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Women Unsilenced

Women Unsilenced: Hope, Freedom, and Music in Palestine explores how Palestinian women use music to express, protest, and celebrate their identities. Divided into two parts, the book is told through two different narrative styles. In Part 1, the author uses evocative autoethnography to illuminate their experiences of traveling through Palestine and meeting the women whose stories they tell through narrative case studies in Part 2. They share harrowing accounts of daily life that chronicle the untold stories of women living under military occupation and patriarchal oppression to challenge dominant narratives about Palestinians and women in the Middle East and disrupt assumptions that are rooted in settler-colonialist and imperialist narratives.

Offering an intimate look at the lives and identities of Palestinian women as celebrated through music, this is a useful resource for students and scholars across Music Education, Women and Gender Studies, and Political Science. It will also be of interest to those completing their own narrative research and the general reader wanting to learn more about Palestinian women’s everyday lives.

Sommer Helweh Forrester is Associate Professor of Music Education at the University of Toronto, Canada.
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Malak Mattar is a painter and author from Gaza, Palestine. She began painting at the age of 14 during the 2014 war on Gaza, turning to art as a form of survival and expression. Her work has since been exhibited in over 80 countries around the world, often exploring themes of resilience, resistance, womanhood, and life under occupation.
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Author’s Note

The stories of Palestinian women are often claimed, retold, and misrepresented by those in power. This book is about Palestinian women who seek freedom through their musicking. Told in their voices, the vibrancy and diversity among the women challenge dominant conceptions of personhood, culture, and gender, thereby disrupting the homogenous label of “Palestinian women.” I set out to write this book because I wanted Palestinian women to be known on their terms and through their voices.

As a scholar, I am conflicted with the final copy of this book because it is incomplete. Since the start of this project, I’ve made several cuts – sometimes, entire stories or experiences, at the request of the women. Initially, they shared these stories because they wanted them to be known; however, the realities of living under military occupation have worsened over time, and they fear for their safety and others around them if these details get out.

Sharing Palestinian stories is dangerous. Palestinian artists, musicians, poets, storytellers, filmmakers, and journalists face the choice – does the risk of documenting and sharing Palestinian stories outweigh the moral responsibility of bringing the stories to light? Far too many have paid the ultimate price for pursuing the path of honest storytelling about Palestine, Palestinians, and over half a century of illegal military occupation.

Over the course of eight years, I traveled to occupied Palestine and the nation of Jordan, where I witnessed the women going about their day-to-day lives. I listened to their stories firsthand and set out to portray the complexity and richness of their lives to readers. While this book is missing evidentiary details, I am resolved in knowing that the omissions are made out of protection, love, and respect for the women who willingly spoke out to share their stories with the world.




Foreword


The dreams of my people are floating in space

Hugging the horizon and embracing the soil.

The dreams of my people shall always roam,

Terrifying the aggressors and haunting the tyrants.

The dreams of my people will dispel darkness,

Vanquish the pain and hope restore.

Rima Tarazi



October 7, 2023.

xiiiI wake up on the East Coast to a breaking news alert: “Surprise attack sparks Israel-Hamas War” (AP News). Darkness is upon us. Emails to Rima, Farah, Nibal, Huda, and Amal go unanswered. No one is posting or writing back. To feel a connection, I return to Rima’s lyrics and music. I close my eyes and hear her voice – the warmth of her tone is the touchstone I need. Tears stream down my face. Her love of Palestine is palpable when you are in her presence. The lyrics of her song wash over me like a warm blanket. I see their faces and feel their stories in my bones.

Rima’s words matter more than ever: There is always hope – there is always light. Born in Jaffa, Palestine, in 1932 to a Christian family originally from Birzeit, she is the matriarch of music education and community activism. Rima is the founder of the National Conservatory, a composer, and a pianist. I recount her vivid recollections of childhood and the catastrophic impact of the Nakba in 1948, when she was 15 years old. Teaching children and composing anthems for the displaced were her enduring acts of resistance.xiv

One hundred days into the war on Gaza, we connect over Zoom. She is cozied in her plush recliner and draped in a bright fuchsia scarf. “We are twins in our pink!” she exclaims. “We are defying all miseries with this bright color.” Her smile is the spark of hope I needed. She vacillates between catching up and politics. “Just before you called, I opened my email – they bombed the Conservatory in Gaza. Everything is destroyed. The only thing that remains is the piano, which was salvaged from previous wars.” I ask, “How do you remain hopeful?”


