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Abstract 

This article examines the gendered ways in which women community leaders in East Jerusalem 

experience and navigate their urban environment. We draw on the concept of ‘gray space’ as a 

way to think through how Palestinian women’s everyday lives are shaped by East Jerusalem as a 

liminal space. Gray space conveys the spectrum that stretches between categories of legality and 

illegality, formality and informality—either in housing, economy, or polity. While gray space 

has mostly been used to understand the structural forces that shape cities, we connect the concept 

to feminist geography scholarship to investigate the quotidian, everyday gendered ways in which 

Palestinian women negotiate this unique and complex space. Our research demonstrates that far 

from being passive victims of their oppressive and challenging circumstances, Palestinian 

women leaders are agents of change in their communities through their development of various 

everyday strategies and initiatives. Within the patriarchal context of Palestinian society, the 

agency of women leaders can be partly attributed to the power vacuum in East Jerusalem caused 

by the occupation, demonstrating that grey space can be both a site of restriction and liberation 

for Palestinian women. 
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Introduction 
Feminist geography scholars have demonstrated that the way one experiences the urban 

environment is highly subject to gender (Deeb and Harb 2013; Dunckel Graglia 2016; Fenster 

2005). While gender boundaries and norms exist to some degree in every space, in Jerusalem, 

they are particularly visible and acutely felt. The presence of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 

orthodox communities creates strict gender separations in many holy sites, streets, and 

neighbourhoods (Greenberg Raanan, 2017; Yiftachel, 2016), and women’s mobility patterns and 

dress codes are affected by these religious and cultural practices, resulting in a wide range of 

ways in which the city is experienced (Greenberg Raanan & Avni, 2020; Singer & Bickel, 2015). 

While women of all religions and ethnicities in Jerusalem face challenges in navigating their 
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urban environment, in this paper we focus on the everyday challenges, strategies, and initiatives 

of Palestinian women in East Jerusalem.  

In this research, we employ the concept of gray space, an approach developed to explain 

the rise of urban informality and its attendant forms of uneven and unequal governance 

(Yiftachel, 2009). The gray space terminology highlights that urban informality is a broad 

spectrum that includes diverse forms of housing, economies, polities, populations, and 

developments that are often produced by the state and purposefully left in a temporary, 

precarious status. We suggest that Palestinian women’s everyday lives are influenced by East 

Jerusalem’s status as a liminal space between the ‘”lightness” of legality/approval/safety and the 

“darkness” of eviction/destruction/death’ (Avni & Yiftachel, 2014, p. 488). Moreover, we wish 

to demonstrate how gender is a powerful category that ‘organizes’ space in Jerusalem and 

exacerbates the already difficult reality that Palestinian people experience. Palestinian women 

encounter gray spaces in their mobility patterns, motherhood, family relations, and professional 

development. However, as our research in East Jerusalem demonstrates, the liminality that is 

inherent in gray space also provides some opportunities for women to claim greater agency and 

room for action that translates into leadership initiatives. While scholars have primarily used the 

concept of gray space as a way to understand the structural forces that shape cities, we believe 

the concept of gray space is a productive way for social and cultural geographers to think 

through the quotidian, everyday ways in which highly inequal power dynamics are lived and 

negotiated by the ‘subjects’ of this space and how gray space has the potential to both restrict 

and liberate.  

Our research lies at the intersection of gender and geography, contested cities, and 

everyday life and agency of Palestinian women. Although each of these fields of study is 

individually rich in scholarship, the intersection has been largely unexplored. Several scholars 

have investigated the intersection of two of the topics above, such as gender in Jerusalem 

(Fenster, 2005; Greenberg Raanan, 2017), gender in divided cities (Smyth, 2009), space and 

everyday conflict in East Jerusalem (Selimovic 2019), and agency among Palestinian women in 

Israel (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2013). However, this scholarship provokes further 

questions about the unique situation of women in East Jerusalem, a group whose voices and 

experiences have been underexamined to date (for exceptions see Alayan & Shehadeh, 2021; 

Greenberg Raanan & Avni, 2020; Shalhoub-Kerkovian & Busbridge, 2014; Shalhoub-
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Kevorkian, 2012). An intersectional perspective can shed new light on phenomena that are not 

typically explored from this lens, for example, the gendered spatiality of debt in Palestine 

(Harker et al., 2019). Empirically, the paper is based on 22 in-depth interviews with Palestinian 

Jerusalemite women who have taken leading roles in social, economic, and political initiatives in 

their communities.   

The paper is structured as follows. We first lay out the theoretical foundation, elaborating 

on the concept of gray space, everyday life, and feminist geography. Second, we exemplify these 

concepts in East Jerusalem, highlighting social, political, and economic issues such as 

citizenship, infrastructure, and urban institutions. Third, we explain the methods we used in our 

research. Fourth, we explore the quotidian challenges that Palestinian women face in Jerusalem. 

