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A narrative of resistance. Women and War. By Rania elMasri  
 
Keynote address. Philadelphia University.  Amman.  October 28, 2014. 
— 
We are living in difficult times. 
 
• We know, there is a plethora of discriminatory legislation against women, and an absence of 

sufficient gender equity legislation, and an under-representation of women in institutions, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively. 

 
• We know, there are growing socio-economic problems. We have the highest rate of 

unemployment among youth in the world -  at 23.2 percent, compared to a world average of 13.9 
percent. We remember, by the way, that one of the demands of Arab youth was - and remains -  
jobs without “Wasta.” Should we be surprised that three of every four women in the Arab region 
are jobless? The women’s share of the labour market is estimated at only 2.25 percent, one of the 
lowest rates in the world.  Studies have been published, including a 2013 World Bank report, 
about the “whole set of economic, legal and cultural hurdles that have kept the region’s women 
out of public life and out of the labor market.” 

 
• Amidst it all, many countries are facing political and state disintegration — Libya, Iraq, Syria, 

Lebanon. Amidst it all, we have significant demographic changes — millions of people, mass 
communities, have been expelled from their homes, in Iraq, Syria, Libya, Yemen, all since 2011.  
Women are the first to suffer. 

 
• Amidst it all, approximately half of the Arab countries are at war, or participating in a militarized 

conflict.  In certain countries, the spread of weaponry, the militarized action, the civil war has 
only increased and expanded. And the heart of our region remains under occupation, and the 
Nakba continues. 

 
We know all this; we are living in dangerous, difficult times. None of what I have presented is new 
to any of us here.  
 
Where does it leave us?  I say: With a greater need for vigilance.  
 
(Resistance takes many forms, but perhaps it shows itself most clearly in the words we choose to 
use.) 
 
This summer, we witnessed another Israeli assault on our families in Gaza.  This summer, we 
witnessed more Israeli war crimes, more crimes against humanity.  The nakba continues. 
2,168 people were killed. More than 10,918 people were injured  — a third of whom are now 
physically disabled. 
  
In the midst of this horror, it was - and remains - quite common to hear people speak about the 
death of “womenandchildren.”  521 children killed. 297 women killed. 
 
“womenandchildren.”   “childrenandwomen”  In protests, in speeches condemning the war, many 
wrote, many spoke out, about the murder of “womenandchildren.”  
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What does it mean when we place women in the same category with children — and, critically, not 
pay equal attention to the murder of men, men killed in the same home, killed in the same street, by 
the same bombs, then, what are we saying about women, and our women specifically? And about 
what are we saying about men, our men? 
 
Yes, I know, we say it to emphasize the death of the innocents, but then are our men guilty? Protect 
our women and children, and we forgive you the murder of our men? Can’t our men be victims as 
well? Are we assuming that women and children are “innocent victims” as opposed to their 
brothers, fathers, husbands and sons who, by virtue of their gender, are somehow “guilty”? 
 
As Laleh Khalil wrote, “In this framework, the killing of women and girls and pre-teen and underage 
boys is to be marked, but boys and men are presumed guilty of what they might do if allowed to live 
their lives. Furthermore, these boys and men are potentially dangerous not only to the militaries that 
occupy them, but to those womenandchildren who actually are civilians. The young boys, after all, 
may grow up to be violent extremists. Thus, kill the flesh—extinguish the potential.” 
 
But - that’s not what we mean when we say ‘womenandchildren’? Well, that is how it used.  The 
New York Times, for example, attempted to place children over 15 — in essence 16 and 17 year old 
boys - as men, and thus in the category of ‘acceptable threat’ and potential terrorists. 
 
But we still may say: we need to use that term: women and children! We need to use it - to create 
empathy, to mobilize public opinion.   
 
As Maya Mikdashi wrote, “the sheer number of womenandchildren dead are enough to mobilize the 
US president and the UN to make statements “condemning” the violence—but the killing, 
imprisonment, and maiming of Palestinian men and boys in times of war and ceasefire goes uncited. 
In Israel men, settlers, and even soldiers are framed as victims of Palestinian aggression. All are 
publicly mourned. In an almost direct reversal, Palestinian boys and men who have been the primary 
target of Israel, as evidenced by the population of political prisoners and targeted assassinations, are 
not seen by Western-based mainstream media as victims of Israeli terrorism and aggression.” 
 
So, 1350 Palestinian men were killed.  Shouldn’t we be allowed to publicly mourn their murder as 
well? [Thousands of Iraqis and Syrians are being killed every month as well.] 
 
