodies would start to smell and [l
there would be a medical disaster. w

1 heard a young girl say: “If I could guarantee that I would take at
least twenty of them with me, I would be a suicide-bomber.” I was horrified
and, with my tears again covering my cheeks, T told her we want to live. We RN
love life and we have to defeat death. 1 feel tired, frustrated, angry,
humiliated, and helpless. i

I then turned to watch T.V. Sharon’s face appeared on the screen. He
said Yes, we will withdraw, but we have our conditions. The journalists
were laughing, and the Israeli commentators were saying that all this show |
of power is meant to destroy a historical phase of Palestinian national Il
history. The aim is to eliminate a whole national elite: they want all the new il
jeaders formed in the last ten years out, with their families. The only I
obstacle they were debating is where to send them — to Egypt, to Jordan, or i
to Lebanon? They had not decided yet.

Another heart-breaking picture. Why do people have to be beaten in
this very humiliating way? The Israclis were saying again on their T.V.:
“Did we not tell you that their public opinion does not count? Look at their
citizens. They do not even have freedom of expression, Look how they are ‘ |
treated. Palestinians living in Israel should pray day and night for the state I
of Tsrael, and for its ‘tolerance’ and democracy.” |

I decided to not watch TV and to write you instead. I

Dear friends, you can do a lot. You cannot imagine how your
| demonstrations raised our spirits, soothed our anger and frustration.

Organising demonstrations with clear demands is so important. A few
| weeks ago 1 wrote an article saying that we have to stop asking for changes:
we must impose them. We have the power to impose our demands. A
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growing movement of strikes by engineers, lawyers, doctors, artists;
students, might impose the expulsion of the Israeli ambassador to Egypt:
Contacting other groups in America and Europe to impose sanctions on:
Israel is also important. . . . Urge writers, artists, and others to voice their
stand, make common appeals, target them, answer any bad article on the
internet, criticise CNN, criticize the International Red Cross: It is not:
possible that such organisations should accept the occupier’s rules. What is
the difference between an international organisation and us if they accept:
their rules like us? Pressure them to take a position and to be vocal about
the treatment they have received from the Israclis. I keep calling them every
day to provide help. Once I urged them to go and protect the besieged :
groups in hiding and to prevent their summary executions; once to provid_'e
oxygen for one of my neighbours; once to provide cooking gas for me - [
needed to feed my family; and lately I urged them to help a woman to bury™
her mother fifteen hours after her death. All these times, they answered me-
in the same way: They don’t allow us to move; it is a military zone now and
they don’t allow us to go. If they cannot move or provide aid, why are they
here? If they wait for the curfew to be lifted to move with us, why don’t they
speak up about this treatment and create a black file against the most:
spoiled state in the world? :

It is also important to link students with our students here, It is very
important to politicize these students. _

Ah, the shooting is becoming very heavy now. I don’t know what they ﬁ
are shooting at. I hope they did not find another group of these young .
members of the security forces. I have to leave you now. It is becoming
dangerous to remain behind my computer. Thanks again for your great '
words to me and to all of us here. The support you are giving us now is very.
important. My love to all of you. I am sure that you will never forget me or .
us here. We need you, my friends. '

Much love,
Islah

April 6, 2002

Dear Mona and Mounir, and all my great friends in Egypt and -
everywhere,

The many messages of support I got from you were important to
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making me feel my humanity agait, as we as to feel contact with so many
humans around us. It is so important that your voices reach all human
beings who refuse this war, and want to do something to stop this very
spoiled country from violating all norms of humanity.

Yesterday, the 5th of April, they lifted the curfew from 1 to 4 p.m.
There were many conflicting reports about the exact hour of the curfew. It
seems that they decided to make it at 1 to avoid Friday prayers, and to
prevent people from burying their dead. I started the day with a phone call
from Siham Barghouthi, who spoke to me about her sadness and
frustration after the killing of Hisham and Abu Hussein. These two were
simple guards of Feda’s office (an authorised leftist political party in
Ramallah). What happened to them was similar to what happened to my
son’s friends. They were besieged, without food or water. The only contact
they had with the outside world was through their mobile phones. There
were three in that office in the Arizona building in Ramallah: Ahmad
Ghanaiem, Abu Hussein and Hisham. Their office was under fire. They
called Siham, asking her to find a way to get them out. Siham went through
the same cycle I had gone through earlier, calling the Red Cross, the Red
Crescent, international organisations, municipalities, but all to no avail
Ahmad Ghanaiem realised that no help was on the way, so he threw himself
from the window of the second floor and injured his back. He was
immediately arrested, and since then nobody knows anything about him.
Abu Hussein and Hisham kept calling Siham until the last minute, when
they asked her to take care of their families. The next day, their bodies were
found in the street in front of Rukab building, the famous ice cream shop in
downtown Ramallah. Siham collapsed. She said: I kept screaming and
crying and beating my head against the wall. She could not accept that she
could not save their lives, nor that she was that helpless.