We then outline some of the strategies that women community leaders employ to combat these 

issues. We conclude with a discussion and directions for future research. While Jerusalem may 

be an extreme case in terms of its geopolitical complexity and levels of religiosity, this research 

might prove useful for other contexts, given the role of gender as a powerful force in virtually 

every space and the ubiquity of contexts around the world that could be characterized as gray 

spaces. In this article, we suggest that gray space is a useful concept for social and cultural 

geographers to think through the power relations that shape everyday life, paying attention to 

both structural elements and their interaction with everyday life, and demonstrate how life in a 

gray space both restricts women in myriad ways while also liberating many women to take on 

leadership roles and function as agents of change in their communities. 

Theoretical framing: Gendering gray space 
‘Gray space’ as a theoretical concept was developed by the geographer and planner Oren 

Yiftachel and builds on the ubiquitous phenomenon of urban informality (AlSayyad & Roy, 

2003; Bayat, 2004; Roy, 2005), which has become an inseparable part of urbanity, particularly in 

the Global Southeast. Seeking to deconstruct the binaries between formality and informality, 

Yiftachel (2009) conceptualizes the term to delineate the multiple logics, inconsistencies, and 

temporalities that shape the urban environment. Gray space: 

refers to developments, enclaves, populations and transactions positioned between the 

‘lightness’ of legality/approval/safety and the ‘darkness’ of eviction/destruction/death. 

Gray spaces are neither integrated nor eliminated, forming pseudo‐permanent margins of 
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today’s urban regions, which exist partially outside the gaze of state authorities and city 

plans. (Avni and Yiftachel 2014, 488) 

 

Gray spaces are formed by structural forces, and their residents are excluded from full 

membership in the city. While the majority of gray spaces are created from ‘below’ by people 

who reside informally or semi-formally in the city and adopt diverse survival strategies, 

governments and policy-makers can also drive the creation of gray spaces from ‘above’ to 

promote spaces of exception that align with powerful interests. Tzfadia and Yiftachel (2015) 

exemplify how the state of Israel encourages gray spaces in the form of settlements and outposts 

in the West Bank to enhance its sovereignty there. These hegemonic spaces are different from 

unrecognized Bedouin villages in the south of Israel, whose residents fight for state recognition 

over the right to their land (Yiftachel 2009). This paper, however, focuses on gray space ‘from 

below.’ 

Over the last decade, the concept of gray space has been applied to a variety of cases and 

places across the globe (Avni & Yiftachel, 2014; Jongh, 2020; Munro & Livingston, 2012). 

However, while gray space has been most commonly studied from a policy perspective, the 

question of how people experience it in their everyday lives has not been at the center of 

attention. Moreover, while the theorization of gray spaces calls for applying a wide range of 

lenses such as ethnicity, religion, nationalism, and gender (Yiftachel, 2016), gendered 

perspectives have been largely missing from the discussion. In this paper, we wish to contribute 

to the theorization of how gray spaces are experienced in everyday lives, and by women in 

particular, thus ‘gendering’ the concept and linking it to contemporary understandings of 

feminist geographies.  

 

Feminist geography and everyday life  
Feminist and queer geographers have examined ways in which dominant ideologies and cultural 

norms are embedded in quotidian landscapes and how everyday places and spaces are 

deliberately gendered and sexed for the purpose of exclusion and inclusion and to legitimize a 

dominant social ‘norm’ (Bondi & Rose, 2003; Greed, 1992; Jin & Whitson, 2014; Oswin, 2010; 

Visser, 2008)). Feminist scholars have also looked at the body as a scale at which power is 

inscribed, challenged, or strategically co-opted, paying particular attention to clothes and 

adornment as strategies used to legitimize the ideology of the dominant group or stigmatize and 
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marginalize minorities (Greenberg Raanan & Avni, 2020; Longhurst, 2004; McDowell & Court, 

1994; Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020). The domestic sphere of the family and the home are also 

important sites of gendered geographies, as Harker (2010) demonstrates in the context of 

Palestine.  

If everyday gendered identities are constructed and maintained through discourse, 

performance, and everyday actions, they must also be understood as being context-dependent. 

Shurmer-Smith (2001) points out that there are spatial politics in every action: in aggressively 

pushing or politely standing back in a shop; in considerately making oneself as small as possible 

or comfortably spreading one’s legs in tourist class airplane seats; in covering one’s window or 

displaying one’s life to the world. The place-specificity of everyday actions has been studied by 

feminist and queer theorist geographers who argue that places are encoded with messages about 

who belongs, what behavior is expected, and what other axes of social division are made 

concrete in everyday space.  

Gendered spatial practices are prevalent in all parts of Jerusalem, including its Ultra-

Orthodox, Jewish-Secular, and Palestinian areas. Jewish and Muslim holy sites enforce strict 

gender separation rules, and women’s presence in them is made marginal to men (Yiftachel, 

2016). Scholars have documented how gendered norms are also enforced in the city’s public and 

private spheres, subjecting the female body to certain ‘proper’ dress codes, mobility practices, 

and behaviours (Fenster, 2005; Greenberg Raanan & Avni, 2020; Kerzhner et al., 2018; Singer & 

Bickel, 2015). While these practices may be affiliated with the city’s religious neighbourhoods, 

whether Israeli or Palestinian, women of different religious and ethnic backgrounds have 

experienced exclusion, restricted mobility, and lack of safety also in the city’s secular areas 

(Greenberg Raanan 2017). At the same time, women also negotiate and traverse some gender 

boundaries, claiming their right to the city and asserting their presence in various ways (Alayan 

& Shehadeh, 2021; Greenberg Raanan & Avni, 2020). 