If we don’t hope, we die. Hope is as essential as nourishment. I don’t think hope comes out of ignorance. Human beings are compassionate. When you look at Gazans now, they leave their homes and whole families stay in a small house with other families. They welcome them, share food. This is humanity. We Palestinians have bonds. It is something that’s intrinsic in us. But we must nourish and encourage it – we also must honor hope and trust. We must bring out the beautiful things in human beings. This is our salvation. We must. Mahmoud Darwish once wrote, “We Palestinians, we nurture hope.”



***

The inspiration for this book grew from my love of Palestinian culture and family. Growing up in North America, we visited my family annually in Nazareth during the summer. This welcomed tradition became a part of me. There is a spark here. An energy that grabbed hold of my heart from a young age. Everything exists on a level that is saturated – the heat in the summer, the bounty of plants and fruits, the bitterness of the coffee. Everywhere you turn, there is a vibrancy for life.

As a music educator and scholar, I returned to work with Palestinian musicians and children. Along the way, I met women who inspired me. Through ordinary acts, they challenge dominant stereotypes associated with Palestinians and women in the Middle East. Five women, Farah, Amal, Nibal, Huda, and Rima, shared their stories with me over tea, after rehearsals, in the car while driving through the West Bank, and later over Zoom. Their willingness to share is an act of generosity and love.

To know their stories is an honor. To share their stories with others is an act of solidarity. These women taught me that hope is not a convenience – it is survival. Hope is a generational anthem that is cultivated and sustained with love and grace.


You only have to sing one song and people will understand our situation, our hopes, our dreams. 

(Rima Tarazi, 2022)
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Part 1 The Place and the People
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Introduction

During the summers of 2017–2019, I met five women, spanning three generations, while living in Ramallah and teaching at the Edward Said Conservatory of Music. Their narratives, in the form of oral histories, provide an opportunity to understand how each woman affirms and celebrates her identity through music (Small, 1998).

This book is divided into two parts and uses two different forms of narrative styles. In Part 1, I use evocative autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016) to illuminate my experiences coming to Palestine and meeting the women. The first-person lens is intentional as it requires a shift from theorizing stories (thinking about) to immersion and engagement (thinking with). In doing so, the reader is in “dialogue with ourselves as we expose our vulnerabilities, conflicts, choices, and values” (Bochner & Ellis 2016, p. 71).

In Part 1, I invite you to join me on my Palestinian travels. Together, we will traverse the land, meet the women, and experience Palestine. Bruner (2004) addressed the tension between individual stories and larger canonical narratives, noting narrative provides an opportunity for sense-making: “[stories] are guided by unspoken, implicit cultural models of what selfhood should be, might be, – and, of course, shouldn’t be” (Bruner, 2004, p. 65). As we travel together, I want you to experience the hearts of the women I befriended and came to love.

In Part 2, I use narrative case studies (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Clandinin, 2006) and the dominant voice shifts to the women: Rima, 2Amal, Farah, Huda, and Nibal. As trusted friends and eager participants, they shared aspects of their daily lives with me. This part of the book is organized into four central themes: education, identity, activism, dreams and reality. As you read Part 2, you will be guided by the images and emotions you experienced in Part 1. You may sense the place as you read their stories, the circularity among the women through their stories, and what their stories reveal.


Griffin and Niknafs (2023) note, “A narrative inquiry captures a moment in someone’s life, but it is not bound by a start and end; rather it is contextually situated through time” (p. 37). Furthermore, 


Researchers examine the separate ways they and participants are in the midst of their own lives, and then as the inquiry begins, the researcher attends to how those lives are shaped by each other. Narrative inquirers are relational, not objective, in their attentiveness to people and spaces. 