Well, at 1 I went out to the street looking for cooking gas and to see if
there were any [resh vegetables or fruits to be had. On my way to the gas
shop, two big tanks were in the way: they ordered me to go back. I asked
passers-by if there were any other shops open, but they said: Don’t even
think about it. There is no gas in town. I decided to go to downtown
Ramallah. We wanted to demonstrate against the presence of the army. On
my way, I felt as if I were living in one of those movies showing the long
lines of arrested Jews and others with their gloomy and tired faces. Across
the sireet from the Ramallah police station, [ saw a long line of detainees,
hands over heads, escorted by two tanks behind them and one tank in front
of them. Between the tanks two lines of soldiers were pointing their guns at
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the detainees. T wanted to know where they were taking all these young
people; [ followed them from another street. I was shocked when I saw that:
the soldiers took them into the building of the Ministry of Culture around :
which many other tanks were stationed. Why in this particular building?:
Why did they not arrest them when we were under curfew? Why show them
to us like this and let everybody see them and not be able to do any thing?-.
We women used to attack soldiers and take away the young people they had -
arrested in the first uprising in 1987. Why can’t we do that now? In that?_:_'
earlier time we used to make eye contact with the soldiers, defy them, talk t"c')_ :
them: Don’t you have mothers? Don’t you have children like ours? Go back:
home. Why are you here? But this time they are very distant, they are all
surrounded by these big horrible iron tanks. There is no way to approach
them. They are also so scared and they shoot to kill immediately. e

I went on to al Manarah, the main square with the lion statues, and .-
another devastating scene. Garbage lay everywhere; the streets were like
dirt roads, full of dust. There is no asphalt left. There were no women in the
square, though we had planned to meet there. It was full of soldiers with:
their tanks. When they see people approaching them, they move their big
machine guns over their tanks, so if is a scary scene. More smashed cars in g
the square, more destroyed sidewalks, more ruined buildings and broken: -
glass everywhere. H

Ob, dear Ramallah, what has happened to you? All this destruction, }:,’;I.l. ..
this ugliness. Again tears flooded my eyes. K

Dalia, my niece, was sick. She had a throat infection and she had somie
difficulty walking. My sister in law and I took her to the nearby hospital.:
The doctor said we were giving her the wrong medication; the antibiotics we: ©
had given were not right for her case. We said that was all we had and We
could not get anything else. All the pharmacies are closed, and even if they: .

wete open we cannot leave our homes. He prescribed another medication

and we left.

On my way back, I met Suad Amery. I missed her so much, we hugged
when we met. Salim her husband was calling me every day from Paris to ask: -
about her news. Her phone line has been disconnected since the beginning
of the occupation. His mother has the bad luck of being very close to thé
President’s compound, and all the area has no phone lines, all of them
disconnected. He keeps asking me if he can come back from Paris. Yes you
can come back, but how are you going to enter Ramallah? We are under -
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curfew, I said. Suad took me in her car to visit Salim’s mother, an old lady
of 89. Most of her close neighbours had left the building, and she is with
Zalkeia, another old, though not quite as old, lady who takes care of her.
Suad has some bread for her, and we managed after waiting for 40 minutes,
to get some milk and medications. We approached Im Salim’s street. The
tank parked there immediately pointed its gun at us. We raised the bread
bag to show that we were delivering food. The soldiers did not allow us to
enter her building through the main door. We had to enter through the

back of the building, from her neighbours’ house.

We shouted to Zakeia to come out and get the things. She came out.
«\We are alone in the building. The next-door neighbours gave us some
bread. The woman baked for her family and for all her neighbours too. The
shooting is horrible around us. We cannot sleep day or night, but today is
better. I just need to move my legs a bit. Even when they lift the curfew we
cannot go out, because we are o close to the President’s compound. Im
Salim is in her bed. She does not want to see anybody. What is the point of
her coming out if she cannot talk to you? What for if she can only wave to

you? She is O.K.”

