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cases where their owners could be contacted, and had no

objection.
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PREFACE

BIOGRAPHY OF THE PROJECT

I am aware of the need to explain the slow evolution of my
project to record camp women'’s narratives of exile, not bequn
until mid-1990, seven years after starting fieldwork. The
reasons lie partly in the post-1982 situation of the research
community (Shateela camp), object of violence and siege; partly
in experiments with alternative roles to that of ’‘pure’
researcher vis-a-vis the research community; and partly in the
contradiction between my interest in women and gender as
research topic and the non-priority of this subject for female
as well as male members of the research community. This
contradiction remains unresolved: on the one hand, readings in
feminist theory have sharpened my conviction that gender is as
essential as class to social analysis; on the other, the
pursuit of this subject in a community in crisis still appears
an exercise of privilege and detachment. The aim of building
a national archive, of which this study will be the initiating
instance, though not without problems, finds partial
justification in the support of colleagues and discussants
within the research community. History-making appears as a
provisionally unifying project.

The history of Shateela since the war of 1982 has been one
of continuous crisis and insecurity. The restoration of
Lebanese Army control in October 1982 was accompanied by
arrests and kidnapping of Palestinians inside and outside the
Beirut camps. In May 1985, the Shi’ite militia Amal launched

the first of its attacks, which continued until April 1987,
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causing heavy casualties, destruction of housing, and
dispersion of the population. A year later, in May-June 1988,
fighting between Fateh factions caused further destruction, and
forced the expulsion of families identified as ‘Arafatist’.
From April 1987, Amal militia were replaced around Shateela by
Syrian mukhabarat (Army Intelligence), who installed strict
control over movement into and out of the camp.

Of the some 1,500 families living in Shateela in 1983,
only a few hundred are currently resident there; others remain
in temporary muhajjareen (war-displaced) locations, under
eventual threat of eviction; Palestinians who used to live in
the camp’s periphery are not expected to be allowed to return.
Accompanied by a sharp decline in income, these events have
underlined Palestinians’ chronic insecurity in Lebanon, and
reinforced pressures towards emigration.

Specifying the position of the researcher in relation to
the research community is as necessary a step in the
theorization of an ethnographic project as in its presentation
as text (Okely and Callaway, 1989). My involvement with
Palestinians was personal long before it became professional,
through marriage and mothering. Even after I adopted
anthropology as a means of understanding ’difference’, I
remained attached through domestic responsibilities and
political concern to a particular collectivity and geo-
political region. Selection of Shateela camp as a research
milieu in 1982 was influenced by its closeness to Beirut, so
that I could combine research with home- and family-care. Doing
research, I was neither ’'at home’ nor 'abroad’, neither
‘insider’ nor ‘outsider’ but always ’in between’. The blurring

of boundary between personal and professional within my
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identity has been furthered by lack of an institutional
setting: my ultimate reference has remained a specific
collectivity rather than an academic career. Such an adoptive
identification is no guarantee of understanding, but rather
forms an element of positionality, along with nationality,

class, gender, age and political orientation, of which the

researcher must be aware from the outset.

The fieldwork which forms the basis of this dissertation
has developed through three main phases, marked by specific
conditions of the research community on the one hand, and my
attempts to articulate these theoretically and practically to

the subject of women and gender on the other.

i) From the massacres (September 1982) to the ’‘Battle of the
Camps’ (May 1985): in this first fieldwork phase, anchorage in
a Shateela household visited before 1982 allowed me a gradual
familiarization with the camp’s inhabitants during a period of
Lebanese Army arrests and harassment. Insecurity and fear
dictated unobtrusive methods, hence avoidance of questions and
in-field notes. As a response to community crisis, I took on
roles in addition to that of researcher: as volunteer social
worker, reporter on human rights violations, and occasional
journalist. In a time of male and Resistance movement absence,
action-oriented research towards income-generating projects for
women seemed to warrant priority over theory.

Eventually, the strain of accommodating personal and
political aims with professional anthropological ones became
so acute that I decided to assert my professional purposes and
identity through visible fieldwork, using interviews, recorder

and camera. Professionalism was both an emancipating and
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alienating move, giving me mobility between hostile factions
and individuals, but also underlining my ’‘outsider’ status both
as researcher and as someone without ‘belonging’, an anomaly
in any Palestinian milieu. In retrospect, it appears to have
been a response to personal anxiety rather than progress
towards theorization. My research idea in this first phase did

not progress beyond the notion of ’‘change in women’s roles’.

ii) From the first siege of Shateela (May 1985) until mid-1990:
From the end of the first siege, I began recording people’s
siege experiences, discovering as chronicler a role that
appeared to reconcile personal, professional and community
concerns, based in the tradition of advocacy within
anthropology, and responding to Shateela people’s sense that
their ordeal should be recorded for history. This move
eventually extended into an oral history of Shateela camp, a
deviation that broadened my contacts with the community, and
brought a new awareness of structures of internal
differentiation. Concurrently with this work, I re-formulated
my theoretical approach to women from notions of ’‘roles’ and
'change’ towards an exploration based in Engels (1971), of the
effect of women’'s employment and earnings on their family
relationships. However, research with an economic focus carried
out among people undergoing severe economic crisis raises
ethical problems, arousing expectations of practical outcomes
that it cannot fulfill. There was also the difficulty of
separating out economic from other effects of national crisis
in evaluating changes in women’s family relationships.
Fieldwork during this second period was radically altered,

first by the loss of my first Shateela friend and guide, Imm
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Mustafa Mi’ari, forced by the destruction of her home to move
to Sidon; and, second, by the installation of Syrian
Intelligence control over Shateela camp, impeding entry and
making research inside the camp impossible. Contact was now

reduced to visiting Shateela people in muhajjareen locales.

Though some researchers have found visiting a useful method of
approach in Arab society, my awareness of its conventions
(prize and penalty of prolonged exposure), inhibited me from

fully using it for research purposes.

iii) Final research phase: In September 1990, I recorded the
first ’'life story’ in the form of a prolonged interview with
Zohra, a woman from Shateela living in Tunis. Thereafter I
revised my research aim as constructing an ‘open’ register of
Palestinian camp women’s experiences of exile, based in Third
World feminist theorizing directed to the relationship between
women’s material conditions and their representations of their
'reality’ (Mohanty, 1984). In November 1990, I began a series
of life story recordings with Shateela women, continuing
throughout 1991 and 1992. Recording life stories would, I
hoped, offer a relatively direct approach to women’s
subjectivities, produce a non-manipulated view of gendered
experience, and create archives that would be available to
other researchers and for other purposes.

The project is vulnerable to two main criticisms: i) as
an example of ‘naive phenomenology’, in assuming that women can
recount the ideological and material conditions that subject
them; and ii) in the absence of women subjects from its
initiation, thus failing to embody the element of social

transformation that radical and feminist methodology calls for
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(Popular Memory Group, 1985). To remedy the first defect I have
attempted to construct a detailed objective framework for the
life stories, using historical sources and fieldwork
observations. As for the second, political conditions during
the period of recording prevented ‘collectivization’ of the
project. Women who participated expressed varying motives, such
as ’‘Telling the world our story’ (a longstanding Palestinian
narrative convention), and ’‘Letting our children know’. Such
post facto corroborations do not constitute a transformative
dynamic, yet, closed for the purposes of this study, the
project of recording personal experience remains an open one,

available for collective appropriation.

Methods

Have taken the decision to record the life stories of camp
women, I decided to restridt the sample to a single camp,
Shateela, on the grounds of established familiarity. The next
step was to construct the sample. As to its size, two
considerations were at work: on the one hand I wanted to
explore the diversity of women’s situations and responses; on
the other, the time needed to record and translate the life
stories imposed an upper limit of 20. Twenty cases allowed
variation along the most critical axes of age, marital status,
social origins in Palestine, current socio-economic status,
educational levels, employment experience, and relation to the
national movement. Though I recorded 21 cases (apart from
fragments recorded in earlier research phases) three were
discarded on grounds of incompleteness; names, demographic, and

social background details of the 18 1life story tellers are
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given in Appendix A.

Though obtaining recordings with a complex sample of women
was the main aim of this last phase of fieldwork, it was an
intrinsic part of my method that the total process, from
discussing categories of women, preliminary visits to possible
life story tellers, recording sessions, to ’'follow-up’ visits,
should be part of research. Constructing the sample through
discussion with Shateela people revealed indigenous ways of
categorizing women; attempts to include deviant or
nonconformist cases, even though they failed, demonstrated the
force of exclusionary boundaries; visiting women to enlist
their participation revealed causes of hesitation or refusal,
as well as the conditions in which they live. Continuing visits
to life story tellers, as well allowing further questioning,
also helped to establish ‘research friendships’, and to ’'embed’
the project in the community. In other words, I did not draw
a line between 'data’ and the relationships through which the
'data’ was obtained.

All but five of the recordings involved two or more
sessions.! During the first session I aimed to minimize my
intervention, so as to allow the subject all possible scope to
give an ‘autonomous’ narrative. As a prompt I used a simple

request for ‘the story of your life’ (’ussat hayatik), or ’‘your

recollections’ (zikkariyatik). Older women in particular were
uncomfortable without more guidance. They would ask, "What do

you want?", "What kind of things are you interested in?", or

! single sessions were the result of Shateela’s siege, and
the dispersion of its population. Two were with women who had
moved to Sidon; another had moved to Bourj Barajneh; a fourth
was living inside the camp; a fifth was in an old people’s
home. Two women from Shateela were recorded outside Lebanon,
one in Tunis, one in London; but these were multi-sessional.
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"Where shall I begin?" Sometimes I asked, "What is your
earliest memory?" but mostly I tried to avoid suggesting a
starting point. Refraining from intervention proved hard, since
it contradicts the etiquette of visiting, as well women’s
expectations of audience participation in their stories. Only
nine of the respondents gave self-sustained narratives, without
hesitation, from start to finish. The other life stories are
nulti-vocal, with family and visitors joining in as well as
myself. Though this means that the thread of sequence was not
in most cases determined by the subject herself, encouraging
multivocality helped to ’‘naturalize’ the recording process.
At a second session I asked ‘follow-up’ questions for
biographic data, clarification of obscure points, and material
on questions of particular interest to me, such as subjects’
relations with their mothers, and upbringing of their
daughters. I did not work with a written list of questions, but
pursued ‘lines’ based in what subjects had said before. In
spite of my interest in gender ideology and practice, my
scepticism about the effects of direct personal questions
deterred me from using them to elicit data on this topic,
except in the few cases when respondents themselves gave an
opening. In addition to these follow-up sessions to elaborate
or modify the life stories, I tried to sustain continuing
relationships with as many as possible of the life story
tellers, partly so as to transform the research relationship
into another, more indigenous form that would enrich
understanding; and partly to test the notion that temporal and
situational context influences self-presentations, so that, far

from subjects giving a fixed, once-for-all version of their
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lives and ’‘selves’, each subsequent elicitation would produce
a different version. However I was only able to carry out this
intention in one case, and then only partially.