East Jerusalem as a gray space  
East Jerusalem is the popular name for Jerusalem’s Palestinian neighbourhoods and is derived 

from the geography of the Green Line that divided the city into two separate parts: Jewish-Israeli 

(West) and Palestinian (East) (Figure 1). Since 1967, when Israel annexed Jordanian Al-

Quds/Jerusalem and the villages surrounding the city, this area has been internationally 

considered occupied territory. Almost 400,000 Palestinians live in East Jerusalem, comprising 
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38% of Jerusalem’s population. Several elements combine to make East Jerusalem a gray space, 

beyond its internationally contested status.  

 

Figure 1 – East and West Jerusalem (Source: Authors) 

 

First, citizenship status; for the most part, Palestinians living in Jerusalem are not citizens 

of Israel but permanent residents whose residency status is precarious and can be revoked. To 

maintain their residency, Palestinians must prove on an ongoing basis that Jerusalem is their 

center of life (Salem, 2018). Since the erection of the separation wall in the early 2000s, which 

severely hindered movement and connections between Jerusalem and the West Bank, thousands 

of Palestinians from the West Bank, many of whom are women, reside  in Jerusalem without the 
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Jerusalem residency card issued by the Israeli government, and thus live under constant 

instability and fear (Ir Amim, 2015). Most of them live in the Palestinian areas outside of the 

separation wall yet within the municipal boundary of Jerusalem (Kufr Aqab and the Shuafat 

refugee camp), which can be considered a gray space within gray space. The municipality 

provides little to no services to these neighbourhoods and turns a blind eye to what it deems 

unauthorized construction, in contrast to other areas of East Jerusalem where unauthorized 

Palestinian construction is strictly enforced (Zugayar et al., 2021). 

Second, urban planning, including housing and infrastructure; since 1967, very few 

master plans have been approved for East Jerusalem, despite the growing population, meaning 

that virtually all construction is informal, and thus to the Israeli state, a large percentage of East 

Jerusalem’s building stock is considered illegal. This is while the Jewish-Israeli areas of 

Jerusalem have grown substantially, including east of the Green Line (UN-Habitat, 2015). 

Moreover, most of the land in East Jerusalem is not formally registered in the Israeli system, 

making future planning difficult (Braier, 2013). However, the lack of approval of new housing 

units is largely attributed to political reasons and the Israeli government’s desire to maintain a 

Jewish majority in the city (UN-Habitat 2015). Infrastructure such as sewage, roads, and public 

space is also greatly deteriorated in East Jerusalem compared to the West.  

Third, urban institutions; most East Jerusalemites do not vote in the municipal elections 

since they consider voting serves to ‘normalize’ the occupation. Political institutions in East 

Jerusalem have practically not existed since the establishment of the Palestinian Authority (Avni 

et al., 2021; El Kurd, 2018). While in theory, the municipality and other institutions are supposed 

to represent and serve East Jerusalemites, East Jerusalem neighbourhoods are underserved and 

lack basic services and amenities. Those who do approach the municipality to request a service 

encounter language barriers and other difficulties. In recent years, the government produced a 

five-year plan to ‘close the gap’ between East and West Jerusalem (Ramon, 2021), yet its 

implementation is still partial and unlikely to solve many problems, given the political 

considerations that guide development in the city. Moreover, the implementation of some of 

these programs, for example, in education, is conditioned upon adopting the Israeli curriculum, 

which is unacceptable for many Palestinian institutions (Shlomo, 2017). All of these factors, 

among others, exemplify the situation of ‘permanent temporality’ where East Jerusalem is 
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neither fully included in Israel nor completely excluded from it and illustrates the condition of 

gray space.  

Methods 
The research was conducted using qualitative research methods. The majority of the data was 

collected through semi-structured interviews that took place during four months in late 2018. 

Follow-up interviews were conducted in 2019 and early 2020. Interviews were conducted with 

22 female Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem, all Muslim except for one Christian. The 

women interviewed for this research, all of whom are referred to by pseudonyms, are aged 

between 18 and mid-50s, are from different socio-economic backgrounds, and live in a variety of 

neighbourhoods of Jerusalem, from the most precarious and marginal to the more secure and 

affluent, on both sides of the separation wall. What they have in common is their leading position 

in their respective communities. We selected women willing to speak about their role as “agents 

of change,” i.e., women who take an active role in fostering social change and work towards it in 

different capacities, whether through NGOs, the Jerusalem municipality, or the private sector. 

Interviews were held in multiple locations. Most took place at the Hebrew University, while 

others took place in interviewees’ houses, offices, cafés, or places of work. All of these 

environments were safe and agreed upon by both parties involved in the interview.  

Positionality played an important role in the fieldwork process. Most of the interviews 

were conducted by the third author, an American with Egyptian parents, in Arabic and English. 