She asked us to throw the bag of bread to her, which we did. But to
our surprise, many cats immediately appeared, and attacked the bread bag.
Poor things, they are very hungry. There is nothing left over for them. The
same thing is true of my husband’s cats, all thirteen of them. They look for
their survival in the garbage bins, which are full of plastic bags and empty
cans. We left the cats one loaf. We wanted them to take it out of the bag
before Zakeia arrived, but we did not want them to eat all of it. We were
torn between leaving them something to eat, and kicking them away so they
should not eat it all. Zakeiah arrived. We pleaded with her to give them the
loaf they were eating. She did, but looked at us reproachfully.

We leave the building. The machine gun on the tank moves again. We
reach my house; we still have half an hour to talk. We hear the news. The
army in a house in Toubas near Jenine encircled six Palestinians from
Hamas. The soldiers opened fire, killing four of them. The other two left the
house with white flags in their hands, but this sign was not accepted, and
both were shot dead too. They don’t want to take any prisoners. There is no
more room in their prisons. From al Bireh, the twin city of Ramallah, they
arrested eight hundred. Then they released two hundred, so they still have
six hundred, and that only from a small town like al Bireh.

A new prison has been established, Ansaar I1I, in the Negev desert.
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That is where they are going to imprison everyone. Some of the released
prisoners talk about the treatment they received. First they were:
handcuffed, then blindfolded, then taken to a place (Ofera settlement ot -
other places), then attacked by fierce dogs, then thrown in a ditch at which
the soldiers threw sound bombs. We hear the same story over and over’
again. The soldiers tell those they release to walk back to their homes; -
during the curfew, so that other soldiers shoot at them when they walk. -
Some of the released prisoners were obliged to get home by moving from
house to house. It took one of them one and a half days to reach his house.

... They are now destroying the old cities of Bethlehem and Nabtus:.
They are occupying Bethlehem University, a beautiful old building, which "
they are using as a military camp. These are historical places. UNESCO :
ought to save them. The civilised world should not allow their destruction,
which would be a loss for civilisation and humanity. Suad is an architect =
and runs Riwaq centre for the preservation and renovation of old
Palestinian places and buildings. They attack them now with rockets.
They already destroyed many buildings in the Kasbah of Nablus.

Who can stop these barbaric acts? Who can save this miserable people -
with their buildings and their history? Who can save their prisoners, their -
injured or their dead?

... In the Jenine public hospital, the morgue refrigerator can take only
3 corpses, but they have 3. The other two have been left in a room to
decompose. They think to bury them as they did in Ramallah, digging a
hole in the hospital courtyard. Many of the injured cannot even dream of
getting any medical treatment, and are left to bleed to death. This is one of
the recent ‘achievements’ of the Israeli army, a record in new humanitarian
measures not available to any other army in the world, Yet they still talk in
their news about their morals.

I hear now on the news that they decided to remove the head of the
‘operation’ because, though he had made many attempts to do so, he had
failed to enter the Jenine refugee camp. Mofaz, the general commander, is
taking the matter into his own hands. It seems that the officer who was -
removed did not show enough brutality, senselessness. Now, we have to
wait for the news of a wide scale massacre.

Rita and I are stil] collecting more information about the many cases -
of looting, They raid mainly the food reserve, money and valuable items.
Rita thinks a case counld be raised in the US since many Palestinians with
US citizenship were robbed.
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T hear a terrible noise nearby right now. I go out to see what is going
on. Yes, they have blocked my street with smashed cars. The rubble of the
beautiful old wall of the Friends’ School playground is being used to block
the street next to mine. It seems that the soldiers want to stop the movement
of all cars when they lift their curfew next time. This means, I suppose, that
they are not leaving soon.

Keep making your voices heard, my friends. Keep protesting by all
means and ways to stop this occupation from growing. You are our only
window to the world. They keep shooting at journalists: they let them enter
the city only when they lift the curfews. They don’t want the world to see
how they have become so degraded a state. Force Israel to come to its
senses. They still are giving lots of support to this war criminal Sharon.
Yesterday 72% approved his ‘actions’ against the Palestinians, and 65%
trust his leadership of the country. .

But still there are some Israelis who remain faithful to their humanity.
They protest every day, though they are subjected to very violent treatment
from their police, and though they get death threats for supporting the
Palestinians. We have all to join hands to stop this barbarity from growing.
My love to you all and I know that all your hearts are with us now.

Islah Jad

April 6, 2002

Dear Mona, Mounir and anybody who has the power to do
something.

I got a phone call from a friend in Jenine whose house looks out over
the Jenine refugee camp. He told me that he had counted so far more than
four hundred missiles fired by Apache helicopters on the camp. His friend
inside the camp lost his nineteen-year-old son, Walid Ibrahim Said, whose
body is still with him, two days after his death. Because of the fighting he is
unable to bury him or carry him to the hospital.

