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Abstract

Religious Muslim women began appearing in the public arena in the 1990s, as they
demonstrated their objection to Israel’s control over the holy sites, using the reli-
gious method of ribat, or presence in holy places, to serve the Palestinian national
struggle. In recent years, religious Muslim and Palestinian women have challenged
Israel’s authority over al-Agsa Mosque, while at the same time demanding a more
equal status for themselves in Palestinian society. Their acts of provocation toward
Israeli police at the mosque are a phenomenon without precedent in modern Islamic
history, indicating a far more profound transformation taking place within Palestin-
ian society. The changing relationship between men and women and the societal
roles now claimed by women, not just in earning an income but also in defending
the honor of Muslim men and women alike, also transforms the principle of giwama
(protection), according to which the Muslim man is solely responsible for protecting
and providing for the Muslim woman.

Keywords Ribat - Murabitat - Al-Aqsa Mosque - Qiwama - Piety - Islamic
Movement - Israel

Introduction

Islamic doctrine attributes importance to a person’s presence in holy places. This
presence is called ribat, which means “to connect” or “to bond” in Arabic. Initially,
the term referred to the fortresses built along the frontier during the Muslim con-
quest of North Africa, symbolizing a readiness for war for the sake of disseminat-
ing Islam. Ribat also carries a broader meaning, encompassing continuity, follow-
through, consistency, and jihad (including both the internal struggle, jihad al-nafs,
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and the external effort for the sake of God), as well as vigilance, assertiveness, secu-
rity, and faith. The term is frequently mentioned in the Qur’an and in the hadith, the
tradition of the Prophet Muhammad (al-Mustafa, n.d.; Hoque et al., 2023).

Modern-day ribat is relevant in every field where Muslims can serve their society
and the Muslim nation and further strengthen their power (al-Mustafa, n.d.). Aisha,
the wife of the Prophet Muhammad and a central figure in transmitting his teach-
ings, presented ribat as a form of jihad. She reportedly said, “If women were obli-
gated to perform jihad, they would choose ribar” (Halfi, 2003). These words have
served as a basis for a growing trend in recent years that perceives women as equal
partners with men in ribat, especially given that the term’s meaning has expanded
beyond warfare and now includes social, political, scientific, and cultural aspects. A
recent study on the Murabitat et al.-Agsa Mosque showed that they provided addi-
tional interpretations of ribat beyond military defense of the mosque. They were
actively involved in organizing social and educational events both inside and outside
the compound, integrating acts of courage and resistance in their confrontation with
the Israeli occupation (Lulu et al., 2024).

The Israeli—Palestinian conflict has been ongoing since the early twentieth cen-
tury, marked by significant disputes between Palestinians and Jews over holy places,
such as the riots of 1929 over access to and control of the al-Buragq/Western Wall in
Jerusalem (Winder, 2012). The occupation of Jerusalem in the 1967 war, with al-
Agsa Mosque falling under Israeli sovereignty, further inflamed the conflict. Since
then, Israel has increasingly sought to gain control over the Haram al-Sharif/Temple
Mount, the elevated compound that overlooks the Western Wall and contains both
the al-Agsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock, and which Jews revere as the site of
the Second Temple (Reiter, 2017). Palestinians and Muslims now refer to this entire
area as the al-Agsa Mosque, signaling their rejection of any division of the area,
with what was historically referred to as the al-Agsa Mosque now being called al-
Qibli (Reiter, 2017).

As I discuss below, Palestinian women have historically engaged in political
action since the early days of the conflict (Fleischmann, 2003); however, their strug-
gle in the past was mainly nationalist in nature, and their involvement did not invoke
religious symbolism and terminology in the same way as the murabitat. With the
outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000, religious Palestinian Muslim women joined
the men’s struggle to protect al-Agsa Mosque, engaging in confrontation with Israeli
forces. This protest was widely covered in the media and the field: Many women
were arrested and removed from the mosque by Israeli security forces as a result
of their activities. Some were consequently even banned from entering the mosque.
These women defined themselves as murabitat; that is, they were engaging in ribat
(presence) at the mosque. Today, they maintain an ongoing presence in the mosque
where they engage in prayer and other purposes, which this article will discuss.
Although Palestinian Muslim men are also involved in activities within the mosque
and engage in ribat (Heacock, 2012; Larkin & Dumper, 2012; Schulz, 2002), this
article will focus on women’s activities in al-Aqsa Mosque. Schmitt argued that the
Murabitat’s resistance cannot be understood through external political frameworks,
but rather through their self-created political agency, which innovatively mobi-
lizes latent Islamic religious and domestic symbols (such as ribat and domestic
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metaphors) to create a new, non-violent form of protecting Al-Agsa and asserting
women’s role in the national struggle (Schmitt, 2020).