Several aspects of the main interviewer’s positionality were critical for establishing trust in an 

environment of extreme suspicion and broad fears about the normalization of relations between 

Palestinians and Israelis, which includes communication with Israeli individuals, universities, or 

other entities. The main interviewer’s age (19) made her non-threatening to interviewees, and her 

fluency in Egyptian Arabic meant that the author was received well by the interviewees and was 

repeatedly told that her dialect reminded them of Egyptian cinema, which dominated popular 

culture across the Arab world throughout the 20th century. Still, some interviews were conducted 

in Hebrew and English by the first author, a Jewish-Israeli woman. The interviewees in this case 

work with Israeli organizations and collaborators and felt at ease to be interviewed for the 

purpose of academic research. The purpose of the study and its dissemination was made known 

to all women and they all consented to be interviewed. The information from the interviews was 
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complemented by the authors’ familiarity with the city and various participant observations in 

community events, academic conferences, and informal gatherings around the city.  

The manifestations of gray space in everyday life in East Jerusalem 
This section elaborates on how living in East Jerusalem’s gray space affects Palestinian women’s 

everyday use of the city. Since women in Middle Eastern society generally bear the brunt of the 

responsibilities in the domestic sphere, including family safety, health, and child-rearing, they 

often experience some aspects of their urban environments in a much different way than their 

male counterparts. While most of the women interviewed for this research are highly educated, 

independent, and leaders in their communities, they still face many challenges in mobility, sense 

of security, and access to resources. Their stories also reveal the problematic status of many East 

Jerusalemite women from less privileged backgrounds. Many East Jerusalemite women have no 

more than high school education (often less), are unemployed (about 85% of Palestinian women 

do not participate in the workforce as waged labourers (ACRI, 2012), a reality that even 

worsened due to COVID-19), face language barriers due to low or nonexistent Hebrew 

competency, and are subject to patriarchal control. These difficulties join the other challenges 

described in the previous section, such as overcrowded neighbourhoods with depleted 

infrastructure, poor public transportation, lack of green spaces and amenities, and overall 

neglect–conditions that directly result from the Israeli occupation.  

 

Checkpoints and mobility  
Crossing militarized checkpoints has become an aspect of daily life for many East Jerusalemites 

for several reasons, such as commuting or visiting family. Many Palestinians also live in Kufr 

Aqab, a neighborhood considered within the Jerusalem municipality but outside of the physical 

separation wall. For them, crossing a checkpoint is a daily act. 

  Some of the challenges posed by the separation wall and checkpoints include dividing 

families or preventing future partnerships, wasting time, inducing stress, and causing 

humiliation. In the scenario where one spouse has a Jerusalem ID, and the other does not, it 

becomes very challenging for the couple to live together, given that obtaining an Israeli ID is 

almost impossible. If they move to the West Bank, the partner with the Jerusalem ID will have it 

revoked, meaning that they can no longer enter Jerusalem without a permit, often resulting in no 

longer being able to see one’s family on the other side of the wall. If the couple attempts to live 
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in Jerusalem, the non-ID holding partner can be arrested—if they can even make it across the 

border. A mother who maintains a Jerusalem residence to retain her family’s Jerusalem IDs but 

lives in Ramallah said: ‘Both of my sons are dating girls from the West Bank, and they are really 

sweet and pretty, and they even get my sons gifts, but I can never allow them to get married… 

It’s a hard life.’ For this woman, having sons married to women without a Jerusalem ID is 

simply not an option, while for others, it is a reality. While there is no official data on the number 

of women from the West Bank residing without permits in Jerusalem, estimates suggest that 

there are thousands and even tens of thousands of them. These women are highly restricted in 

their mobility and access to amenities and services and risk being arrested and banished, losing 

their Jerusalem residency. Their precarious status affects their wellbeing and relationships with 

family, friends, and neighbours (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2012).  

One interviewee described how her sister’s family was broken up due to the erection of 

the separation wall in 2002. When the wall was built, her sister and her children came from 

Bethlehem to live in Jerusalem at their father’s home. The sister’s husband continued living in 

Bethlehem as that is where he was employed, and returned from the West Bank to visit his 

family only on weekends and holidays. The women explained the negative consequences of this 

arrangement and the strain it placed on the family unit. They had to pay for two homes, it was 

challenging for the mother to work and care for the children without help, and the father was not 

there daily to watch the children grow. This situation is not uncommon.  

One of the most obvious impacts of being forced to cross a checkpoint in one’s journey is 

the time added from one destination to another. Oftentimes, when a checkpoint is factored into a 

commute, it can take two hours to travel from home to work and another two hours on the way 

back. This becomes a major consideration in employment and education opportunities, or even in 

running errands or receiving medical treatment. The physical act of crossing a checkpoint for 

many Palestinians can be humiliating. One interviewee described her experiences: ‘we go 

through them and get checked, and sometimes it is very embarrassing because the wire of your 

bra beeps, and whenever you walk, sometimes people ask you to remove your veil, remove 

whatever, and this can be embarrassing for people who wear the hijab’ (and Griffiths & Repo, 

2018; Hammami, 2019 for more accounts on the gendered experience of crossing checkpoints; 

see also Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2012). The militarized nature of the checkpoints, combined with 

having commute times increase exponentially, can often cause stress and anxiety for those forced 
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to travel (in most cases, men). This stress is often transferred from one person in the household 

to another, ultimately resulting in severe family tension and even domestic violence. One 

interviewee described: 

 

When a man goes out to work, he finds many problems in his way such as the soldiers 

and even settlers stopping him on his way to work and then getting in trouble with his 

supervisor at work because he arrived late. These fights with the supervisor lead to fights 

with the other employees. This results in the man returning home in a very bad mood 

from his work and this causes many problems because he returns to his wife and tells her, 

you can’t work, you can’t go out, you can’t do anything, don’t get on my nerves! 