The Israclis are now removing some houses at the eastern entrance of
the camp. They are broadening the street, which is twenty meters wide, to
make space for their tanks to enter the camp. The Palestinian armed men
stopped shooting for 20 minutes to allow some women, children, and old
people to fetch water, but then the Israeli army arrested them and made
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them walk in front of the tanks as human shields. The Apache shot at the::
oxygen section in Jenine hospital to destroy it. So many bodies scattered in"
the narrow alleys of the camp need to be taken to the hospital, but it is:
impossible for the camp residents to help the injured. The soldiers shoot at
anybody who approaches them, '

The Red Cross has declared that they will ‘minimize’ the movement of ;
their staff because it has become too risky for them to move about.

This massacre has to be stopped immediately. Contact any medical
corps you know of, to protest, to demonstrate in front of the Red Cross, to
announce partial strikes, to pressure the Israeli government to allow
medical aid for the injured and removal of the corpses from the street. Act
now, immediately, please. Kamel told me that they estimate the number of
killed in the Jenine camp as not less than 100. Waiting to hear your
response as soon as possible.

Love,
Islah

April 9, 2002

Dear friends everywhere,

Today is day 11 of the re-occupation of Ramallah. We hear less
shooting but from time to time we hear explosions and the forced entry of
soldiers into houses. I keep hearing the same stories over and over again . . .
They used the home of M. M_, also 4 nearby neighbour, for two days. They
used the bath and kitchen. They ate his food, they slept, and then they stole
his wife’s gold and presents his two girls had received. Before they left they
urinated on his carpeted floor . . ..

I wrote down a list of things to buy, but when I saw the devastation in
the city, the shattered windows, the dirty streets, the clouds of dust filling
the air, the provocative presence of the Israelis in al Manarah square, I lost
the desire to buy anything.

I ask Amal about our [riends in Nablus. She tells me what happened to
I., who lives very close to the old city, the hottest point now. The soldiers
‘visited” her at 3 a.m., searched her house, and asked her to come with them.
They took her as a human shield to her neighbour’s house, about 20 meters
away. They ordered her to knock on the door. She rang the bell. The
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soldiers laughed at her and called her stupid. “Don’t you know that we cut
all the power in the city?” She knocked, but the soldiers pushed her aside.
They put a kind of dough on the door, and blew it up in a second. She had
been standing so close to it, she started to shiver. In the house a family of 10
people slept. To wake them up, the soldiers threw a shock grenade, which
caused a huge reverberation. The mother started to weep. “Please don’t
harm my children.” L. cried when she saw her very proud neighbour
weeping. They ordered L. to leave. “How can I go?” she protested. “What if
they shoot me? It is curfew and it is almost dawn.” They tried to push her
out, but she insisted. The officer called to get her safe passage, and then let
her go. She went back home still in her nightdress and her slippers.

[ heard Dr. Tariff Ashour being interviewed on ANN TV ....Heis
the head of a field hospital in the old city of Nablus. During the interview
you could clearly hear the cries of the injured and the dying. He said that in
front of him lay 18 corpses, and three more were on their way, mostly
civilians. “One was shot dead when he came to give us some blankets to
cover the bodies,” said Dr. Ashour. “ Another was shot when he went to dig
a grave in front of the field hospital. This is in fact an old mosque with very
simple equipment. We could not get one single injured person out of the old
city. Nor could we even evacuate corpses. We have no morgue in this place.
Actually most of our staff is trained only for first aid against light injuries,
but for serious injuries we have to watch our patients die. These are the ones
whose cries you are hearing now. We can do nothing to help them. I have a
patient here with serious injuries in his leg. We shall have to amputate it
tomorrow at 7: there is-no other choice. For your information,” he adds,
“we do this under continuous bombardment. This place was hit several
times, but we have to do our duty. Where are our Arab brothers? Where is
the world to see this?”

I heard Dr. Mohamed Ghali, head of Jenine public hospital saying on
Al Jazeera TV that he gives directions to people in the camp what to do for
the injured and after 5 days of fighting and heavy bombing in the Jenine
refugee camp and the old city, and the old city of Nablus, they did not allow
a single ambulance to get to these places or to bring out any of those injured
or killed . . . . The Apache has not stopped firing missiles and nobody
knows what to do with their dead. On al Jazeerah too I heard the voice of
Hussam Khader, a Palestinian MP from Balata refugee camp, saying, “Yes,
they fired three missiles at my doorstep. My young daughter can no longer
speak and we cannot take her to a doctor.” Then Mahmoud Al Alool, the
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governor of Nablus, said: ““The situation is catastrophic. I keep getting calls

from the old city about the killed and the injured. If the Red Cross cannot- .-

manage to get them out, who can?”