Translating the recorded 1life narratives, involving
collaboration with Palestinian colleagues, was a valuable part
of the research process. All three colleagues were women aged
less than thirty, from social backgrounds close to the camps.
Two were married, and one lived at home with her parents. All
had been involved to some degree with the Palestinian
Resistance movement, that had dominated much of Lebanon between
1970 and 1982. Working together on the tapes elicited from them
corroborative and contradictory comments, as well as fragments
of their own life stories, that added valuable perspectives to
my own on the camp women’s narratives, and helped in
interpretation.

Context needs to be taken into account in research using
life stories, as affecting people’s readiness to record, the
mix of public and personal intentions that prompt the
narratives, the sequence and contents of recollection, and the
overall emotional tone (Popular Memory Group, 1985). Most of
the narratives used for this study were recorded during 1991
and 1992. 1International, regional, Lebanese and 1local
developments combined to create an exceptionally bleak

conjuncture.? The life stories are thus coloured by feelings

2 Developments causing sharp socioeconomic as well as

political deterioration for Palestinians in Lebanon between
1989 and 1993 in Lebanon were: the end of the ‘Eastern bloc’
(source of low-cost university training for Palestinian
students as well as political support for the PLO); the Gulf
war with its multiple consequences (deeper inter-Arab conflict,
expulsion of Palestinians from Kuwait, ending of Gulf state aid
to the PLO); the beginning of US-sponsored Israell-Arab
negotiations; de-militarization of PLO forces in Lebanon in
line with the Ta'’'ef Accords; Syrian control of Beirut and much
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of frustration, disillusion and despair. Yet they are also
infused with pride and a sense of obligation to ’'bear witness’,
a form of struggle produced by a long history of national
oppression. The atmosphere of fear caused by Syrian control of
the Beirut area must also be taken into account as possible
cause of political self-censorship.

It remains to outline the structure of the dissertation,
and in particular the weight given in it to history (including
the history of Middle East studies), as against contemporary
social description and analysis. The persistence of Western
constructions of Middle Eastern, Muslim, and Arab women as
‘different’, and as symbolizing a ’‘backward’ area, makes the
critique of Orientalism contained in Chapter One a theoretical
and political pre-requisite for a study focussed on women and
gender. Given the radical nature of rupture in Palestinian
history, and given the necessity of historical and cultural
background for studies of women in migrant groups (Morokvasic,
1983), Chapter Two is focussed on the lives of rural women in
Palestine before 1948. ©Political, 1legal and economic
constraints of exile in Lebanon are dealt with in Chapter
Three, as objective framework generating change, and resistance
to change at all levels of the refugee socio-cultural system.
Given the importance of kinship, household family, and local
community as space of conservation of identity and autonomy,
and of the realization of gender ideology, Chapter Four is
devoted to the effects of exile on these levels. In Chapter
Five, I analyze the way the life story tellers represent their

‘selves’ in relation to national crisis and struggle; and in

of Lebanon; and decline in PLO interventions, political and
economic, on behalf of Palestinans in Lebanon.
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Chapter Six, after 1linking national crisis to gender and
sexuality, I analyze the various ways camp women express and
suppress sexuality and gender consciousness. In the final
chapter, I set Palestinian women’s life stories in contrast to
Orientalist constructions of Middle Eastern women; point to
historical continuities and discontinuities in women’s
representations of their '’selves’ and of their material
reality; and discuss the values and limitations of 1life

histories as method of approach to women’s ’'subjectivities’.



CHAPTER ONE

NEW APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF WOMEN AND GENDER

Any study concerned with women in a Middle Eastern, Muslim, or
Arab milieu must begin by placing itself in relation to the
body of literature that precedes it. 1In recent years
Orientalism has been subjected to profound theoretical
critiques.' Yet Orientalist constructions of Middle Eastern,
Muslim, or Arab women have shown a remarkable immunity to
criticism. They have continued to appear in both scholarly and
non-scholarly writing, and are an established configuration
that works politically and academically as an ‘othering’,
boundary-maintaining device.?

The purpose of this chapter is, first, to criticize this
literature, and to de-legitimize ’‘women’ as a subject/object
of study; and then to propose theoretical perspectives and
interpretative schema from recent work in oral and feminist
history more appropriate for a study focussed on Palestinian

camp women'’s experience.

! Notably E. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Press,
1978). Said’s study has had an influence beyond the field of
literary criticism, in anthropology, women’s and colonialist
studies, and cultural history. Some of its limitations have
been taken up by contributors to M. Sprinkler ed., Edward Said:
A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), and
will be discussed in the concluding chapter.

2 The role of 'bad sexuality’ in European ‘othering’ of
the Middle East is mentioned but not elaborated by Said (1978,
pp 6, 68, 180, 182, 186-8, 190, 313-4). See also N. Daniels,
Islam and the West: The Making of an Image (Edinburgh:
University Press, 1960). R. Kabbani, while exoticising the
subject, makes a useful point about Europe’s ’'feminization’ of
the Middle East as Jjustifying economic and political

penetration: Europe’s Myths of Orient (London: Pandora Press,
1986).
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A. A Critique of Orientalist Constructions of Middle Eastern,

Muslim, and Arab Women

The fundamental invalidating characteristic of Orientalist
approaches to Middle Eastern, Muslim, or Arab women - one
shared with Western social science approaches to women of the
Third World generally - is lack of theory. ’‘Women’ are not
theoretically constructed as a subject for research but taken
as self-evidently there, or, as Mohanty (1984) puts it, as
"somehow socially constituted as a homogenous group identified
prior to the process of analysis", one with "identical
interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial
location or contradictions" (p 336-7). The first thrust of the
new feminist scholarship of the 1960s was to theorize the
origins of women’s apparently universal subordination, and to
explore its economic, social, political and cultural contexts.
By the 1970s, the problematic aspects of ’'women’ as universal
category began to be raised by Black feminists as part of their
revolt against the hegemony of white women over the feminist
movement.® With these protests there developed the first
theoretical formulations of the interaction between racial,

ethnic, class and gender subordination.* Such critiques of the

3 see for example H. Carby, "White woman listen! Black
feminism and the boundaries of sisterhood", in University of
Birmingham ed., The Empire Strikes Back (London: the Centre for
Contemporary Studies, 1982). Also C. Moraga and G. Anzuelda,
This Bridge Called my Back: Writings by Radical Women of Colour
(New York: Kitchen Table Press, 1983).

¢ From a Marxist perspective, by F. Edholm, O. Harris, K.
Young, "Conceptualising Women", Critique of Anthropology vol 3
no 9/10, elaborated in O. Harris and K. Young, "Engendered
Structures: Some Problems in the Analysis of Reproduction”, J.
Kahn and J. Llobera eds., Anthropological Analysis of Pre-
Capitalist Societies (London: Macmillan, 1981). An important
text from this period is F. Anthias and N. Yuval-Davis,
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use of ‘women’ or ‘women’s status’ as the subject or object of
research produced a shift towards the analytically more useful
concept ‘gender’. The arguments for ’‘gender’ as a tool of
social analysis proposed by feminist historians E. Fox-Genovese
(1982), and J.W. Scott (1988), will be presented in a later
section of this chapter as theoretical grounds for an approach
to Middle Eastern, Muslim, Arab women totally divorced from
research carried out within the limits of Orientalism.

Since Orientalism assumes ‘women’ to be a homogeneous
social category that can be taken as subject/object of study,
their ’'objectification’ follows with a logic that conceals a
false scientific analogy and a hierarchical relationship.
Within the tradition of empiricist social science, the
'objectification’ of women allows them to be studied through
observation. Masked as science, the politico-cultural power
implicit in the act of observation hides from its practitioners
its flaws as a method of reaching ethnographic understanding.
Though self-critical anthropology has to a large extent worked
through such problems, or at least become aware of then,
observation as method survives in studies of Third World women.

From ’‘objectification’ springs a set of linked practices
which distort the reality observed: ‘literalism’, ’'labelling’,
'symbolization’, and deprivation of subjectivity or ‘voice’.
This chapter shall focus later on Orientalist studies of Middle
Eastern, Muslim, or Arab women as a special case of these
practices, but only after discussing them in a general way

first.

As used here, ’'literalism’ means a cluster of unself-

"Contextualising Feminism -~ Gender, Ethnic and Class
Divisions", Feminist Review no 15, 1983.
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critical research practices, from focussing on external,
visible signs, to taking at face value verbal statements and
responses to questions, always warranted by the observer’s
assumption of privileged understanding. Through ‘literalism’
the complex interactions of international, local and subjective
factors are jumped over. A notable example of literalism is the
practice of ‘veil-counting’, whereby observers assume that the
incidence of ‘veiling’ can be taken as an unproblematic
indicator of ’‘conservatism’ (or ’‘Islamic fundamentalism’?®),
without any consideration of subjective meanings or local
contexts. Another common form of literalism is the assumption
that women in the home are thereby excluded from politics,
economic production, and socio-cultural reproduction.

A more complex corollary of objectification is
'labelling’, an essentializing practice through which women are
identified with religions, regions, racial or national
categories. Such identifications lead to ’‘symbolization’, the
practice whereby stereotypes of women are made to represent
non-Western entities (for example, Islam, Africa, India), for
Western audiences and readerships.® Both practices, ’‘labelling’
and ’‘symbolization’, are taken-for-granted steps in Western
approaches to non-Western women, continually taking new forms,

for example ‘Third World women’ or ‘women of developing

5 rIglamic fundamentalism’ is a Western term with

connotations of bigotry and fanaticism. The term used of
themselves by those who profess a renewed Islam is Islamiyyeen,
Islamists.