 

Another interviewee added:  

 

Because their men have to leave the house very early in the morning to pass through the 

checkpoint, this puts a lot of pressure on the men, causing the women to suffer from 

domestic violence. The men cannot relieve their stress with others so they take it out on 

the wife, then the wife takes it out on the kids. … This is the biggest challenge that 

women face: domestic violence. 

 

The issue of stress and domestic violence and its connection to the geopolitics of the city came 

up repeatedly in the interviews and are further elaborated on in the next section. Ultimately, 

Israel’s use of the checkpoints as political control and as governing and sorting mechanism 

permeates to the most intimate Palestinian domestic sphere and everyday life (Griffiths & Repo, 

2018).  

 

Safety 
For women from East Jerusalem, whether or not they feel safe is often a question of where they 

are and if they are wearing a hijab (Greenberg Raanan and Avni 2020; Alayan and Shehadeh 

2021). Every single veiled woman who was interviewed responded that wearing her hijab made 

her feel unsafe in West Jerusalem. Whereas Muslim Arab men are able to blend in with Israeli 

society, Muslim Arab women wearing the hijab do not have the same privilege and are always a 

visible minority (Najib & Hopkins, 2019). One woman described her experience:  

 

Because I am not wearing the hijab sometimes I feel more safe, but if I wore it, I would 

feel seriously in danger in some Israeli neighborhoods. In the neighborhood across the 

street here they are very religious. I lost my way in my car there once and I asked a man 

in Hebrew and he thought because of my accent that I was American. He asked me if I 

speak English, so I said yes. 
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In this situation, not wearing a hijab enabled the woman to disguise herself. Another interviewee 

recounted: 

 

We get threats from the Israelis everywhere we go. Once I was walking with a friend on 

Jaffa Street. I think it was during the time of the Gaza War. We were just walking and 

two Israeli guys, settlers, were walking behind us, and we were speaking in Arabic, and 

they told us to “go to Gaza”. They said this in Hebrew. So I told him, “you go to Gaza”. 

He looked at us a certain way and I was like, oh my God, he is going to beat us or 

something, so we just walked quickly away, because they looked so violent! You cannot 

trust them, and if something happens, the police will not take my side… I will go to jail!  

 

However, safety (or its lack thereof) is not only experienced vis-à-vis Israeli society. As 

mentioned, the Palestinian domestic environment can also be experienced as unsafe for some 

Palestinian women. Many women find themselves trapped: while they refrain from approaching 

the Israeli police due to their assumption that the police will be unwilling to act on their behalf or 

will mistreat them (Hannah Rought-Brooks et al., 2010) and also due to prevalent norms of anti-

normalization, language barriers, mistrust, and fear, they find no one to turn to within Palestinian 

society during crises. One interviewee powerfully phrased this dilemma:  

 

If something happens to a woman who is being exposed to violence by a family member, 

she cannot go to an Israeli police officer and report it because at some point they will 

consider that inappropriate, and at the same time, they are not the ones who are going to 

protect you. Going to the Israeli police, you will be considered a collaborator, so really, 

everyone is against you. (authors’ emphasis) 

 

This state of liminality is a classic manifestation of gray space, subjecting women to fragility and 

insecurity. In this sense, East Jerusalemite women are a double-minority (Kretzmer, 2019) who 

exemplify the dual dilemma of the ‘subaltern as female’ and the ‘subaltern of imperialism’ 

(Spivak, 2003, p. 325). It is not only that these women are subjected to the occupation, but 

because of the male-dominated society in which they live, a situation exacerbated by the 

occupation, they are also excluded by the powerful patriarchy in East Jerusalem (Erez et al., 

2022; Kretzmer, 2019). Many interviewees agreed that critical issues of domestic violence and 

sexual harassment are widespread yet do not receive much attention for ‘cultural and religious 

reasons and because it is shameful and scandalous’ (interview with Nadia). 
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The absence of formalized (Palestinian) authorities, the predominance of conservative 

practices of Islam, and restrictive cultural norms can be perceived by some Palestinian women as 

limiting and even intimidating. One interviewee exemplified this complexity with an anecdote 

about her daughter’s work and mobility: 

 

My older daughter studied computer science and she works for a high-tech company [in 

West Jerusalem]. I am constantly worried because where she works there are settlers and 

Jews, and in our neighborhood, people may look at her and wonder, where are you going 

and what are you doing at this time of night out of the house? They would never consider 

that she is working. (...) I don’t sleep until my daughters arrive home. (…) Two days ago 

she returned from work in Haifa at 2 or 2:30 AM. She could face problems from Jews or 

settlers, or she could face problems from the local gangsters. My constant fear 24 hours a 

day is that someone will stop my daughter in the street.  