Today (April 7), they demolished Hendeya building with an F.IG_E_
bomb. A seven-storey building turned to rubble. An old woman refused to

leave her home: she is buried under the rubble. They commit war crimes but,
who will punish them? Amal said . . . that some ‘shabab’ young men in the .

camp collected all the towels and keffeyas, put them in a big tub of water
and boiled them on coal . . . They use these towels as sterilized bandages. - -
“These might be useful for light injuries, but what about serious injuries?”’ I .
asked. “No, they die,” she said. I felt depressed and angry.

In al Manarah we met many other women. Everyone says hamdulla
assalama, thank God for your safety, but we answer, yes, for the time being.
We were a small group of women. We shouted at the soldiers: “Go away!
Go back to your mothers! Sharon, get out of our land.” At first, they just
stared at us, but after a few minutes they threw a shock grenade, which -
made a huge sound, and we ran away. Amal was laughing and said history
has to register that the first bomb thrown on demonstrators was on women.
As usual, I said, women were always the first to demonstrate after each
occupation. This happened after the 1967 war and in 1987 in the first
Uprising.

1 came back home exhausted as usual. My hair was like a mass of
metal wires, so dry and full of dust. I needed to take a shower. My daughter
cooked some spaghetti again, but I felt no desire to eat. She forced me.
“You have to,” she said. “This might go on for a long time. We have to
survive. We are lucky that at least we are not dead or under ferocious fire
like in Jenine or Nablus.” When she uttered the names of Jenine and
Nablus, it was too much for me and T started to cry. She stopped eating and
joined me in crying too. It is good for our survival to cry sometimes, said
Yasmine.

At 7 pm T listened to the evening news. “We tend ouv- hands to the

Palestinians for peace,” said Sharon. “We want to live side by side with . .
them. They have to abandon their leadership which has brought on them
catastrophe after catastrophe.” T felt that he is not addressing us. He is

talking to aliens. He addresses the outside world with this talk, but we know
his talk on the ground. How can politicians lie like this? He decided to add .
three ministers to his government, all right wing. One of them, Eiphy Etam, -
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is an ex-general, and he claims publicly that the land of Israel cannot
contain two nations. It is us or them, he says. We will not force them into
buses, but we will make their lives so difficult that they will leave of their

. own ‘free will’. What a free country! What a free people! What a free spirit

with these people in power.
I think we have not seen the worst yet.
My love to all of you.
Islah

April 12, 2002

I woke up this morning very tired. I did not get to sleep till 5 a.m. At
3 a.m. Saleh, my husband, woke up complaining of a severe headache. I was
checking my mail and writing my messages. I could not sleep after hearing
the news from Jenine camp, and hearing the $.0.8. calls of some of the
fighters remaining in the camp. I checked Saleh’s blood pressure. It was
extremely high (200/110). I could not believe my eyes. He never complained
of high blood pressure. On the contrary I am the one who has been in
treatment for four years.

1 checked again and it was not better. He wanted to take my
medication. But it is high-dosage and I know if he starts taking it he should
not stop. I decided to call the emergency number 101 and see if they could
get a doctor to see him. “Do you have army tanks in your street?” asked the
man’s voice on the other end. T replied, “Yes from time to time, they pass
by”. “Then, sorry,” he said, “We cannot do anything. If we come we have
to get a permit and that will take hours if they agree to issue it. If we come
without a permit, they will stop us, strip our clothes, and make us wait till
nobody knows when”. I said, “0 K but at least tell me if he can take my
medication.” He asked a doctor nearby and said: “OK. Just give him half of
your dose.” T did, but Saleh was still feeling extremely tired.

I told him, “It’s ‘Palastinianitis’ again”. This is a joke about all chronic
diseases Palestinians suffer from at an early age, such as diabetes, high
blood pressure, heart attacks and irritable colons. We can’t figure out how
we suffer from such diseases while we are living in a ‘peaceful heaven’.