¢ In discussing essentializing practices, it is wise to
acknowledge at the outset the simplifications involved in
adopting terms such as 'Western’, 'the Third World’,
'colonialist’ and so on. Clearly these terms mask 1nterna1
differences, yet in as far as they refer to world systemlc
differences in wealth and power, their provisional use is
justified.
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countries’. The ideological nature of such labels is
demonstrated if we replace them with labels such as ‘Christian’
or 'European’, the meaninglessness of which is immediately
evident. Lazreg rightly points to the non-neutrality of labels
such as ’Arab’ and ‘Muslim’ in the context of world politics.’
Adoption of religious, racial, regional, and even national
labels to identify women falsely assumes internal homogeneity,
and masks crucial differences of class, sect, ethnicity and
citizen/non-citizen status. As Lazreg notes, the labelling of
women not only assumes a correspondence that ought to be seen
as problematic (women are seldom full members of the entities
with which they are identified), but they promote the
‘essentializing of difference’ which is both the starting point
and conclusion of most Western studies of non-Western women.®

Through the operation of '‘symbolization’, women are
transformed for Western readerships and audiences into signs
or ideograms of the collectivity to which they
(problematically) belong, signifying its backwardness,
inhumanity, or merely ’'difference’, depending on the historical
and international context. This process of symbolization is
never a simple phenomenon but takes varied forms depending on
the conjuncture, the audience addressed, and the medium of
representation. Chatterjee’s remarks on the way the British

used the figure of 'Indian-woman-as-victim’ to denote a

’ M. Lazreg, "Feminism and Difference: the Perils of
Writing as a Woman on Women in Algeria", Feminist Studies vol
14 no 1, Spring 1988. D. Kondo makes a similar political point
about the essentializing of ‘the Japanese’ in the United
States: Crafting Selves: Power, Gender and Discourses of

Identity in a Japanese Workplace (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1990), p 301.

® Lazreg, "Feminism and Difference", p 87.
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barbaric religious tradition, in contrast to which British rule
appeared enlightened and liberating, are a case in point.’

In another, more specifically academic form of
'objectification’, non-Western women are transformed into ’'mere
bearers of unexplained categories’ (Lazregqg, 1988, p 94). Lazreg
traces a direct line in approach and methods between colonial
studies of Algerian women and contemporary studies by Western
feminist scholars, and, calling for a ’‘radical ontological
rupture’, asks why academic feminism has failed to challenge
the epistemological and theoretical assumptions of studies of
non-Western women in the same way that it has challenged the
‘male canon’ in the social sciences, literature and knowledge
production generally: "How...can an Algerian woman write about
women in Algeria when her space has already been defined, her
history dissolved, her subjects objectified, her language
chosen for her?" (1988, p 86).

In a powerful theoretical and methodological critique,
Mohanty also subjects feminist constructions of Third World
women to rigorous questioning, beginning with their basic
assumption that women form a single, universal category sharing
a similar oppression.!’ Western feminists have elided the

critical distinction between "’'women’ as a discursively

° "In identifying (Hindu) tradition as ’‘degenerate and
barbaric’ colonialist critics invariably repeated a long list
of atrocities perpetrated on Indian women...By assuming a
position of sympathy with the unfree and oppressed womanhood of
India, the colonial mind was able to transform this figure of
the Indian women into a sign of the inherently oppressive and
unfree nature of the entire cultural tradition of the country":
P. Chatterjee, "Colonialism, nationalism and colonized women:

the contest in India", American Ethnologist vol 16 no 4,
November 1989, p 622.

1 C. Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship

and Colonialist Discourse", Boundary2 vol 12 no 3/13, no 1,
Spring/Fall 1984.
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constructed group, and ‘women’ as material subjects of their
own history" (p 338), an elision that enables the application
of supposedly universal analytical concepts and social
categories to Third world women. Since feminist theory has
already constructed women as ‘powerless’, the thrust of
feminist studies of Third World women has been to find variants
of powerlessness, rather than the more important task of
"uncovering the material and ideological specificities that
constitute a particular group of women as ‘powerless’ in a
particular context" (p 338). Definitions of Third World women
primarily in terms of their ‘object status’, as affected by
institutions such as religion or kinship, means that local
specificities and women’s struggles are ignored. In addition,
their prioritization of gender as source of women’s oppression
means that Western feminist scholars have failed to take
account of race, class and ethnicity, and the way these
interact with gender to create specific types of oppression.
But the main thrust of Mohanty’s critique is towards the
representation of Third World women as a homogenous category
of analysis in implicit contrast to Western women.

Mohanty’s methodological critique focusses on the
circularity of Western feminist studies,!' moving from the
relatively simple form of ‘veil-counting’, whereby specific
contexts and subjective meanings are ignored, to the more
complex question of the use of supposedly universal, quasi-
analytical concepts: patriarchy, the sexual division of labour,

the public/domestic and productive/reproductive dichotomies,

' As illustrative grounds for her critique, Mohanty takes
six recent studies of Third World women ranging in approach
from liberal to Marxist feminist.
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‘the’ family. But unless research discriminates between the
abstract level at which such concepts have universal truth, and
the local context in which specific meanings and contents are
generated, findings merely confirm the point of departure. As
a result, the specific factors - historic, economic, social,
cultural - that produce specific kinds of subordination are
missed. Yet what appear to be similar phenomena, for example
female-headed households, may have entirely different
historical, economic explanations. Similarly, because women are
generally found doing domestic labour, it is assumed that the
contents of such labour is everywhere the same, as well as
ideologies that assign it to women. Finally, Mohanty criticizes
the methodology of empirical substantiation (or falsification)
of systems of representation, a move that confuses ’‘discourse’
with ’'material realities’. If Third World women are defined
only as 'material subjects’ (exemplars of categories), the
vital question of the relation between their materiality and
their representations cannot be explored. This theoretical
position is taken here as the primary point of departure for
the present study of Palestinian women.

To have explanatory rather than mere descriptive value,
concepts need to be generated from local, contextual analyses.
As an example of such a concept, Mohanty cites the ’‘ideology
of the housewife’, formulated by Mies (1982) in her study of
Indian women lace-makers, in which she demonstrates how
international and local economic forces combine with local
socio-cultural norms to produce an ideological form making

women available for piece-work in their homes.!? Further, by

12 M. Mies, The Lace-Makers of Narsapur (London: Zed Books,
1982).
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additional focus on the level of women’s subjectivity, Mies
shows that "Narsapur women are not mere victims of the
production process, because they resist, challenge and subvert
the process at various junctures" (Mohanty, 1982, p 345). Ong’s
(1988) remarks about gender and sexuality as an arena of
contestation, in an ’‘explosion of sexual discourses’ adds to
the move proposed by Third World women scholars to explore
women’'s active participation in socio-cultural processes.
Arising from her study of Malaysian factory women, Ong notes
that gender ideology in Third World milieus, far from being
monolithic and a-historical, is diverse, contested, and in
differentially appropriated by women. Women are not merely the
‘objects’ of gender ideology, but themselves choose different
elements of diverse gender ideologies as part of personal and
cultural identities. Gender is revealed as "a symbolic system
inseparable from family, the economy, and politics, embedded
in discourses and images marking social boundaries and self-
reflective identities".!’

Ong also criticizes Marxist feminist studies of Third
World women on the grounds that, because of their concern with
economic analysis, they lose sight of them as encultured
people. Consideration of women’s lives "is subordinated to
descriptions of the intersections between patriarchy and
capitalism" (p 84-5). She makes another important point when
she notes that feminist approaches to Third World women have
a "scientific tendency to treat gender and sexuality as

categories that are measurable, and to ignore indigenous

¥ A. Ong, "Colonialism and Modernity: Feminist Re-

Presentations of Women in non-Western Societies", Inscriptions
nos 3/4, 1988, p 88,
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meanings which may conceive of them as ideas inseparable from
moral values" (p 85).

A particularly pungent point of Mohanty'’s critique is that
feminist scholars writing about Third World women are
insufficiently aware of the effects of their writing,
"undertaken in the context of a world system dominated by the
West". The image of Third World women produced by feminist
studies is a central element in producing ’‘third world
difference’:

In the context of a first/third world balance of power,

feminist analyses that perpetrate and sustain the hegemony

of the idea of the superiority of the West produce a

corresponding set of images of the ’‘third world woman’,

images like the veiled woman, the powerful mother, the
chaste virgin, the obedient wife etc. These images exist

in universal, ahistorical splendor, setting in motion a

colonialist discourse which exercises a very specific

power in defining, coding and maintaining existing
first/third world connections.'!

Middle Eastern, Muslim, and Arab women: a special case

Studies that explore the historic depth of sexual themes in
European anti-Islamism have already been cited. These studies
suggest that stereotypes of Muslim men as sexually rapacious
and morally decadent helped to promote the idea of European
purposes in the Middle East as civilizing and reformist; and
how images of the ’'Eastern woman’ as odalisque were linked to
the ‘feminization of the Orient’, inviting colonialist
penetration and control. Muslim women'’s supposed exclusion from
education, culture and society formed an entry point for
Christian mission schools for girls from early in the

nineteenth century, before the advent of European rule.

4 Mohanty, 1984, p 353.
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Colonial administrations both proclaimed support for women’s
emancipation, and evoked ’'local conservatism’ as a pretext for
preventing or even reversing women'’s access to higher education
or public employment.!” Today, with the shift in power from
verbal to visual representations, the veiled or chador-clad
Middle Eastern, Muslim, or Arab woman appears in countless
contexts and media to signify an alien, backward region.
These transformations of the contents and meaning of
images of women form a political and historical background to
the social science studies that feed into them. For just as
there is no clear break between the writings of early
travellers and missionaries such as Jessup or Zwemer!'® and
'women’s studies’ carried out under French and British
administrations, so (as Lazreg notes) there has been no
critical rupture between colonial-era studies and those being
carried out today. This is not to say that there have not been
shifts in focus, and a continual extension of research in terms
of region and class, only that there has not been a systematic

critique of origins and dominant paradigms. Among these the

13 J. Tucker cites the ironic case of Lord Cromer’s use of
the idea of ’Islamic conservatism to justify excluding women
from the foothold they had occupied in higher education before
British rule: Women in nineteenth century Eqypt (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985) p 95. E. Fleischmann cites
the British Government in Palestine’s references to ’‘Oriental
attitudes’ when refusing a woman’s application to practise law:
"The Politics of Gender in Mandatory Palestine", unpublished
paper, Georgetown University, 1991.

1 See H. Jessup, The Women of the Arabs (New York: Dodd
and Mead,1873). Jessup also published his journals, A Brief
Chronicle of the Syria Missions, 1819-1870 (Beirut: American
Mission Press, 1901), and Fifty-Three Years in Syria (New York:
Revell, 1910). Another missionary who wrote critically of Arab
family life was S.M. Zwemer, The Moslem World (New York:
Revell, 1912). For travellers’ descriptions, see J. Mabro,

Veiled Half-Truths: Western Travellers'’ Perceptions of Middle
Eastern Women (London: Tauris, 1991).
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primordial one is, of course, the idea of collectivities of
women who can be identified for research purposes as ’Middle
Eastern’, 'Muslim’, or ‘Arab’. Even national labels such as
Algerian, Turkish, or Palestinian are misleading if not
qualified by exploration of gender differences in the
constitution of ’‘citizens’, as well as differences between
women as members of dominant and subordinate collectivities
within the same state or national formation.'’