Mikdashi continues, “Palestinians are put in the self-defeating position of having to fight to be 
recognized as human, to be recognized in death and in life as victims of Israeli policies and actions.” 
Palestinians are held responsible for their own murder.  This sounds achingly familiar: victims of 
rape are constantly struggling to be recognized as innocent as well, rather than be held responsible 
for the crimes of another.   
 
(It is not limited to Palestinians, by the way. This dismissal of lives and deaths is widespread.  Whose 
lives and deaths do we discuss, do we highlight?) 
 
Then again, perhaps we say ‘women and children,’ to emphasize the weak in our society, and to 
bring together two groups denied agency: women and children. 
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When we bring women and children in the same category, and separate our women from our men, 
we are denying our women their own agency, their faculties, their own sovereignty.  We are saying 
that our women need to be rescued, need to be protected.  Our women are like our children. 
 
Is that surprising, though?  We say the same thing in much of our legislation. Women are all too 
often viewed as either the daughter or the wife, tied to the family unit., denied the right to stand 
sovereign — surrounded by “economic, legal, cultural hurdles,” as the World Bank report reported. 
 
It is not surprising to have such sexist bias make its way to our language about war. And given that 
wars are spreading throughout our region, we need to recognize the full implications behind such 
usage. 
 
So, how are our words being used, being interpreted? 
 
Rescue us. Save us. Just the women and children. 
Rescue us from whom? 
 
During the assault on Gaza, a spokesman for Israel answered professor Noura Erakat’s 
condemnation of Israel’s violation of international human rights by saying: “Hamas, they wouldn’t 
allow a young, liberal, secular woman to express her views like you do, ma’am.” 
 
So - rescue our women from the horrors of oppressive Islam — Through a siege on Gaza to 
weaken Hamas? 
 
There is a long history behind Western media narratives about Arab women, and Muslim women in 
particular.  In the book, “Women as weapons of war,” Kelly Oliver reminds us 
• At the turn of the 19th century, Lord Cromer, British consul general in Egypt, founded the 

Men’s League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage in England while, at the same time, using 
arguments about women’s oppression to justify the occupation of Egypt. 

 
• In the 1950s, much of the rhetoric used to justify French colonial rule on Algeria focused on the 

plight of Algerian women, whose oppression was seen as epitomized by the veil. Frantz Fanon 
wrote about France’s project to colonize Algeria by unveiling/civilizing its women.  

 
• In the context of the post 9/11 War on Terror, Western political projects, beginning most 

powerfully with the US War on Afghanistan, justify themselves by claiming to liberate and save 
women.  To justify military action in Afghanistan, the burka and the veil became the most 
emblematic signs of women’s oppression. 

• In her radio address in November 2001, Former US First Lady’s Laura Bush used Afghan 
women to justify the invasion, saying that “Because of our recent military gains in much of 
Afghanistan, women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. They can listen to music and 
teach their daughters without fear of punishment. Yet the terrorists who helped rule that country 
now plot and plan in many countries. And they must be stopped. The fight against terrorism is 
also a fight for the rights and dignity of women” 

 
• As professors Carol Stabile and Deepa Kumar argued, “The West [becomes] the beacon of 

civilization with an obligation to tame the Islamic world and liberate its women.” Thus,  the 
political struggles of women in Afghanistan against both the Northern Alliance and the Taliban 
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are erased.  Also erased are the political struggles of the women in the West as well who, contrary 
to Orientalist claims about the eternal virtues of Western civilization, have had to organize and 
fight for what rights they enjoy today.  

• We know the outcome of the the war and situation of Afghan women today. Still terrible 
conditions.  Women’s liberation was used as a cover for US intervention, for the ugly face of US 
imperialism.” 
 
And it continues. 
 

• Last year, US President Barack Obama, defended his proposal to attack Syria by citing the 
danger of chemical weapons to "women and children” (Seems chemical weapons impact women 
and children differently than men? He specifically sought out this phrase: womenandchildren) 

 
• US Secretary of State John Kerry recently admonished a US peace organization called “Code 

Pink” to support the US bombings of Iraq and Syria by saying, “If you care about women, you 
should want to fight ISIS.” - In other words, you would want to support US bombs in their - 
alleged - fight against ISIS, support US bombs on Iraq and Syria if you care about women.  

 
• That’s the old message, recycled: “White men saving brown women from brown men.” 
 
Rescue our women from the horrors of oppressive Islam — through bombs, US military action, 
more occupation. Or through a siege. 
 
No thank you.  No to white men - or white women - saving brown women from brown men. 
 