(p. 37) 



The book concludes with the hopeful words of Farah in the form of a valedictorian speech she gave in 2020.
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1 Summer 1 – 2017
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I land in the late afternoon just as the heat of the day is starting to break. Luggage in hand, I meet my driver, and we head north on familiar roads. The topography out the window changes quickly – lush palm trees in between contemporary architecture, 20 minutes later, rolling foothills dotted with olive trees. It is good to be home. The sky transforms into a palette of muted pastels, as we head east on back roads to avoid checkpoints. On my left, the foothills of Jerusalem, on my right, the 9-meter wall. It’s hard to get to a place that is closed off. We exchange glances in the rearview mirror and approach the remote crossing. An empty guard station and the repugnant red sign greet us – the warning written in Hebrew, Arabic, and English: “This road leads to Palestinian village. The entrance for Israeli citizen is dangerous and forbidden.” The jarring sight always hits me when I have been away. I take a deep breath, and I remind myself of the tactic – you know better. Fear trumps logic and heart if you let it.

The next morning, I walk to the lion roundabout in search of a taxi stand. The streets are lined with vendors selling bread, olives, nuts, spices, toys, and loofahs. I stop at the coffee stand; the owner serves me my usual with a drop of sugar. The bitterness of the beans, fragrant cardamom, and jolt of caffeine are the only cure for jetlag. The taxi stand is lined with a mix of vintage mustard yellow Mercedes and a handful of sparkling white Skodas. Mahmoud and I head out of the city on a single winding road up the mountain, surrounded by Bedouin tents. He is eager to practice English and tells me about his cousins who are studying in Canada. We enter the small village of Birzeit. The main street is simple – a corner store, a mechanic, a hair salon, and a barbershop. The houses are varied. Ancient 4dwellings with ornate wrought-iron gates and arched wooden doors, others are new builds that are unfinished – cinder blocks and scaffolding with the signature rectangular design and flat roofs. The taxi begins to slow as we approach a private lane. High above on a pole is a rusted-out sign with a logo written in Arabic: The Edward Said Conservatory of Music. The dirt road is lined with cacti and stone. Children play outside as we approach the clearing. First impressions: it’s run down and tired, yet there is life. The sun-bleached building is covered with bright murals of musicians and instruments – above the entrance, a painting of a woman in a traditional white dress dancing. Her arms are midair, moving through space and emanating from the twirl of her dress. Painted ribbons of music cover the front of the building. To the left is a painting of a person playing an oud. The painting is an outline of the person’s body, and on the inside are words written in Arabic calligraphy – the names of destroyed villages that have been renamed. Dance, history, music, trauma, and resistance are depicted through vibrant colors and brush strokes.

I step out and wave to the driver, Shukrun! I walk toward the building, curious and nervous. Later, I would come to realize this experience would be reminiscent of the building – first impressions have little to do with what lies beneath. Down the flight of stairs and to the right, I put my bags down, fill my water bottle, and walk into the space. Rehearsal is about to start. There is no easing into the experience. The camp started two days prior, and I missed the orientation. This summer, the camp is geared toward musicians at varying levels – beginners to advanced, instrumentalists, and vocalists. The students come from towns and villages across the West Bank – some know each other from their home branch of the Conservatory in Ramallah, Jericho, and Hebron. Faculty is a mix of volunteers from the United States and Europe, and Conservatory teachers. Most of the teachers from overseas do not speak Arabic – this is their first time here. In many ways, I am a hybrid faculty member – Westerner, but from here. I speak enough Arabic to get by and feel at home.


Farah – The Intrepid

During the break, a young woman from the woodwind section approaches me with a shy smile. “You’re Palestinian? Where does your family live?” I tell her about my family in Nazareth and why my dad emigrated to Canada in the 1970s after the Six-Day War. “So, your mom is not an Arab – but you still speak Arabic and know about Palestine – cool!” As the week unfolds, she opens up as we talk about music and her aspirations after high school. She is an advanced student in the wind ensemble. 5Mature and reserved in nature, her quiet determination separates her from the crowd. This is Farah.

Farah is an instrumentalist who wants to pursue music education. She does not want to leave her homeland for university, but her options are limited here. Farah travels in and out of the West Bank for weekly lessons at the conservatory but lives on the other side of the wall in Jerusalem. Palestinian Jerusalemites are issued a special document, granting them permission to reside in the city; however, it is not a passport. She does not have citizenship in either place. Attending university in Jerusalem requires passing an exam in Hebrew, a language she does not speak. Furthermore, she does not want to study alongside peers who recently completed their mandatory state military service.