Within this complex of identifications, the category
‘Muslim women’ has assumed a particularly tenacious form in the
context of the longstanding conflict between Christian Europe
and the Muslim Middle East. Critiques such as Lazreg'’s have
demonstrated the distortions that arise from subsuming women
who live in majority Muslim societies under the label 'Muslim’.
Among the most serious of these is that Quranic prescriptions
and shari’a family law have been presented, first, as
monolithic, and second as totally determining women’s lives.
This perception ignores alternative interpretations of
ambiguous and contradictory religious texts; variation between
the four major schools of Islamic law; differences between
heterodox movements within Islam (Shi’a, Druze, Sufism, and so
on); and variations produced by ethnic and regional cultures

underlying a formal profession of Islam.'®* These points apart,

!” Wwomen scholars from the Middle East have also adopted
national labels as unproblematic identifiers of women, without
noting the way these subsume linquistic/ethnic minorities, and
exclude non-national groups such as refugees and immigrants.
See for example: UNESCO, Social Science Research and Women in
the Arab World (Paris: UNESCO, 1984), which neither includes

studies of women of marginal collectivities, nor notes the
necessity for such studies.

' A rare symposium that underlines dissimilarities between
women in majority Muslim societies is B. Utas ed., Women in
Islamic Societies (London: Curzon Press, 1983). M. Modares also
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Orientalist constructions of ‘Muslim women’ have until recently
ignored women as religious subjects. Equally they have
neglected women’s invocations of Islamic law and access to
Islamic institutions. Women’s rebellions against Islam have
been passed over, as have daily life evasions. But perhaps the
most serious distortion created by the use of ’'Muslim women’
is that it elides other factors central to women’s lives: the
state, class, the economy, kinship. As Kandiyoti has noted,
Islamic states incorporate different versions of Islam into
their laws and policies, with variable effects for gender
ideology.!” Attention to these factors make visible
historical, ideological and material variations in women'’s
lives that are submerged by the Islamic paradigm.

A perception of Islam as a ‘self-contained and flawed
belief system impervious to change’ (Lazreg, 1988, p 84) is
fundamental to the cultural edifice of Orientalism. Equally,
the construction ‘Muslim women’ 1is a core element in
Orientalist presentations of Islam. The notion of a
collectivity of women sharing a common and unique oppression
helps sustain the artifice of a single geo-cultural zone that
forms the subject/object of Orientalism, as of the sub-field
of ’'women’s studies’ within it. The two constructions are
interlaced and mutually reinforcing. Together  they
differentiate between the West and the ’‘Muslim world’ in terms
of linked, value-laden contrasts built around womens:

active/passive, productive/non-productive, emancipated/

stresses inter-Muslim differences in her "Women and Shi’ism in
Iran" m/f, 1981.

' D. Kandiyoti ed., Women, Islam and the State (London:
Macmillan, 1991). Kandiyoti’s Introduction is an incisive
critique of the ’‘Islamic paradigm’.
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oppressed, progressive/backward. The idea of Islam as an
uniquely oppressive religion is one with the notion of a
collectivity of ‘Muslim woman’.?° Lazreg puts this point well:

Although religion is seen in Western societies as one
institution among many, it is perceived as the bedrock of
the societies in which Islam is practised...The overall
effect of this paradigm is to deprive women of self-
presence, of being. Because women are subsumed under
religion presented in fundamental terms, they are
inevitably seen as evolving in non-historical time. They
have virtually no history.*

The Islamic paradigm is closely linked to another that has
been influential in studies of ‘the family’ and '‘women’ in the
Middle East, the dichotomizing of time into ’traditional’ and
'modern’, a usage with strong value connotations (positive for
'modern’, negative for ‘tradition’) that have passed into
modern Arabic usage.?? Apart from the questions that can be
put to this paradigm as expressing a unilinear theory of
history, its use in research imposes an ideological frame on
perception, distorting what is observed and how it is
represented. As labels applied to societies, milieus, families

or individual behaviour, ’‘traditional’ and '‘modern’ merely mask

a more complex reality of continual contestation and change.

20 pAg illustration of this correspondence, see the
symposium edited by L. Beck and N. Keddie, Women in the Muslim
World (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1979). In spite
of the number of studies of Muslim women published since 1979,
the idea of the ’'quintessential Muslim woman’ still survives:
see C. el-Solh and J. Mabro, "Introduction: Islam and Muslim
Women", Muslim Women'’s Choices: Religious Belief and Social
Reality, (forthcoming with Berg Publishers). El1-Solh and Mabro
underline diversity within 1Islam; similarities between
conservative Christian, Judaic and Muslim gender ideology; and
Muslim women'’'s diverse, active appropriations of their faith.

2l Lazreg, 1988, p 86.

22 An instance of the way ’strong’ languages influence
'weak’ ones: see T. Asad, "The Concept of Cultural Translation
in British Social Anthropology", in J. Clifford and G. Marcus
eds. Writing Culture: Poetics and Politics of Ethnograph
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986).
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The term ‘traditional’ also abolishes history, reducing all
variation before the beginning of European penetration to an
ideologically conceived ‘stagnation’.

Two other binary pairs, ‘public/domestic’ and ’'production/
reproduction’, have been invoked by Orientalist and feminist
approaches to women in the Middle East. Elaborated by feminist
theorists of the early 1970s as an analytical tool for
explaining the wuniversal subordination of women,?® the
public/domestic dichotomy tends to circularity: what men do is
classified as ’'public’, what women do as ‘domestic’. It also
ignores the actual historical construction of public spheres
in specific societies.?®* The pitfalls of adopting the
public/domestic dichotomy as paradigm is illustrated by Maher'’s
study of women in a provincial Moroccan milieu.?* Starting out
from the position that "women’s participation in the ’public
sphere’ 1is considered immoral", Maher sets women’s multiple
activities in a contrasted ‘ascriptive, kinship sphere’. Thus
she misses, even while observing it, women’s role in socio-
cultural reproduction. Further, where kinship is the primary
determinant of class position, as well as access to property,
office and state resources, it is clearly artificial to set
women outside the ’'public sphere’.

It is doubtful if the introduction of the concept

?3 For example, M. Rosaldo, "Woman, Culture and Society:
A Theoretical Overview" in M. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere eds.,

Woman, Culture and Society (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1974).

¢ see R. Reiter,"Men and Women in the South of France:
Public and Private Domains" in R. Reiter ed., Toward an
Anthropology of Women (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975).

25

V. Maher, Women and Property in Morocco (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1974).
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'relations of reproduction’ would add to studies of women in
the Middle East the element of theory missing until now.?®
Introduced by Engels (1884)?" in contrast to ’production’, the
term ’'reproduction’ has remained residual in spite of the
efforts of Marxist feminists to elaborate it. The same
observation made of the public/domestic dichotomy applies to
production/reproduction, that is, that women are automatically
assigned to the ‘reproductive’ side of the pair. The
association between ’‘women’ and ‘procreation’ has always been
especially strong in studies of Middle Eastern, Muslim, or Arab
women, and contributes to the ’'othering’ that, as Mohanty
notes, falsely contrasts Western women’s control over their
bodies with Third World women’s lack of it.?®

The ignoring of Third World women’s subjectivities and
struggles criticized by Mohanty, Riecker and Hammami (1988),
and others, is nowhere more evident than in studies of women
in the Middle East. Further, it is precisely those texts that
most vehemently denounce women’s victimization that remain

farthest from their subjectivities. Le harem et les cousins by

G. Tillion is a classic example.?* Often praised because it
traces women’s oppression not to Islam but to the neolithic

revolution, it is nonetheless a highly Eurocentric denunciation

2¢ proposed by’A. Rassam, "Toward a Theoretical Framework
for the Study of Women in the Arab World", in UNESCO, Social
Science Research and Women_ in the Arab World (Paris: UNESCO,
1984).

?” Engels first proposed the division of all human life
into ’production’ and ‘reproduction’ in the Preface to the

first edition of The Origin of the Family, Private Property and
the State (Zurich: 1884).

? An examination of illustrative material in books about
Middle Eastern women reveals the extent to which a child in
their arms (or on their backs) is as much a part of their image
as the veil or chador. Much rarer are photographs of women in
factories, hospitals, and offices.

# G. Tillion, Le harem et les cousins (Paris: Editions du
Seuil, 1966).
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of practices found in some strata in the Middle East and North
Africa, in ©particular endogamy, seclusion, constrained
marriage, and high birth rates. Tillion’'s re-phrasing of the
‘difference’ between Europe and the Middle East, from one of
religion to one between a ‘republic of citizens’ and a
‘republic of cousins’ does not make it any less an instance of
‘othering’. But what is most striking about Tillion’s
representation of Arab women’s victimization is that not once
does she quote a woman’s voice or cite a woman’s writing.
Women's varied activities are equally ignored; they appear only
as the victims of arranged marriages and bearers of children,
never as workers, intellectuals, or participants in political
movements.*°

Orientalist constructions of Middle Eastern women have
shown a remarkable resilience in spite of vigorous critiques,
reappearing in scholarly studies, as well as popular material.
Two recent examples are sufficiently striking to suffice. The
first is a paper by an Arab socialist feminist, Mai Ghossoub,
in which she reproduces the Orientalist notion of a monolithic

and totalizing Islam:?

The fate of Arab women has been set by a historical
context in which Islam has been an all-encompassing,
dominating reality...The early conquests and later
triumphs of Islam established a continuity across
centuries that came to form a kind of natural,
permanent substratum in the Muslim unconscious. It
was only after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
and the emergence of new nation states in the
twentieth century that the seamless fabric of Muslim
identity started to unravel.*

In a closely argued commentary which sets an agenda for
future studies, Riecker and Hammami deplore Ghossoub’s re-

instatement of the idea of Islam as a ’‘monolithic, unchanging

28 See also J. Minces, La femme dans le monde arabe
(Paris: Editions Mazarine, 1980) as an example of a Western
feminist who scrupulously avoids any approach to the
subjectivities of the women whose victimization she denounces.

31 M. Ghossoub, "Feminism or the Eternal Masculine in the
Arab World", New Left Review no 161, Jan/Feb 1987.

32 Ghossoub, 1987, p 4.
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worldview outside history’ that imposes a ‘universal

conformity’.?*

Ghoussoub also reproduces the Orientalist
notion of the history of the Middle East as a void - "a
thousand years when nothing happened" - between the classic age
of Muslim expansion and the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt. It
is ironic, furthermore, that an Arab socialist feminist should
fail to present Arab women’s historical and contemporary
struggles. The writers call for scholarly attention to these
struggles, which should be grasped not only as expressed in
organized movements, but also through the forms and practices
of everyday life.