 

Another interviewee, a young, secular woman, explicitly said that she feels safer in the Jewish-

Israeli parts of Jerusalem rather than in her own East Jerusalem neighbourhood: 

 

I like to go to Jaffa Road1 just to walk. It’s more comfortable to walk in Jaffa Road 

because nobody will ask you anything or watch you. The same guy walking in East 

Jerusalem will watch and comment but on Jaffa Road he won’t say anything. Even if it’s 

the same person and same situation, it’s the place that’s different… if I want to do sports, 

I can’t do it in [the interviewee’s neighbourhood]. I will take my car to French Hill [a 

predominantly Jewish neighbourhood], take a jog and then take my car back to my house.  

 

 A similar notion was expressed by another interview, who said: 

 

When I want to walk I drive my car to an area in Israel just to walk around. I pass the 

checkpoint for two hours just to walk. I can’t walk in Kufr Aqab. I don’t even know my 

neighbors and they don’t know me. (Interview with Yasmeen) 

 

We end this section with a quote from an interviewee who does not wear the hijab and also 

points out the duality of being a secular Palestinian in a deeply divided city. Walking in her own 

neighborhood, she said, feels safe because she grew up there and knows the people in the area, 

however, walking in ‘any other area, especially if it is dark, no way! Especially because 

Palestinians might mistake me for an Israeli and Israelis might mistake me for a Palestinian.’ 

These excerpts from the women’s everyday lives demonstrate that the experience of 

being a Palestinian woman in East Jerusalem is not homogeneous. Some areas are experienced 
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differently by different women, depending on their dress and perceived religiosity, background, 

and other factors.  

 

Identity, motherhood, and cultural norms 
The gendered sense of insecurity described in the previous sections is only amplified by 

motherhood, according to the interviewees. Many Palestinian families follow traditional gender 

roles, where mothers play a primary role in the decision-making associated with parenthood. One 

mother interviewed shared her dilemma when it comes to choosing an education system for her 

children. On the one hand, if she sends her children to an Israeli school, they will gain the 

Hebrew language skills needed to succeed in their environment and have a better quality of life 

but will be learning the Israeli narrative of history. On the other hand, putting her children 

through the Palestinian school system aligns with her cultural, social, and political views, but due 

to a lack of funding, it may not adequately prepare her children for the universities or workforce 

they aspire to enter. Even simple routine activities such as visiting family on the other side of the 

separation wall become more complicated when children are involved. One mother reported not 

knowing what to tell her young children when they asked why soldiers were very nice to her on 

the way to their cousins’ house but were very mean to her on the way back home. Interviewees 

pointed out that navigating these conversations with young, impressionable children is highly 

challenging.  

In Jerusalem’s workforce, where Palestinian women are often the last to be considered 

for a job by both Palestinians and Israelis, the tradeoff that many women all around the world 

must take between staying at home and raising children or working a full-time job often results 

in the woman quitting her job and staying home with the children. With the responsibility of 

picking children up from school in the afternoon and crossing a checkpoint to do so, it becomes 

impossible for mothers to maintain particular jobs. One interviewee described her experience as 

a mother crossing the checkpoint: 

 

Qalandia checkpoint is horrible, it’s the worst checkpoint in the West Bank. It took two 

hours to go and two hours to come back so you can imagine how it’s hard for both males 

and females, but especially for women, because of the kids, because of the 

responsibilities, because even the lack of services and infrastructure in the area itself, 

because there is no sidewalk, because unfortunately, sometimes the sewage comes out 

and they walk on it. 
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Aside from the difficulties compounded by motherhood, interviewees reported other 

challenges, including the young age of marriage that is the norm among Palestinian women and 

how they are expected to manage all domestic responsibilities, preventing them from pursuing 

higher education. Traditional gender norms are strictly enforced, making it difficult for women 

who do not comply with them, as one interviewee explained:  

 

From the first minute I got divorced, people looked at me differently. They say, oh, she’s 

divorced, oh she comes and goes… I go out to get bread and people will say, hmmm, 

where did she go? And they will say bad words about me… It is a cultural and a religious 

problem. Here, Islam creates so many problems, especially because we are not veiled. 

Even my “friends” at work still ask me when I will start to wear a veil. I tell them, I 

won’t be wearing it, I will be wearing a bathing suit. It has been 20 years that I am 

working with this same group of women and some are still asking me when I will wear a 

veil!  

 

Another interviewee commented on the complexity of being a Palestinian woman in Jerusalem. 

Whereas veiled women might encounter suspicion, stereotypes, and racism ‘even in Montreal’2, 

she said, in Jerusalem, ‘the Palestinian woman suffers two or three times for it because she 

suffers from the occupation, she suffers as a woman in the Arab society, and as a traditional 

woman. She also suffers from religious discrimination’ (Interview with Rasan). Indeed, the 

intersectional nature of the many forces that interact in East Jerusalem results in diverse 

outcomes for women, depending on their particular life circumstances.   

 

Navigating Jerusalem’s gray space: Women as agents of change  
While the women interviewed for this research face many challenges living in a gray space, the 

power vacuum and under-governed nature of gray space also provides opportunities for them to 

be active agents in creating change and combatting the quotidian challenges associated with life 

in contested Jerusalem. As a method of self-empowerment, some women have decided to work 

with the Jerusalem municipality to improve the daily lives of Palestinians in East Jerusalem. 