I was awakened by a phone call from Salwa, my gynaecologist. . . . Her
latest case was a woman from Bethlehem who was miscarrying and had
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been bleeding from 11p.m till 6.a.m. She had collapsed twice. The city was
under curfew but her husband risked his life and carried her in his arms to
the hospital, saying: “We will live together or die together.” But, luckﬁy,: :
they arrived safely at the hospital. B
. Abu Ghazi, the boy who used to work in my brother-in-law’s shop,
was taken out of his house when the army ordered all men between the ages -
of 15 to 55 to report. They kept him in the Moghtaribin School in Al Bireh
for two days and half, with no food and exposed to the rain. They were all
wet and shivering. Taken to ‘Ofera’ military compound, they were again left
three days in the rain. They were fed for the first time after 4 days. On the -
fourth day they were taken inside the compound and left in a corridor to
freeze.
. My daughter Sireen arrived, very pale, very shocked. She hugged me
and cried. 1 was terrified and I said to myself, “I knew it, I knew that I
would hear more sad stories.” _
“Jad was found,” she said, “but dead.” 1 could not believe it. This is B
JTad Khalif, my son’s friend, only 23 years old, who lost his father in 1997
when a military jeep smashed into him in his village, Azzoun, near Nablus.
Jad joined the Palestinian police in 1996 in the anti drugs section, a sweet,
nice young man. My son Maher insisted on him spending the night in our

house. We knew that he has no family in Ramallah, but he was shy and .

insisted on leaving. If he had not gone, he would be with us now, safe.

Jad was shot in the head after his last call to Maher. How and where,
nobody knows. The group who were with him don’t know what happened .
to him, but every body thought that he was arrested with them. But for all L
Palestinian detainees nobody knows or can find out, where they are taken
once arrested, or for how long, The Red Cross does not know and it goes .-
without saying that we have to wait 15 days before hearing any news unless -
some people are released and have some information on the person being -
looked for. Mofaz, the Israeli army chief, has activated the military order : :

1500, not allowing any Palestinian detainee to see a lawyer or be visited +

until 18 days after the arrest, but we were at least relieved to know that his.
group of 40 were arrested. ' :

Jad was found stripped of his clothes, except his underwear, in one of.
the streets of Ramallah, lying in a pool of blood with his clothes beside him

and one of hjs boots. He has been lying in Ramallah hospital morgue for 11

days. - no one recognized him - with another 3 corpses; it seems they too::
have no family in Ramallah. For five days Maher and T have been calling
the Red Cross to see if they had any information about Jad. Then two days
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ago, some friends of his had been told by the Red Cross that he was
arrested but was injured. We felt happy that he was safe. We tried to find
out the name of the hospital to which he had been taken.

Some people advised my son and his friends to go and check the
morgue, just in case. “No”, they said, “We checked the morgue of Sheikh
Zayed hospital (part of Ramallah hospital) and he was not there.” They
were then advised to check the morgue of Ramallah hospital itself. My son
saw his own green jacket and his blue shirt. He had lent them to Jad the last
time he was in our house. The jacket and the shirt were drenched in blood,
but Maher realized immediately that it was him, his dear friend.

Suad, Sireen, and I went again to Ramallah hospital. “Please, Suad,
don’t step on the mass grave. It is just here,” [ said. We saw Maher coming
out of the morgue and we all collapsed. “We told his mother,” said Maher
“but she does not want to believe us. We had to ask a photographer to take
a picture of him to send it to her.”

But the problem now is how are we going to send Jad’s body to his
village while we are under curfew? Taking the road to Nablus is like mission
impossible. I leave a message for Mustapha Bargouthi, asking him if there 1s
a way to send Jad home to his mother after he had been lying unidentified
for 11 days. To this hour, we don’t know what to do. Maybe an angel will
come tomorrow morning to take his body back to his home and to his
mother.

Islah Jad

April 13, 2002

Dear Friends everywhere, ‘

It took me some time to collect the bits and pieces of this story. My
sources are L.T’s husband, a doctor, three of her neighbours and friends. It
is a story of a declined humanity and senseless feelings. IT’s story shows
how a human being can be killed twice, once physically and then
psychically.

(There follows the story of IT, a pharmacist who has had to close
down her pharmacy. The soldiers take her husband away, and she is left
behind with her three young daughters. Unable to cope with the stress of
the situation, she eventually breaks down totally. She becomes violent, and
has to be restrained and hospitalized.)
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... On my way back [ met my son Maher with some friends, he looked
tense. “‘Look what I found on the ground,” said my son, “Jad’s key with his
medal, in the same place where he was shot dead.” I tried to change the
subject, but Maher does not want to forget about Jad. He is haunted by his

memory all the time and he has become very depressed. He does not talk, he

does not eat well, and he scarcely sleeps . . . .