A weightier example of the survival of Orientalist
perspectives in 'women’s studies’ is the recent Women in Middle
Eastern History (1991).° The introduction by N. Keddie again
emphasizes ’'difference’: "Differences between the Middle East
and other cultures [sic] regarding gender relations were in
most ways smaller in the past than in modern times" (p 2). Just
as the unity of the ‘Muslim world’ was taken for granted in the
1978 symposium, so the unity of the Middle East is taken for
granted in that of 1991. There is the same focus on Islam as
dominant paradigm for gender relations. Keddie’s periodization
of Arab Muslim history is more sophisticated than Ghossoub’s,
but essentially she reproduces the notion of a void between the
'‘Great Age’ and '‘modern times’. Further, in proposing that the
aim of research should be "to provide a true history of how

women fared over time in the Middle East", Keddie shows a

3 M. Riecker and R. Hammami, "Feminist Orientalism and
Orientalist Marxism", New Left Review no 170, July/August 1988.

* N. Keddie and B. Baron eds., Women in Middle Eastern
History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991).



19
striking absence of reference to recent theorization of gender
by feminist historians such as Scott and Fox-Genovese (to cite
only two). It is surely a symptom of ’‘regional closure’ that
all Keddie’s references except one are to ’'area studies’; and
that while she admits some revisions to Orientalist
perspectives from empirical research, yet essentially her
presentation works to exclude new perspectives, and to maintain
sub-field boundaries.

Lazreg’'s (1988) proposal to develop a new theoretical
approach based on Husserlian phenomenology is to be welcomed,
but it is arguable that existing studies contain the elements
of the rupture with Orientalism for which she calls. From the
late 1960s, L. Sweet, B. Aswad and C. Nelson began to present
evidence of women in rural, urban and nomadic milieus in the
Middle East carrying out economic management and political
linkage roles, as well as exercising power.3® E. Peters (1978)
pointed to significant variation in women’s roles and status
in four different Middle Eastern milieus; and (1979) to the
measure of power gained by women in Libyan pastoral groups
through leaders’ needs for marriage alliances that would
provide access to vital resources.’® Schneider (1971) analyzed

women’s situation over a broad circum-Mediterranean area as

* L. Sweet,"The women of ‘Ayn ad Dayr", Anthropological
Quarterly vol 40 no 3, 1967. B. Aswad, "Key and Peripheral
Roles of Noblewomen in a Middle Eastern Plains Village",
Anthropological Quarterly, vol 40 no 3, 1967; "Visiting
Patterns Among Women of the Elite in a Small Turkish City",
Anthropological Quarterly vol 47, 1974; and "Women, Class and
Power" in Beck and Keddie (1978). C. Nelson, "Women and Power
in Nomadic Societies” in C. Nelson ed., The Desert and the Sown
(Berkeley: University of California, 1973).

* E.L. Peters,"The Status of Women in Four Middle Eastern
Communities", Beck and Keddie (1978); and "The Bedouin Sheikhs,
Aspects of Power Among Cyrenaican Pastoralists”, a paper
presented at a seminar on Leadership, Beirut, 1979.
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product of environmental and land-management factors. Pitt-

Rivers (1977) Fate of Schechem was one of the first Middle

Eastern studies that placed sexuality squarely within the realm
of politics.”

Other scholars who have made forceful theoretical
critiques of the Orientalist tradition of ’‘women’s studies’
while presenting innovative substantive research are S. Joseph,
J. Tucker, N. Yuval-Davis, and D. Kandiyoti.?*®

The value of Joseph’s (1983) study of women’'s networks in
a low-income suburb of East Beirut (Lebanon) lies in the
evidence it presents of women’s participation in the ‘public
domain’. Based in fieldwork carried out in the early 1970s in
a low-income neighbourhood of East Beirut characterized by a
high level of sectarian and national-ethnic heterogeneity,
Joseph’s observations of women’s visiting found them crossing
religious or sectarian, national, and class boundaries in a

particularly insistent manner.?’ Women’s visiting thus clearly

37 J. Pitt-Rivers, The Fate of Schechem, or the Politics
of Sex (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).

3% Key studies by these four researchers are: i) S. Joseph:
"Working Class Women’s Networks in a Sectarian State", American
Ethnologist vol 10, 1983; and "Feminization, Self, and
Politics: Research as a Mughtaribi", in S. Altorki and C. el-

Solh eds., Arab Women in the Field: Studying Your Own Society
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1988). ii) J. Tucker,

Women in Nineteenth Century Eqypt, and "Marriage and Family in
Nablus, 1720-1856: Toward a History of Arab Marriage", Journal
of Family History vol 13 no 2, 1988. iii) N. Yuval-Davis. "The
Jewish Collect1v1ty and Natlonal Reproduction in Israel”,
Khamsin "ed., Women in the Middle East (London: Zed Books,
1987), and (with F. Anthlas), Woman-Nation-State (Ba81ngstoke.
Macmillan, 1989); iv) D. Kandiyoti, "Women and the Turkish
State: Political Actors or Symbolic Pawns?", in Yuval-Davis and
Anthias, Woman-Nation-State, and ’‘Introduction’ in Kandiyoti,

Women, Islam.

* Her record of women’s visits showed that, in a sample
period, 60 percent of visits were outside religion and sect,
and more than one-third outside the national or ethnic
category. Kin were visited much less frequently.
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did not reproduce existing structures, but rather built new
social ties and new local identities, such as those of street
and neighbourhood. Though  most intense within the
neighbourhood, women’s visiting also transcended proximity and
boundaries of class, offering each other "vital links to the
polity, economy and society, for political brokerage, job-
hunting and social services". For example, a Maronite woman
close to the powerful Gemayel family helped a Sunni neighbour
get treatment for a child in a Maronite hospital, and found a
job for the son of a Palestinian Catholic neighbour. A Shi’ite
woman helped Palestinian neighbours find places in school
through her contacts with Shi’ite politicians. Thus women
connected their neighbourhood to sources of patronage located
within sectarian structures and at the highest level of the
state. Such activity, termed waasta (connection), is a
characteristic feature of Lebanese political culture. Joseph
argues that women not only engage in it, but also that
Lebanon’s class-sectarian structure necessitates such linking
and re-distributive functions for women'’s networks.

Tucker’'s (1985) study uses mainly primary indigenous
sources such as court records to construct an historical
account of Egyptian women between the late 18th and early 20th
centuries. The period chosen is one of foreign invasions,
economic transformation, change of regime, uprisings and social
upheaval. Though its primary focus is upon the economic
activity and property rights of rural and low-income urban
women, this study is remarkable for its detailed interweaving
of the elements that form the framework of women’s lives -
laws, state policies, administrative apparatus, guilds,
markets, family, gender ideologies - a framework moreover
undergoing rapid change. Far from living in a ‘timeless,
privatized world untouched by historical change’, Egyptian

women are shown to have been involved in economy and polity as
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active agents. Tucker usefully suggests that only attention to
'the politics of street and field’ reveals women’s activities,
while her careful attention to the interplay of changing state,
legal, economic, cultural/ ideological, and social factors,
advances our conception of women’s place in the history of

Egypt, and marks new, more rigorous standards in Middle Eastern

historical research.

The theoretical advance marked by Yuval-Davis’s (1987)
paper is that it raises symbolic aspects of women’s role in
social reproduction, as reproducers of collective boundaries
and identities. The problematic nature of the Israeli state,
the different collectivities it claims to represent, its
internal ethnic/class stratification, all make the control of
women as reproducers of boundaries central to state policies
and politics:

The issue of national reproduction in Israel, both in

terms of its ideological boundaries, and in terms of the

reproduction of its members, has always been at the centre
of Zionist discourse.®

The challenge posed by the Palestinian Arab citizens of
Israel falls within the larger issue of the undefined borders
and population composition of the Jewish state. The rapidly
growing Arab population - 17 percent of the combined Jewish and
Arab population in 1987, or one-third if the Palestinian
inhabitants of Occupied Territories are included - has formed
one source of pressure in favour of higher Jewish Israeli
birthrates. Within the Jewish population itself there is also
the question of the ethnic-class ’'balance’, as Jews of Oriental
origin increasingly challenge Ashkenazi (European Jewish)
domination. In addition to these pressures, there is also the
question of Israel’s relation to the Jewish diaspora, with

Jewish Israeli women pressed to bear children to compensate for

the ‘demographic holocaust’, that is, the decline in the number

% Yuval-Davis, "The Jewish Collectivity", p 60.
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of organized Jews worldwide.

Yuval-Davis’s analysis shows how the problematic nature
of reproducing ’'Israel’ has led to an ever-increasing emphasis
on Jewish 1Israeli women’s child~bearing role, both
quantitatively in the sense of producing more children, and
symbolically in the sense that, since Jewishness is transmitted
through the mother, only women who give birth in the correct
manner can assure the future of the nation. It is this need
that has put marriage and the family ever more firmly under the
control of the Rabbinical courts. Yuval-Davis'’s paper
illuminates the nation-state as an historically changing source
of ethnic, class and gender discrimination, and points to the
kinds of constraints placed on women when national identity is
in process of construction and contestation. But its most
important theoretical contribution is in pointing to symbolic
aspects of women’s role in social reproduction, a step that is
elaborated in Yuval-Davis and Anthias’ Woman-Nation-State. Here
the editors theorize the relationship of women to state-~ and
nation-formation: "central dimensions of the roles of women are
constituted around the relationships of collectivities to the
state" and "central dimensions of the relationships between
collectivities and the state are constituted around the roles
of women" (p 1l). The relevance of this formulation for
Palestinians (as for other stateless, national-ethnic
minorities) is the likelihood of two kinds of discrimination
in regard to women, that of the state against women as

reproducers of a minority;** and that of the minority in

‘' As an example, the Israeli state facilitates abortion
for women citizens-of Arab origin, while denying them family
allowances.
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reinforcing proprietary control.*

Kandiyoti (1991) raises fundamental questions about the
'Islamic paradigm’, pointing to the failure of those who assume
Islam as total determinant to account for variation between,
and within, Muslim majority societies in regard to women.
Whereas feminist theory has highlighted the role of the state
in the reproduction of gender inequality, little attention has
been paid to the state in Middle East women’s studies, even
though Muslim states have adopted variants of shari’a law
incorporating varying non-Islamic elements to legitimate
different policies towards women and families.