Unique to this choice is its occurrence within the confines of the Israeli society and local 

government framework. By working within the Israeli authorities, these women believe they can 

produce tangible results and changes for their communities. For example, Mina is in charge of 

coordinating vocational programs for unemployed people, as well as developing professional 

courses. She works mainly with women, among them new mothers. As an East Jerusalemite who 
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is working in the municipality, Mina takes it as her responsibility to encourage them to hire 

people from East Jerusalem. She says,  

 

I think the one who is working in the municipality has to knock on the table and say what 

we need. At least in my department, they now understand that we have to hire from East 

Jerusalem because when you do that, your picture of what is going on in that area 

becomes clearer.  

 

Leila works in the field of urban planning and community development. She develops 

programs with the municipality and other organizations, some of which are specifically designed 

for women. While she believes that place-making projects are a good method for letting the 

community speak, she is not sure if these types of projects should be the municipality’s first 

priority:  

When you don’t even have good, clean running water or accessibility to transportation, 

you don’t really care about a bench… You see this as a luxury! I do believe that public 

space is very important, and the core of the structure of building a city, but they don’t 

need it as urgently as they need more housing, or for houses to be saved from demolition, 

or to be safe from being kicked out of their houses. 

 

Nonetheless, she reported that after overcoming trust issues, people were thrilled with the 

projects they did. As a Palestinian woman, she said, ‘people feel they can talk to [me] very 

easily. Even the men would come and talk to me and ask me what I think about things. (…) I 

think it was a benefit.’ Leila uses her job with the municipality to make direct changes to her 

built environment and improve the poor infrastructure of East Jerusalem where she can.  

Other women have started change-making initiatives beyond those funded by the 

municipality. One interviewee, along with a partner, had launched an educational program to 

supplement the high school education system in East Jerusalem, which is often overloaded with 

students and not equipped for different learning styles or preparing students for university. 

According to Ir Amim (2017, p. 3), East Jerusalem has been ‘coping with a continued shortage 

of classrooms as well as the highest dropout rates recorded in data collected by Israel.’ The 

program they developed provides training and learning skills to help Palestinian students get 

accepted to colleges and successfully graduate from them.  

Yasmeen started her own program to teach business skills to and empower East 

Jerusalemite women living in one of the neighborhoods outside of the separation wall. She 
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started off by renting a center and inviting women to speak in their free time. She felt this 

activity allowed them to relieve pressure and occasionally find solutions. After four years of 

informal meetings, she got a grant that enabled her to open a professional center where she 

offered some free sessions in five subject areas. The first, and in her opinion, the most important, 

is a women’s empowerment session. After that, they can attend sessions in marketing, 

accounting, legal help, and IT, and are provided with laptops. She also provides a daycare 

service to attract women with young children and a meal. She follows up with the women to see 

how their entrepreneurial projects are progressing. She also helps them to make connections with 

institutions such as banks that can provide them with grants and loans. Through her work, 

Yasmeen has also encountered cases of husbands who were apprehensive about their wives’ 

participation, but she managed to persuade them that the added income would be valuable. By 

empowering the women and providing them with some skills and resources, many were able to 

start their own small businesses. This extra income has improved some of the women’s lives. 

Another notable project initiated and managed by two interviewees encourages women to 

be active in their communities and address environmental dangers that put their children at risk. 

The kind of dangers they face daily are infrastructural in nature, for example, poorly paved roads 

with uncovered ditches or sewage problems. At first, the women did not know how to ask for 

what they wanted. As the founder explained: 

 

I began to explain that we have certain rights because we pay [property tax] and 

electricity and water, and it is our right to take advantage and to claim what we deserve. 

From another point of view, as a mother, I want my children to live in a good 

environment. I will both teach my sons not to litter, and I will call the municipality and 

request garbage bins from them and request them to fix the streets. I will ask them to fill 

the pit in the road so my son does not fall, and will ask for lights on my street. 

 

At first, for reasons of mistrust, people felt uneasy when they saw the municipality coming to 

make improvements, worrying the authorities came in order to demolish houses. It also took time 

to convince the municipality to take the complaints seriously. Improvement started to happen 

when an East Jerusalemite began to work at the municipality’s call center because he could 

communicate with the women in Arabic. The project started in one neighborhood and expanded 

to 14 neighborhoods within East Jerusalem, each with its own women’s group, totaling nearly a 
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thousand women. From one East Jerusalemite working in the call center, four more were 

employed, and the East Jerusalem call rate has risen significantly.   

These are only some examples of the initiatives undertaken by the women we 

interviewed. Others are entrepreneurs taking a leading role in the emerging high-tech scene in 

East Jerusalem, are active in various peace initiatives, or are leading environmental activism 

groups and economic development initiatives. They help thousands of other women receive 

training, vocational skills, education and language skills while facing significant challenges both 

from Palestinian and Israeli societies. The women interviewed demonstrate that living in a gray 

space has, at least in some ways, enabled them to challenge or reimagine conventional roles 

within their patriarchal society and be agents of change in their communities. 