7. starts her long narrative: *Yes, I went to Jenine and whatever I tell
you is not at all like seeing it for yourself! The Israelis allowed in a group of
humanitarian organizations with UNRWA and the Red Cross. The camp
was in ruins. They did not let us approach it. We went to visit a group of
people; they put them in Jinni’s charitable society after forcing them to
evacuate their homes. A very big crowd, all on top of each other, as if you
were to put 20 people in one square meter! Unbelievable!

“We took along with us some oil, sugar, and spaghetti, but some
women there mocked us, saying bitterly, ‘How we can use these things? We
brought nothing from our homes. We don’t want food. We want you to
bring our children. Just give us water to drink!” They wanted to talk, to teil
their stories,” said Z. A woman in her forties, the wife of the Imam of a
mosgue, told me that the soldiers had ordered all men overl5 to come out.
She thought that being an Imam, her husband would be spared some
humiliation. Also he could not leave his paralyzed old mother. She has to be
carried, but none of us can carry her. He decided to stay with us. Then they
called the women to come out, so we left together. He carried his mother,
and our two daughters and 1 followed him. They stopped him and told him,
“‘Why did you come out when we called upon women and not men? Are you
4 man or a woman? Let us check to make sure that you are a man! They

asked him to take off all his clothes including his underwear, and to turn

around. Then they forced him to carry his mother and walk naked in front
of me and his two daughters till we reached this place.” '

“I met a very bright girl,” said Z. “Sheisa science student in her third .
year at Al Najah University in Nablus and lives in Harat al Hawashin (the -
area most affected by the Israeli shelling in the Jenine camp). She told me:
that their neighbors, a family of 5 persons, were listening to the radic in R
order to know what is going on and if international pressure would stop the -
massacre in Jenine. ‘Suddenly,” she said, ‘we heard a shrill whistle of a
spiraling fast-moving missile. We thought it was going to hit us, so we-
squeezed close together against the wall. We began to recite the Quran:
feeling that we were going to die. Then it hit-not us, but our neighbors. The.
five of them died, We kept knocking on their wall hoping to get an answer,
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but nothing came back, only deadly silence. Then the soldiers entered their
house and put the radio on—some Hebrew music. We all cried when we
heard the music.” ”’

“Did you film what happened to you inside the camp?” asked Z. “Yes,
I had a friend who was trained to film and she had a video camera. But it
seems that as soon as they saw her, she was hit first by a bullet in her eye.
Then a shell took her arm and her leg, and I don’t know what happened to
her. I don’t know if she is alive or dead.”

While Z. was talking to M., another woman called to her. ““I saw you
bringing some food stuff with you,” she said. “What we need now is not
your food.” “What do you need then?” asked Z. She looked very upset. The
place was so crowded, it was suffocating. The woman raised the hem of her
dress discreetly and told Z., “Look, T have had my period for three days
now and T have not changed my sanitary towels. There is no privacy here. I
have no sanitary towels. There is no electricity, no water, and we are under
curfew. We have been in this place for three days. Even animals clean
themselves up when they are menstruating, but we cannot.”

Dr. Salwa called me twice this morning, upset and sad. A dear friend
of hers, Dr. Ali al Sha‘ar, used to work in neonatology at al-Makkased
hospital in Jerusalem, but now works for Save the Children in Nablus. His
wife, Tehaani, 32, is diabetic and has had six miscarriages. They live in an
area still under curfew in Nablus. Tehaani was 32 weeks pregnant and
praying all the time . . . But her luck was bad. She went into labor
prematurely . . . Salwa sent an ambulance twice, but it was not allowed to
reach their house. Then Salwa put Dr. Shaar in contact with Dr. Khamash,
a neonatologist in al Makkased, to be with him in this difficult moment. Dr.
Sha‘ar helped his wife to deliver. The baby was born at 7 p.m., but was in
need of an incubator, which was impossible to find. The couple was so
happy to have a baby after their long wait, and they named him Ossaid.
But, at midnight, the baby had apnea, and could not breathe. Dr. Sha‘ar
tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but to no avail. The baby died in
silence, but the father was in a rage. “Sharon killed my son! I have saved
many lives, yet I could not save the life of my own baby!” said Dr. Sha‘ar. ..

| got a phone call from Nadia in Gaza. “Women and men come crying
for help. They ask for anything: food, money, work, Many women ask for
work as domestic helpers. They have no skills to do other things. I hate
going to the office and seeing all these people in need while I am helpless to
help them.” Nadia is the director of the women’s coalition in Gaza,
Women’s Affairs Committee. The ministry of social affairs has nothing to
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offer these people. They don’t fit in their criteria: they help only women in
distress such as divorcees, widows etc, but not the unemployed or the ‘
poor....