Focus on the state directs attention to historical
transitions in the formation of Muslim states and nations, as
well as to critical debates about ‘modernization’. The ‘woman
question’ was inserted into such debates from the late
nineteenth century as a key symbol both for both modernizers
and advocates of cultural authenticity. Kandiyoti notes the
complex linkages of this debate: to history (colonial
domination by Christian Europe, creating ‘an area of cultural
resistance around women and the family’); and to class
conflict, a linkage that the ’'international nexus’ (oil wealth,
international aid and development policies, autocratic regimes,
economic polarization) continually exacerbates:

Islam has been a consistent vehicle for popular classes

to express their alienation from ‘Westernized’ elites. It

marks the great cultural divide between the beneficiaries

and casualties of the changing socio-economic order.*’

In spite of an early nationalist/feminist discourse that

‘? Such reinforcement is not strongly marked in the Arab
diaspora, where sexual mores are similar, but has been remarked
among Palestinian migrants in the United States.

* Kandiyoti, Women, Islam, p 8.
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supported state intervention in education and reform of
personal status law, the impact of these factors on local
communities has remained slight. Kandiyoti underlines the
complex and contradictory forces at work: on the one hand,
local communities and kin solidarity have been eroded by
processes of capitalist penetration; on the other, because of
state failure to create and distribute resources, primary
groups (communities, families) have remained essential as means
of individual access to jobs and social services, and of
protection against the state. The ‘communalization of politics’
in several states with Muslim majorities has intensified
control pressures focussed upon women. What remains similar
between Muslim societies in regard to women is not ‘Islam’, but
"the compelling association between women'’s appropriate place
and conduct, however defined, of notions of cultural
authenticity" (p 7).

The importance of the texts reviewed lies in the way that
they break with Orientalist approaches, placing empirical
studies of women within historical frameworks that give full
weight to world, regional and local politics, as well as state,
nation and <class formation. What Lazreg <calls the
'objectification of difference’ of Middle Eastern women is
superseded. Equally subverted is the public/domestic paradigm,
through research showing Middle Eastern women actively involved
in the economy, politics and sociocultural reproduction; while
this activity may be invisible to most historians, it
demonstrably takes place in the ’public sphere’.

These studies also underline the importance of the state
as source of policies, laws and structures that have effects

for women; states are obilize women selectively
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depending on their ethnicity and class, national movements to
mobilize them differently over time; constructions of women’s
nature and role are part of ideologies that differentiate
competing concepts of ‘the nation’, political movements, and
old and new regimes.! As states-in-embryo, national movements
such as the Palestinian one need to be placed in the same
analytic perspective.

The problem that remains is to relate this re-drawn
structural ideological framework to the questions that Lazreg
raises about women’s subjectivities, and to Riecker and

Hammami’s call for research attention to women’s struggles.

B. The Politics of ‘Self’ Representation

A phenomenological approach such as Lazreg proposes in her 1988
critique would not in itself remove all questions that arise
in research directed towards eliciting ‘women’s lived
experience’. Among these questions are ones of focus,
specification of milieu, selection of speakers, the researcher-
researched relationship, control over interpretations,
audiences, and ultimate purpose. Class and power are as much
involved when indigenous women researchers ‘appropriate’ the
experience of poor, illiterate women for international
audiences as when Western feminist researchers do so.* 1In

other words, exploding ‘constraining categories’ is not enough;

‘ Kandiyoti’s example of the role played by constructions
of ’'woman’ in the transition between the Ottoman and modern
Turkish state is suggestive. See: "Women and the Turkish state:
Political Actors or Symbolic Pawns?", in Yuval-Davis and
Anthias, Woman-Nation-State.

¥ Lazreg herself makes this point: “"Feminism and
Difference", fn 53, p 106.
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the politics of representation must also be addressed.

It may be useful to set the problem of representing women
in the context of self-criticism and revision within
anthropology, as some currents within it strive to cut its
historical involvement with European penetration of the non-
Western world.** The inherence of political/economic power in
the representation of the non-Western world has not ended with
the phasing out of direct colonialism, but is reproduced in the
different forms and loci of the continuing First/Third world
asymmetry. Asad formulates this problem theoretically as
centered on the ideology and practice of ‘cultural

translation’.?

Assumptions of the superiority of Western
thought as rational and scientific enables anthropologists
authoritatively to interpret native meanings. Written for
Western readerships (specialist and lay) rather than for native
peoples, the interpretations of anthropologists are seldom put
to the test of indigenous critique. Asad re-phrases this
problem in the metaphor of ’‘strong’ and ‘weak’ languages. In
a continuing process of distortion, ’‘strong’ languages impose
Western understandings upon less powerful indigenous ones,
simultaneously changing non-Western peoples’ understanding of
their own culture and history.

Though dissimilar in most other respects, in relation to
the Third World Orientalism and feminism are both examples of

'strong’ languages. The critiques of Western feminists’ studies

referred to earlier in this chapter can be re-summarized here

4 See T.Asad ed., Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter
(New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1973).

Y7 Asad, "Cultural Translation", in Clifford and Marcus,
Writing Culture.
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in terms of their theoretical and political implications.
First, these critiques point to the distorting effects of
applying concepts and categories derived from Western women'’s
experience to Third World women. Second they attack hierarchy
within the feminist movement, expressed at the level of theory
in ‘ethnocentric universalism’, and methodologically in the
direction of research, that is, the application of Western
feminist theory to Third World milieus and women. Black and
Third World feminists insist on the rights of self-
representation, or, in Mohanty’s phrasing, an approach that
constructs women ‘as material subjects of their own history’
(1984, p 338).

This phrase and the politics it expresses constitute a
founding element of this thesis, that is, as directed towards
'recovering’ the histories and experiences of Palestinian camp
women. However, there is a need to reflect on the
subject/object of research: is it ’'selves’ of women, whether
as social constructs, or as created in the act of narration?
Or their subjectivities as arenas of ideological contest? Or
their ’lived experience’ as gendered record of exile and
national struggle? Or the possibility of reading out gender
struggles, or shifts in gender ideology, from their narratives?
In what ways is the perceived identity of the investigator
likely to affect the narratives of the narrating women? What
understandings does the investigator employ while engaged in
fieldwork, and when ‘reading’ women'’s narratives? And what
procedures are necessary to minimize, if not eliminate, mis-
representation?

In a useful review (1990), I. Schick formulates the

central dilemma of representation of Third World women as one
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between ’‘objectification’ and ’‘relativization’.*® For him both
have their dangers, since if through ‘relativization’ the
attempt to find common elements in human experience is
abandoned, it would lead to the division of the world into
"unlike and distinct spaces, from one of which ’‘we’ observe the
others". Further, the move to make women ’'subjects of their own
history’ does not solve the problem of representation, it
merely shifts its ground. When women speak, whom and what do
they represent? This question has been the subject of much
debate in anthropology,*® and has recently been developed in
feminist oral history practice.®® Schick also proposes that
all views, including those of the researcher, need to be
'situated’. Such advice underlines the need for prolonged
participant observation in the research milieu as a pre-
requisite for recording women’s experiences.

Theory, politics and methods are all involved here. There
is need to theorize the relationship between an individual
woman’s life story on the one hand, and on the othgr society,
history, and gender ideology. The effect of the researcher’s
identity on respondents’ construction of their life stories
needs to be taken into account, calling for particular methods

of eliciting life stories to avoid overdetermination by two

4 "Representing Middle Eastern women: Feminism and

Colonial Discourse”, Feminist Studies vol 16 no 2, Summer 1990.

4 E. Ardener first raised the question whether women have
different models of society from men: "Belief and the Problem
of Women", J. LaFontaine ed., Social Anthropologqy and Language
(London: Tavistock Press, 1972). See also R. Keesing, "Kwaio
Women Speak: The Micropolitics of Anthropology in a Solomon
Island Society", American Anthropologist 87 no 1, 1985.

% See in particular S. Gluck and D. Patai eds., Women's

Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (New York and
London: Routledge, 1991).
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kinds of dominant discourse: the researcher’'s analytic
concerns, and dominant societal prescriptions for women. The
contents of subjectivity cannot be assumed to contain only the
meanings of a particular subordinate category (for example
women in Palestinian camps), but, on the contrary, should be
expected to express dominant meanings as well. The problem then
becomes: i) how to detect subtle personal and oppositional
forms in the ways individual women express dominant societal
gender norms; 1ii) how to encourage the "narrators’ public
naming of buried or previously only whispered experiences".®

Local milieus differ widely in the issues that are debated
(and repressed) in them, and in the way that these are
articulated to broader regional or international debates.
Class, minority, and gender issues have been related to
nationalism differently in the politics of national movements,
but generally national unity has been prioritized in ways that
repress or postpone ’‘sectional claims’ (Jayawardena, 1986).
This tendency is reinforced in collectivities and movements in
which ‘women’ are made to represent cultural authenticity
(Kandiyoti, 1991). Such prioritization of nationalism is
particularly emphatic in the Palestinian national movement.
Though, as noted in Chapter Two, independent women’s
organizations were formed in Palestine soon after the beginning
of British rule, and though women have formed an important
element in the post-1948 Resistance movement, yet 'feminist’
demands have been minimally voiced. Thus the view that the
national issue precedes the ‘woman issue’ is predominant, and

tends to be expressed by Palestinian women, particularly when

51 K. Minister, "A Feminist Frame for Interviews", in Gluck
and Patai, Women'’'s Words, p 39.
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speaking to outsiders.’® Should the researcher be content to
record this dominant perspective? Or should she actively seek
alternative perspectives?®® Debates within the contemporary
Arab women’s movement suggest that the orthodoxy of
prioritizing national or class issues over issues linked to
gender and sexuality is contested.’® Given the sharpness of
this debate in Arab intellectual circles, it is bound to affect
women in most milieus to some degree, in ways the researcher
needs to discover.

Besides cultural self-analysis, one of the implications
of Schick’s call for ’‘situating’ is that subjects’ positions
within 1local social and political structures should be
understood through anthropological methods of familiarization
such as participant observation. The value of ’‘immersion’ as
enhancing interpretation has been argued by Joseph (1988), in
a paper that contrasts ’'feminine’ methods of intersubjectivity

with social science norms of ‘objectivity’, analytic rigour,

2 This may take the form of claiming that women have
already gained their ‘rights’. Peteet quotes Palestinian women
telling her, "We’re all liberated now because of the
Resistance"”, adding that field observations quickly dispelled
such claims, and showed them to be ’‘components of a discourse
reserved for visitors’: Gender in Crisis: Women and the
Palestinian Resistance Movement (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1991), p 17.

53 Some feminist researchers have suggested that women in
strongly 'patriarchal’ cultures may be too timid to voice
opp031tlon unless encouraged by the researcher. However, this
raises the problem of the researcher overdetermining responses
through the exercise of cultural power. The 1life story

partlally answers this problem through allowing space for the
expression of covert dissent.