But amidst these images of our women as victims to be saved and our men as terrorists to be killed, 
we are given another image: that of an Arab female fighter pilot.  Major Mariam al-Mansouri, the 
first UAE female fighter pilot, led the the UAE's bombing raids over Syria last month. Is her 
participation in bombing Syria a step forward for women? 
 
Is the placement of women in positions of authority necessarily a step forward for women’s rights? 
 
Three out of the four most recent US Secretaries of State have been women. Has their leadership 
positions brought women  - anywhere - closer to equality? 
 
Well, that depends on how we view women’s rights…Can we support women’s rights from an 
individualist lens? Can we claim a step forward for women when a few women join the very system 
that commits aggressions and maintains structures of violence? 
 
Women’s rights means demanding freedom to assert control over one’s own body, one’s own mind, 
one’s own movements, one’s own freedom for employment, education, representation. 
 
And there’s more. Note the issues that are raised in appeal for women’s rights:  
•  lack of property control by women 
•  lack of power of women in kinship contexts 
•  low value placed on the lives of women 
•  low value placed on the labor of women 
•  lack of domestic authority of women 
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•  absence of ritualized female solidarity 
•  absence of control over women's marital and sexual lives 
•  absence of ritualized fear of women 
•  lack of male-female joint participation in warfare, work, and community decision making 
•  lack of women's indirect influence on decision making 

 
So, if we work to advocate for women's rights on the grounds of political, social, and economic 
equality to men, doesn’t that mean that we need to strive for equity for all, men and women, rich 
and poor, citizen and refugee?  
 
Ultimately, do we want women, as individuals, to gain equality within an existing system of 
privileges? Do we only want more privileges? Do we want to demand equality for a select few while 
allowing society to continue to be divided among class lines — health care, education, employment 
— offered to the privileged? 
 
Should we be pleased by a scattering of women in those positions of authority to maintain the same 
authority, or do we want to transform the structures themselves? 
 
Do we congratulate Major Mariam al-Mansouri, or do we demand an end to the bombs - and an end 
to all the funding of the bombs and the ideologies behind the bombs? 
 
We need an inclusive development model grounded in social, economic, and political justice, 
overcoming resignation and despair.  We need both oppositional politics and a creation of 
alternative models. 
 
Yes, we are living in difficult times - and so resistance, in its many forms, becomes all the more 
necessary.  And there is much hope, because millions in the region have tasted the power of 
collective action. It may have failed temporarily, but that possibility for transformative action 
remains.   
 
Let’s empower it by first developing ideologies that don’t speak on behalf of the sect/tribe/ethnic 
group or upper classes. Our work must encompass creation of an empowering narrative - one not 
based on division, but based on equality.  Let’s reject the binary narrative, of us or them, that is 
spreading throughout our region. Muslim vs Christian. Sunni vs Shi’ite, reject the ideology of 
division and hatred. And let’s restore a narrative of solidarity, of diversity, that is intrinsic to our 
region.  Let’s create a narrative of unity, of hope, of resistance, to stand strong in the face of our 
regional, political and state disintegration 
 
Together, we can strive to: 
— Oppose discriminatory legislation, against women or men, against the poor, and build inclusive 
legislation that dismantle institutional structures of violence 
— Create employment opportunities for our youth, female and male. Dismantle all the economic, 
legal and cultural hurdles that keep employment limited to a select, predominately male, few 
— Support the largest - and arguably fastest growing - global civil society movement, that was born 
from this region, and supported by numerous Palestinian women’s groups: the boycott, divestment, 
and sanctions movement 
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And let’s support resistance. No, we need to become resistance.  We need to resist attacks against 
the spirit of resistance, whether such attacks come in calls for surrender, calls to compromise and 
accept crumbs thrown at us when we know we demand - we are worthy - of the full buffet of 
human rights, or whether such attacks come in the spirit and action of the $15 billion 
Jordanian/Israeli gas deal or the $4 billion Egyptian/Israeli gas deal, which will bring both Jordan 
and Egypt closer to a racist, colonialist state and further from the path of collective freedom, 
liberation, and hope. 
 
That is what it means to work for women’s rights:  To reject the compartmentalization of women’s 
rights. As Audre Lorde, inspirational feminist, wrote, “There is no such thing as a single-issue 
struggle, because we do not live single-issue lives.”  
 
So we listen to each other. We connect our struggles.  We give each other hope.  We resist. And we 
build another world. And we recognize that we are capable of building this other world, this 
inclusive, just, joyful world.  
 
==== 