Being a music student is not like other disciplines. You don’t simply go to class, study, sleep, repeat. Performing with other people requires trust and collaboration. I don’t know how I would feel playing in an ensemble beside peers who may have detained me or my family members at the checkpoint. I don’t know if they would want to work with me – I am not sure how I can trust. It’s complicated. People think that music is a “shared language” that magically melts away divisions. I don’t know. … It’s complicated.



Her tone is gentle, yet her words bite. As she shares her aspirations, I hear my own voice when I was that age. The expectations of family, culture, and the feeling in the pit of your stomach that you must pursue this life – you know it, even if others cannot see it. Going into music is not considered a wise choice. Doctor, lawyer, dentist, or engineer – those are the paths that are valued in our culture. If you are going to university, you need to bring resources and pride back to the family.

Sitting on the rock wall, she asks me about becoming a music educator and conductor. Her questions are strategic – yet the tone of her voice is reserved. It is as if she has never asked these questions out loud until this very moment. She wants to study and return so she can contribute to the culture and society. She tells me how difficult it is to study here – the constant turnover of teachers due to restrictions imposed by Israel on expatriate teaching artists. The weekly challenges of getting to lessons and rehearsals because of checkpoints. The roads might be closed, you might not have the right papers, or they might just say no and offer no reason. How does she manage with all these interruptions to her daily life? Does she know that no part of this is normal?

***6

The morning hustle and bustle here is like most cities – but the mix of congestion, July heat, and diesel fuels makes it feel like Ramallah is bursting at the seams. I weave my way past parents walking their kids to school and spot a woman. I ask for a recommendation on where to get a wash and blow-dry. She points me to a building and tells me to go to the third floor and use her name to get in. I would have never found this on my own. Unlike North America, most salons are not visible from street level. They are inside buildings with frosted glass windows. Incognito. They manage to squeeze me in and waste no time trying to figure out who I am and why I am here. The salon fills with regular patrons – most wearing similar attire: a hijab, modest dress that covers wrists to ankles, minimal makeup.

As the door closes, the layers come off. Cigarettes lit, and fiery conversations ensue. I try to be a fly on the wall, but they are on to me. Who is the newbie? I pass the first round of questions, and they begin to speak candidly. By the time I leave, I feel like I am amongst friends. We exchange contact information, and they give strict instructions – if you need anything, call.



Nibal – The Pathfinder

I arrive back at the conservatory and begin working with my assigned group – woodwinds from the advanced wind ensemble. Nibal is the first student to arrive. She quickly unpacks her instrument and begins warming up. She surveys the room with her eyes as others enter. Her peers are rambunctious – Nibal is ready to work. “Yalla y’a shebabs – let’s go! She’s ready for us!” Nibal has control over the room, despite being one of the younger musicians in the group. I begin rehearsing, and she looks up. Her eyes are full of energy; her curly hair is parted and braided in low pigtails.

It’s time for the afternoon break. The students rush outside to blow off steam. I head across the courtyard toward the office to make myself a Nescafé. As I approach the door, I hear Nibal’s voice and laughter. Seated with her friends at the picnic table, it looks like she is holding court. Caffeine in hand, I walk toward their table, hoping to hear what they are talking about. Sitting cross-legged in ripped jeans, she is in the middle of a feisty argument. Her friend is calling her to task for being a member of a MEET – a partnership program through the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) that brings Israeli and Palestinian youth together through a three-year program focused on technology and entrepreneurship. Her friend lays an accusation: “Being a part of these groups makes the outside world think that everything can be solved by getting us in the same room. They take photos of ‘co-existence’ for social media, and they ignore us!”7

Firing back, she takes a stand –


Why shouldn’t I take that spot! If I don’t someone else will get it. Let them see what a strong Palestinian can do. What a female participant can do. I am not going to give up on opportunities to get ahead, just because I don’t want to sit down with an Israeli. Being in this group gives me a different perspective – if you want to end a conflict with someone, you need to know how they think. In talking with them, you know what I discovered? Their opinion of us is worse than I expected. I talk to them and show them that we are the same. You know, one person in the group was trying to tell me that she agrees with me to a point. Yes, Palestinians are the same – EXCEPT people from Gaza. They are a separate people, and she doesn’t see them as equal. My jaw dropped – you know what I told her … that my entire family is from Gaza. Every single one of them.



Her English is flawless, and her pacing increases every minute to a dizzying speed.
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