% In a recent paper, Accad challenges the claim of Marxist
feminists to speak for all Third World women in prlor1t1z1ng
economic needs over sexuality: "Sexuality and Sexual Politics:
Conflicts and Contradictions for Contemporary Women in the
Middle East", in C. Mohanty, A. Russo and L. Torres eds., Third

World Women and the Politics of Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1991).
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and strict control of research interaction.®* Kondo (1990)
makes a similar point when she suggests that informants’
attempts to ‘remake’ her identity during fieldwork were a vital
source of cultural understanding.’® Jobs or identities within
the research community additional to that of researcher
'naturalize’ interaction and aid interpretation: as a returned
migrant, Joseph’s large kin network offered her a vital
cultural resource; Kondo formed ’'real’ relationships with women
through working in a factory. Other researchers have taken part
in national or social liberation movements. For many feminist
researchers, the creation of intersubjectivity is a more
important goal than ‘data’; for others it forms an essential
tool of interpretation.®’

But what precisely is the analytic goal of recording the
life stories of women? Selecting the life story as method of
approach to women’s hitherto neglected subjectivities involves
other problems than that of dominant discourses, notably the
association between a ‘life’ and a ’'self’, an association
implicit in language and the autobiographical genre. Recent
writing in anthropology and elsewhere has wunderlined the
problematic nature of concepts such as ’self’, ‘subjectivity’
and 'experience’. The notion of ’self’ as an unique and stable
individuality, an internal essence that only needs to be
uncovered for its uniqueness to appear, has been criticized as

both eurocentric and androcentric. Feminist scholars have been

%% Joseph, "Feminization, Self, and Politics".
*¢ Kondo, Crafting Selves, Chapter One, "The Eye/I".

> fThe contradiction between transformational and
information-gathering goals in feminist research is confronted

by several of the contributors to Gluck and Patai, Women'’s
Words.
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in the vanguard of the deconstruction of the ’'self’.*®
Ethnographers working in non-western cultures have pointed to
the eurocentrism of the self/society dichotomy on which the
concept of a bounded, self-consistent self is based. In the
theoretical prolegomena to her study (1991) of the ’‘crafting
of selves’ in Tokyo workshops, Kondo points to entirely
different Japanese concept of ’‘self’:

... @ human being is always and inevitably involved in a

multiplicity of social relationships. Boundaries between

self and others are fluid and constantly changing,
depending on the context and social positioning people
adopt in particular situations.®’

Yet we need also to note the political/cultural fact that
Black and Third World feminists in the US are constructing new
'selves’ as part of their struggle against racial, class and
gender oppression, a struggle aimed also against suppression
of their voices within the US feminist movement. That women’s
consciousness of ’‘self’ is linked to popular struggles (Black
American, Third World and working class) is suggested by
studies of women’s autobiographies.®® Torres comments

ironically in a paper on Latina women’s autobiographies that

it was just when ’‘people of colour’ began to define their

¢ Feminist deconstruction has underlined differences in
the structure of the female psyche, and the dualism imposed on
their consciousness by dominant societal images of 'woman’. See
for example S. Stanford Friedman, "Women’s Autobiographical
Selves: Theory and Practice", in S. Benstock ed., The Private
Self (London: Routledge, 1988).

% Kondo, Crafting Selves, p 31.

¢ See S. Geiger, "Women’s Life Histories: Method and
Content”, in Signs 11, Winter 1986; M.J. Mayne, "Gender and
Narrative Form in French and German Working-Class
Autobiographies"”, in Personal Narratives Group ed.,
Interpreting Women'’'s Lives (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1989); and E. Fox-Genovese, "My Statue, My Self:

Autobiographical Writings of Afro-American Women", in Benstock
The Private Self.
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subjectivity that the construction of ’self’ became
'antitheoretical and problematic’.®!

It is clear from such debates that concepts such as
'self’, 'subjectivity’ and ’‘experience’ are not only elusive
in meaning, but polysemic, existential and political. As Gutman
notes in his essay on Rousseau, the ’‘self’ is equally the site
of subjection and opposition to subjection.®® For groups in
process of identifying themselves through opposition to systems
of domination, these concepts have powerful identifying and
mobilizing meanings. We need to be sensitive to the possibility
of self-construction in women as a form of rebellion in
particular social contexts and historical conjunctures.

Like ’'self’ and ’‘subjectivity’, ’'experience’ calls for a
definition that points to its emergence and plasticity, its
nature as an arena of contestation rather than an ’‘already-
constructed script’. Haraway expresses its problematic nature:

‘Women’s experience’ does not preexist as a kind of prior

resource, ready to be appropriated into one or another

description. What may count as ’‘women’s experience’ is
structured within multiple and often inharmonious

agendas...’Experience’ like 'consciousness’ is an
intentional construction, an artefact of the first
importance.®?

L. Passerini, who used life histories for her seminal

¢l I, Torres, "The Construction of the Self in US Latina

Autobiographies” in Mohanty, Russo and Torres, Third World
Women.

2 H., Gutman, "Rousseau’s Confessions: A Technology of the
Self" in L. Martin et al. eds., Technologies of the Self: A

Seminar with Michel Foucault (Boston: University of
Massachussetts Press, 1988).

®* D. Haraway, "Reading Buchi Emechta: Contests for Women’s
Experiences in Women'’'s Studies", Inscriptions.
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study of the Italian working class and Fascism,®® historicizes
the ’'self’, underlining the importance of studying subjectivity
as an arena of ideological conflict, and as manifested in self-
representations that reflect historical stereotypes rather than
individual psyches. Feminist historian Chanfrault-Duchet also
stresses the social, historical and ideological values of
women’'s life stories, noting their power as narratives to
reveal both collective representations of women, and women’s
modes of relating, as ’‘social actors involved in history’, to

'hegemonic social models’.®

C. Gender, women’s histories, and history

Since this thesis is directed towards Palestinian women’s
historical experience rather than towards their experience in
present time (though this must be taken into account as shaping
the recollection of experience), it should begin by discussing
the concept ’'women’s history’. Feminist historian E. Fox-
Genovese comments: "(A)dding women to the received account -
especially in the form of a few more neglected worthies or a

lot more descriptive social history - does not necessarily

® L. Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural
Experience of the Turin Working Class (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987). Passerini’s work will be further
discussed in the next section, along with that of the Popular

Memory Group (1985), as model for a study of Palestinian
women’s experiences of exile.

¢ M-F. Chanfrault-Duchet, "Narrative Structures, Social
Models, and Symbolic Representation in the Life Story", in
Gluck and Patai, Women'’s Words. This writer’s method of
analysis of life stories as ‘mythic’ narratives will be
referred to again in the next section.
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change anything substantive in our way of writing history".®®
Mere ’filling in’ the gaps reinforces the idea of the
separateness of men’s and women’s histories, reproducing the
original schema of exclusion of women from mainstream history.
By passing over the role of women in state and class formation,
it leaves out their ’‘indispensable contributions to systems of
domination’ as well as to resistance. Further, by focussing on
women as such, it fails to note the way that all language and
all social theory is impregnated with gender ideology, and thus
fails to theorize gender as an essential tool of historical and
social analysis:

The domination of women by men figures at the core of the
domination of specific classes, races, ethnic groups and
peoples. It intersects with all forms of subordination and

superordination and cannot be understood apart from
them.*®’

Among feminist theorists, J. Scott offers a coherent
theory of gender in history, one that works transhistorically
and transculturally.®® Like Fox-Genovese, Scott criticizes
‘women’s studies’ because they assume gender difference, hence
do not theorize about how gender operates historically. To
theorize gender, Scott proposes an epistemological perspective
based in Foucault’s theory of knowledge and power, a starting
point that leads to a definition of gender as ’‘knowledge about
sexual difference’ that, like other forms of knowledge, is
implicated in relations of power. While the meanings given to

gender vary across time, cultures and social groups, its

¢ E. Fox-Genovese, "Placing Women'’s History in History",
New Left Review no 133, May/June, 1982.

¢ Fox-Genovese, "Women'’'s History", p 14.

¢ J.W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1988).
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implication in discourses that designate all other kinds of
'‘difference’ is universal. Gender needs to be understood as a
basic element in the organization of power, conceptualized as
"dispersed constellations of unequal relationships,
discursively constituted in social ’'fields of force'" (p 42).
The definition of gender Scott provides is both comprehensive
and versatile. It has two parts: i) "gender is a constitutive
element of social relations based on perceived differences
between the sexes"; and 1ii) "gender is a primary way of
signifying power"; the core of the definition rests on the
connection between the two parts (p 42). Defined in this way,
gender can be seen to be implicated in all aspects of social
organization and culture: in cultural symbols; in normative
concepts; in social institutions; and in subjective identity.

With regard to the series of dichotomies discussed earlier
in this chapter (public/domestic, productive/reproductive,
modern/traditional, and so on), Scott’s formulation of the
hierarchization implicit in all of them, and hence their
correspondence with the male/female pair, is essential for a
critique of their use in social research:

Fixed oppositions conceal the heterogeneity of either

category, the extent to which terms presented as
oppositional are interdependent...Furthermore, the
interdependence is usually hierarchical, with one term
dominant, prior and visible, the opposite subordinate,
secondary, and often absent or invisible. Yet precisely

through this arrangement, the second term is present and

central because required for the definition of the
first.®

Through detailed examination of 19th century working class

movements in Britain and France Scott suggests that they cannot

be understood without attention to the explicit or implicit

¢ Scott, Gender, p 7.
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gender ideologies of their programmes. Such analysis opens up
the possibility of 'reading’ gender in national movement
discourses whether or not the subject ’'women’ is explicitly
addressed. Where earlier writing about Palestinian women has
focussed upon organized frameworks of women’s political action
(unions, associations, Resistance groups),’® we should be able
to read gender ideology (or ideologies) from successive phases
of national movement strategy, regardless of the fact that
women and gender are seldom mentioned. Shifts in the historic
conditions and leadership strategies of the Palestinian
national movement are bound to have had effects at the level
of class, kinship, household, and individual subjectivity. A
reading of cross-generational women’s narratives should
illuminate these shifts as reflected in women’'s lives.

It will be necessary to place Palestinian women’s life
stories in an historical framework that includes a careful
delineation of political and socioeconomic conditions,
ruptures, and national movement strategies. But the main
concern here is not to add women’s history to national history;

rather it is to analyse women’s personal narratives as texts

° Writing about Palestinian women has grown since the
1970s, and includes several women'’'s autobiographies. A brief
selection (in chronological order): M. Mogannam, The Arab Woman
and the Palestine Problem (London: Herbert Joseph, 1937); L.
Khaled, My People Shall Live: The Autobiography of
Revolutlonarx (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1973); Y. Haddad
"Palestinian Women: Patterns of Legitimation and Domlnatlon",
K. Nakhleh and E. Zureik eds., The Sociology of the
Palestinians (London: Croom Helm, 1980); L. Jammal,
Contributions by Palestinian Women to the National Struqgle for
Liberation (Washington: Middle East Public Relations, 1985); R.
Sayigh, "Femmes palestiniennes: une histoire en quete
d’'historiens”, Revue d'etudes palestiniennes no 23, Spring
1987; F. Tuqan, A Mountainous Journex (St Paul: Greywolf Press,
1990), Peteet, Gender_ in Crisis; 0. Najjar, Portraits of
Palestinian Women (Salt Lake City: Utah University Press,
1992).
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linking gendered individuals to society and history.