It was almost 2pm. Mohammad, our friend came to pay us a visit... .
“Do you know that we were ‘visited’ yesterday?” “... They ordered
everyone in the building down. They did not allow my son to put on his
jacket. It was freezing cold and raining. We were around 30, men, women
and children. After half an hour, a young boy of 5 asked to go back to his
house with his mother to use the toilet. They refused, and kept calling each
other to see if they could allow him to urinate. After more than one hour,
they allowed him to relieve himself, not in his house, but in a nearby place a
few meters away. The child was terrified of letting go of his mother’s hand
but they pushed him away and directed a very strong light on him. He was
[ so embarrassed and he was crying with fear as he urinated. They also

refused to allow a woman to return to the building to do the same thing,
and told her to go to a nearby place too, but this time the officer asked his
soldiers at least to turn their faces. We stayed on the ground for four long
hours. It was so humiliating. Then they arrested one of our neighbours and
| left after shooting the front of the building like maniacs. This was their
| goodbye before ‘liberating’ us,” said Mohammad.
We have been ‘visited’ too: not my house but my street.... They came in
two armoured carriers, pointed their guns at his house and went in a big
‘ crowd to our deceased neighbour Abu Ahmad (he is the father of Ahmad
Sa‘adat, the general secretary of the Popular Front who is a prisoner right
now in the Presidential Compound). No one was in the house. The family,
after Abu Ahmed’s death, moved to another neighbourhood. But they
smashed every thing. They destroyed all the doors and windows. They left
‘ nothing intact. I did not understand why.

- Then they went upstairs for Mohamed. They took his computer and
' tried to seize his car radio but failed to do so. Then they kept hitting the car
. with iron bars before they left . . .
| More pictures of Jenine on the T.V. More visitors to the devastated
_f camp. Equipment to remove the rubble is still denied, as is humanitarian
“ aid. Three people were pulled out alive after many days under the rubble,
| dug out with bare hands. A woman shouted at the visitors, “Are we a zoo
‘ now? Why come to visit us now? Why didn’t you prevent what you are
" seeing now from happening? We don’t want your food or your aid. We
want our sons and children. We want you to dig out the still dying people
under their demolished houses,” she cried.
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A loudspeaker announces; “The general co1 .er orders you not to
leave your homes between 6pm and 6am. Any ‘law’ breaker will be
punished severely.” ““What is this?” I asked They said that they had
withdrawn from Ramallah. “Oh no, our area, the road to our university Bir
Zeit, Kalandia and all the northern part of the city, are all still occupied,”
said my husband. I went out to see who was announcing this ‘beautiful’
order, but to my surprise I saw a higher barricade sealing our street with
dirt and destroyed cars. “We have to remove all this,” I said. “Better be
wise, don’t you know that when the people in the Radio street (300m away
from our house) wanted to remove a barricade with a bulldozer, two tanks
came quickly, hit the bulldozer, and arrested the passers-by. Don’t forget
that they are still on top of the ministry of culture and the entire area
around the Presidential compound,” said Saleh.

Oh, wow, what a withdrawal, we are really liberated now. We should
even join Bush and Powell in praising Sharon as ‘the’ man of peace and
prosperity in the face of the ‘terrorist’ Palestinians . . . .

June 30, 2002.

Yesterday the curfew was lifted from 9 a.m to 2 p.m. Half the shops
were closed. It seems their owners come from far areas. The renovation
undertaken by the Ministry of Public Affairs of buildings damaged in the
first invasion of March 29 was also frozen. Maybe they expect more
damage in the way . . .. Thanks to you women for getting the men out of
their homes, said Sakher Habash to a crowd of women who had organized
a demonstration in al Manara place to denounce the occupation and to
urge more people to get out and protest the presence of the Israeli army.
Many speakers gave strong speeches, Habash, Wafa’a Mustapha Bargouthi
and myself. It was the first time in my life I gave a public speech. I didn’t
want to but Nahala, the head of our women’s coalition (WATC) urged me.
Yes, I said, we have power; we have the people’s power. Their tanks will not
scare us; their army cannot do anything against our will. We can defeat
their army with our bodies: if thousands, hundred of thousands stand in the
path of their tanks, they can do nothing. They will not kill all the people.
They care about their image, their ‘morality’. Let us show the true reality of
a whole people standing against this army, and not a bunch of ‘terrorists’ as
they always claim... .
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