Discussion and conclusion: A gendered gray space 
In this paper, we suggest that East Jerusalem can be productively conceptualized as a gray space, 

neither fully integrated nor completely eliminated from Jerusalem/Israel. The framework of gray 

space highlights the unique and fragile status of East Jerusalemite Palestinians, who are residents 

of a highly segregated city with contested boundaries, institutions, and sovereignty (Avni et al. 

2021; El Kurd 2018). Their lives are marked by structural inequalities created by the occupation 

and by the fact that they are not Israeli citizens. We further suggest a gendered reading of this 

space, through an examination of the unique embodied challenges that Palestinian women 

routinely face as well as their coping mechanisms. Palestinian women face significant constraints 

in their everyday lives, which have clear geographic manifestations. Their sense of safety in 

different parts of the city, their mobility in and around Jerusalem, and the type of institutions 

with which they interact—or not—are examples of how everyday life is affected by spatial 

considerations and the reality of life in an extremely divided, non-democratic city (Greenberg 

Raanan and Avni 2020; Shalhoub-Kerkovian and Busbridge 2014).  

While highlighting the various and considerable challenges these women tackle on an 

ongoing basis, we have also demonstrated the capacity of some women to serve as agents of 

change. Far from being silent and passive in their oppression, many Palestinian women in East 

Jerusalem are leading meaningful initiatives to improve their lives and are creating robust 

networks in their environments, which is at least partially facilitated by the power vacuum that 

exists in the gray space of East Jerusalem. The women interviewed for this research come from 

different backgrounds in terms of age, marital status, family history, and socio-economic status, 
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yet they all share a desire to change their lives and those around them for the better. Their acts 

are not necessarily in the form of direct resistance or collective action since the political situation 

in Jerusalem makes such resistance a risky endeavor (Avni, 2021; Yiftachel, 2016). Yet women 

find ways to subvert the dominant power relations and find joy and meaning in their lives, even 

if their resistance strategies are tacit, ambivalent, and may only change reality temporarily and 

modestly (Richter-Devroe, 2012, 2018).  The women we interviewed are strategic and persistent 

in their quest to claim agency and authority over their lives (Shalhoub-Kerkovian and Busbridge 

2014). As Hammani (2019, p. S95) argues regarding the checkpoints, ‘human agency cannot be 

completely automated out of the system.’  

The power vacuum and unique circumstances of the occupation has allowed many of them 

to take on leadership roles in their communities and challenge entrenched patriarchal cultural 

norms (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2012). Their actions should not be romanticized as fully 

transformative but understood as a form of subjectivity and agency that contest the Israeli control 

but may also be directed against ‘internal Palestinian power structures’ (Richter-Devroe, 2012, p. 

41). Despite the limited scope of these women’s resistance acts, and the implicit manner in 

which they are articulated, they are nonetheless political acts. Understanding and recognizing 

them as such requires ‘a shift in scholarly focus to the everyday’ (Richter-Devroe, 2018, p. 2).  

Utilizing gray space, gender, and everyday life jointly as analytical frameworks helps to capture 

the rich array of factors that play a role in the lives of Palestinian women in East Jerusalem.  

 The intersectionality of the various structures that influence the lives of Palestinian 

women in a contested city such as Jerusalem is evident in their stories. First, they are women in a 

city with clear gendered boundaries and patriarchal norms and belong to a largely conservative 

society. As such, some of their experiences are shared by women of other ethnic and racial 

identities in Jerusalem, particularly those from orthodox Jewish communities (Greenberg Raanan 

and Avni 2020). Second, they are a minority in an occupied city, which adds unique challenges 

and difficulties to their everyday lives (Shalhoub-Kerkovian and Busbridge 2014). As noted by 

Shalhoub-Kerkovian (2012, p. 20), women who take a more active stand in society may also 

experience ‘further margnizaliation within the Palestinian community in Jerusalem,’ supported 

by the local leadership. However, it is also important to note that some women explicitly said 

that interacting with institutions, people, and spaces in West Jerusalem had provided them with 
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some freedom and opportunities. Therefore, their experiences cannot be sorted into a neat binary. 

This ‘messiness’ is partly a result of living in a gray space, belonging neither here nor there.  

 In conclusion, by thinking about East Jerusalemite women’s everyday experiences 

through the framework of gray space we demonstrate how informality, particularly in the context 

of occupation, is a broad umbrella that is also shaped by factors such as gender and ethnicity. 

Being a Palestinian woman in East Jerusalem entails certain dilemmas, limitations, and practices.  

While some scholarship examines the links between gender and space in Jerusalem (Fenster, 

2004; Greenberg Raanan, 2017; Shalhoub-Kerkovian & Busbridge, 2014; Singer & Bickel, 

2015), it has been fairly limited in scope and has generally not investigated informality and gray 

space. Combining these two lenses provides a richer and more nuanced understanding of the 

multi-scalar structures that shape everyday life in Jerusalem, from the private home to the city 

level. Future social and cultural geographic research could productively use the concept of gray 

space to investigate the everyday gendered nature of liminal spaces, such as East Jerusalem, and 

the constraints and liberations experienced by people with different positionalities. Since gender 

might affect how people experience their (informal) urban environment, this undertaking could 

further illuminate everyday life in large parts of the world.  
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1 One of the main shopping streets in Jerusalem. 
2 In reference to where the interviewer studied. 