The use of life stories in anthropology has remained
controversial and relatively undeveloped in comparison with
their use in sociology and oral history.” In a 1984 review,
Crapanzano comments, "[The life history] mediates, not too
successfully, the tension between the intimate field experience
and the essentially impersonal process of anthropological
analysis and ethnographic presentation".’? He quotes Barnouw,
"The main difficulty with life histories...is knowing what to
do with them"; notes the dangers of '’paternalism’ and
'infantilization’ arising out of the problematic ontology of
the life history, as "product...of an arbitrary and peculiar
demand from another" (the anthropologist); and criticizes most
users of life histories as ’sentimental’, and insufficiently
analytical. He questions whether life histories reveal ’real’
social processes, or, rather, the ’‘dynamics of narration’.

Another kind of difficulty felt by anthropologists in
using life histories is expressed by Shostok, whose book Nisa
(1981), based on recordings with a !Kung woman, is considered
a model of scrupulousness.”” In a paper that describes the
experience of researching and writing Nisa, Shostok raises
theoretical problems that concerned her during fieldwork: how

far did ‘Nisa’ deviate from statistical norms? If she could not

't For an overview of the life history in sociology, see
D. Bertaux ed., Biography and Society: The Life History
Approach in the Social Sciences (London: Sage Publications,
1981). Bertaux distinguishes between the life story, an oral

personal account, and the life history, which may include other
materials as well. ’

2 V. Crapanzano, "Life Histories" (review article),
American Anthropologist vol 86 no 4, December 1984.

7> M. Shostok, Nisa (Cambridge MA: Harvard University
Press, 1981).
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be considered ’‘typical’, how could her 1life story serve
ethnographic purposes? 'Nisa’’s vivid account of the birth of
a baby brother at a time when she herself must have been aged
not more than two or three, also roused Shostok’s doubts about
her reliability.”

An issue absent from Shostok’s (1989) reflections on the
relationship between researcher and life history givers is the
moral-political one of power asymmetry. Though the IKung
Bushmen were virtually disappearing at the time of Shostok’s
fieldwork, her call to anthropologists to "go out and record
the memories of people...before they disappear" (p 239),
appears to put a higher value on the scientific record than on
people. Yet she raises here some of the moral-political
questions that can be put to the collection, writing and
publishing of life stories of Third World women: are informants
exploited? What did ’'Nisa’ gain from the exchange? How much
editing is permissible to appeal to a western specialized or
lay readership? Shostok’s discussion of these questions is
flawed by her concepts of the authority of ’science’, and of
the relationship of researcher and life story giver as one
between two equal individuals. The debate has been carried
further by feminist anthropologists and oral historians, who
have specified the issues involved, primarily those of

authorship, interpretation, and control.’” Inevitably there is

74 M, Shostok, "’‘What the winds won’t take away’: The
Genesis of Nisa - the Life and Words of a !Kung Woman", in
Interpreting Women'’'s Lives.

5 See in particular D. Patai, "Ethical Problems of
personal Narratives, or, Who Should Eat the Last Piece of
cake?", International Journal of Oral History vol 8 no 1,
February 1987; also Feminist Studies, vol 16 no 2, Summer 1990

(a special issue on representations of non-Western women) .
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tension between the unique value of life histories as data,
enabling a view of "the subjective mapping of experience, the
working out of a culture and a social system that is often
obscured in a typified account",’”® and the asymmetrical
relationship through which most life histories are elicited.
Beyond the question of rewards is what Patai (1987) calls
'informed consent’, that is, that life history givers should
understand and agree to the uses to be made of their lives;
protection of identity; fidelity of translation/transcription;
and the nature of the researcher-researched relationship.”
For guidance in this problematic area, this thesis look
to two works in particular: the Popular Memory Group;’® and L.
Passerini’s earlier mentioned study of Italian Fascism based
in working class men and women’s life histories. The Popular
Memory Group'’s paper on oral history has several values for the
present study. They offer a theory of the formation of ’‘popular
memory’, and of the relation of the individual to society,
which overcomes the problem of ’‘typicality’. Theoretically and
methodologically this gquide is readily extendable to the
recuperation of the histories of peoples and groups in the
Third World, a task that has nof been central to anthropology.

Their critique of assumptions that oral history is inherently

’* R, Behar, "Rage and Redemption: Reading the Life Story
of a Mexican Marketing Woman", Feminigst Studies vol 16 no 2,
Summer 1990, p 225.

77 Patai, "Ethical Problems", expresses discomfort with
"the appearance of friendship and intimacy that the personal
interview situation generates..." She points to the
powerlessness of women in subordinate classes or groups as the
condition that makes the researcher’s project possible.

® The Popular Memory Group, "Popular Memory: theory,
politics, method" in R. Johnson et al. eds., Making Histories
(Minneapolis: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985).
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radical by virtue of giving voice to oppressed groups is a
useful warning to anyone carrying out research in a Third World
milieu.

The Popular Memory Group theorizes ’popular memory’ by
setting it in a field that they term the ’social production of
memory’, one that is dominated by ’‘dominant memory’ produced
by institutions (the state, the public education system,
museums, official ceremonies) that express cultural and
political hegemony. From the outset, work in oral history needs
to concern itself with two sets of relations: between dominant
memory and oppositional forms; and between public discourse
about the past and private recollections. There is no guarantee
that members of subordinate groups will not express dominant
versions. Such theorization offers a valuable schema for
interpreting Palestinian camp women’s life stories, which are
formed within dominant (national, male) memory.

The problem of the social structural significance of life
histories cannot be solved without a theory of the social
formation of individuals. All subjects "speak out of particular
positions in the complex of social relations characteristic of
particular societies at particular historical times" (p 234).
The problem of ’‘typicality’ raised by Shostak in relation to
‘Nisa’ is created by a concept of society as composed of
discrete individual units, and does not arise if all members
of a collectivity are seen as necessarily reflecting it in one
way or another. All accounts are equally valid (though not all
accounts are equally valuable). People vary in the degree to
which they consciously express social structure, social
struggle, change; but silence and self-censorship can be

instructive about oppression. A fundamental point in the
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Popular Memory Group’s theory is that oral histories cannot be
taken for ‘nuggets of fact’ but must be ’‘read through’ to reach
complex or hidden experience of social conditions.

The Popular Memory Group'’s theorization of work in oral
history incorporates culture: as involved in the ‘making and
remaking of memory’; as influencing the contents and form of
oral narratives; and as one of two main grids through which
these must be read. Personal recollections are always the
product of skill and artifice, and always involve ‘authorship’.
They also always draw on ’‘cultural repertoires’ which include
styles of telling, and elements of collective memory (for
example, proverbs, set phrases, ’‘characters’). Omissions and
silences (for example about sexuality) reveal culture. A
cultural reading of oral histories is necessary so as fully to
grasp their richness: "a concern for symbolic and cultural
forms is part of historical and contemporary analysis, not just
a problem of ’‘bias’ in source material® (p 231).

The Popular Memory Group also emphasize the importance of
the present context as influencing what people recollect and
how they represent it. The past must be re-conceptualized "not
as a given ’‘thing’ that we must preserve, but as a...force
constantly resonating in the present" (p 243). People make
history in the dual sense of acting in the present, and
reconstructing the past in the light of the present. Such a
conceptualization of history has value for research among
peoples who, like the Palestinians, carry on a protracted
national struggle under alien governments. The particular
conjuncture in which an oral history recording takes place is

part of its formation, and must be taken into account in

interpreting it.
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The Popular Memory Group note the widespread use of life
stories in the feminist movement, and support their use in oral
history, as bringing to light "elements of lived culture and
subjectivity not easily reached otherwise" (p 234). The
uninterrupted life history allows the author fully to develop
the connections between the individual and social structure,
as well as Dbetween the individual and ’'collective
representations’, or culture. Life histories may also reveal
what the Popular Memory Group calls the ’‘salient experience’,
events that mark or change the course of a life, forming a
'structural hinge’ that illumines the convergence of the social
and cultural within individual experience.

Though based in British historiography, the Popular Memory
Group’s text on oral history offers researchers working in the
Third World a finely articulated, comprehensive theoretical and
methodological guide, particularly in their proposal of the two
kinds of ’‘readings’ - structural and cultural - required for
personal accounts to yield their full meaning.

The second main model for this thesis is L. Passerini,
who, for her study Fascism in Popular Memory recorded the life
histories of a large sample of Turinese working class men and
women born before 1922. Passerini justifies the use of life
histories rather than questionnaires, or focussed interviews
in these words: "[E]ncouraging subjects to present themselves
as unique and irreplaceable through an autobiographical
account... induces them to reveal their cultural values, and
hence, paradoxically, throws light on stereotypes and shared
ideas" (p 8). During the first recording session, subjects were
simply requested to tell their 1lives, with minimum

intervention: "To respect memory...means letting it organize
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the story according to the subject’s order of priorities” (p
8).”

As theoretical starting points, Passerini takes Durkheim’s
concept of ‘collective representations’, Malinowski’s
distinction between ’'typifications’ and actual behaviour, and
the French Annales school’s work on ’‘mentalities’; but notes
the need to 1link these concepts to an understanding of
individual subjectivity. Misrepresentations by socialist
historians of the Italian working class as uniformly resistant
to Fascism suggest the need to engage politics theoretically
with culture, and to explore the mental features of working
class 1life, which are not determined only by material
conditions: "The relationship between the ’‘symbolic’ and the
‘real’ demands to be more adequately analysed" (p 4). Though
the Turinese working class life stories show the presence of
politics in everyone’s life, they also show realms of life -
leisure and entertainment, cultural myths and stereotypes,
families - which have a certain transhistorical autonomy.

In presenting the life history material, Passerini deals
with ’selves’ as collective, cultural constructions, in an
analytic move that fulfills her aim of linking the individual
to the cultural. In discussing these self-representations,
Passerini points to their transhistoricity, distinguishing them
on the one hand from ’'deep psychological’ aspects of the self,
and on the other from ’‘real’ behaviour which often contradicts

self-presentations. Among such transhistorical ‘cultural

’ The sample varied in terms of age, place of birth,
educatio