Women’s presence in al-Agsa Mosque is not limited to passive devotion; rather,
it often assumes active forms of resistance. Central to this is the practice of provo-
cation, or ghayz, a concept found in the Qur’an. In one verse, the root of the word
ghayz signifies any action aimed at angering the infidels and breaking their morale.
This is considered a virtuous deed that is divinely rewarded (Qur’an, Sura 9, Verse
120). et al.-Agsa Mosque, the murabitat manifest ghayz in several ways. The most
common is the defiant chanting of “Allahu Akbar” (“God is the greatest”) repeat-
edly and for as long as possible whenever the women see Israeli policemen, Jewish
worshippers, or foreign tourists within the mosque’s compound. Another form of
provocation is when the women sit for several hours in areas within the compound,
where Jewish worshippers come for prayer or visit and refuse to clear the area when
asked to do so. At times, this leads to arguments between the women and the police
officers who often arrest them. In other instances, when the mosque or the paths of
approach are closed or blocked by Israeli authorities (such as during Jewish holi-
days), the women congregate outside the gates of the mosque or at other nearby
locations where a woman leader encourages them to continue coming to the mosque
and protecting it. Since the murabitat women have the privilege of praying in the
mosque, they aim to be partners in the struggle to defend it.

The case of the murabitat has several characteristics: It is shaped and defined
by the historical and political context of an ongoing national and religious conflict
between Israel and the Palestinians spanning more than a hundred years. It high-
lights the issue of gender in a conservative society, where religious Muslim women
are increasingly visible in a public space—specifically in a mosque of spiritual and
symbolic importance, not only to Palestinians but to Muslims worldwide. Finally,
it relates to women who challenge the social convention that men are expected to
protect the holy places. These women see themselves as equals to Muslim men in
their efforts to protect the mosque from attempts by the Israeli government to gain
greater control over it and change the status quo. Their activism represents a unique
case within a broader trend of political and gender activism by Muslim women in
the public sphere. Although these women are protesting against Israel’s occupation
using tools that have served the Palestinian national struggle, such as mobilizing
women into the public sphere, organizing public demonstrations, and maintaining a
physical presence in contested areas (Alinat-Abed, 2016; Jabari, 2004; Jad, 1998),
there is also innovation in their strategies. They employ religious concepts beside
their bodies, and especially their voices, as an act of protest. This article will expand
on the discussion of this protest, which I call “the politics of provocation.”

I suggest that al-Agsa Mosque serves as a conflictual site, where women employ
acts of provocation to engage in concurrent political, social, and gender-related pro-
tests. To implement such provocations, the women created a new and feminist inter-
pretation of the term “ribat,” which deviated from the understanding propounded
by Muslim religious clergy. The murabitat did not seek religious approval for their
action, but instead acted out of their own experiences as Muslim Palestinian women
in a complicated region. Their experiences have been shaped by living under vari-
ous forms of Israeli control and discrimination. Some live under direct occupation in

@ Springer



Contemporary Islam

East Jerusalem and the West Bank, while others reside within Israel, navigating their
reality as a religious and national minority (Kanaaneh, 2002). Palestinians face sys-
temic discrimination from the Israeli state, although the specific manifestations of
oppression differ based on one’s legal status and place of residence; those in Israel
proper are often treated as second-class citizens (Ghanim, 2021), while those in
the occupied Palestinian territories experience military rule and direct subjugation.
These diverse experiences have nonetheless granted the murabitat public legitimacy
among the Palestinians. Ihmoud (2019) analyzes the practice of murabata—the act
of remaining in place to defend sacred space—as part of a broader, underexplored
repertoire of Palestinian feminist resistance, world-making, and belonging. By plac-
ing the marginal position of indigenous women in the center, lhmoud’s analysis
highlights it as a site of critical insight and alternative forms of agency (Ihmoud,
2019).

The anthropological study of Muslim women’s agency in the Middle East is a
dynamic and evolving field, comprehensively reviewed by Sehlikoglu (2018). She
argues that agency should not be limited solely to overt resistance but rather con-
stitutes a complex epistemological question demanding examination beyond broad
frameworks such as religion and the state. Sehlikoglu identifies four waves of schol-
arship on Muslim women’s agency. The first wave (1960s—1970s) sought to correct
the “male bias” in the research by documenting women’s experiences. The sec-
ond wave (1980s—1990s) developed a post-colonial critique, while the third wave
(2000s), influenced by the work of Mahmood (2005) and others, emphasized the
importance of piety as an expression of agency. Finally, the fourth wave (2010s
onward) calls for moving beyond the exclusive focus on piety to include domains of
joy, desire, and pleasure, thus capturing the full complexity of female subjectivity.

The case of the murabitat is uniquely situated at the intersection of these contem-
porary theoretical approaches. This study acknowledges the importance of piety as a
central component of their activism, aligning with the “piety turn” of the third wave.
The role of the murabitat as religious women defending a holy site through prayer
necessitates close examination of how pious actions can function as political tools.
However, the findings move beyond this framework by highlighting the personal sat-
isfaction and joy the women express in their presence at the mosque. These elements
connect directly to the fourth wave, which urges scholars to explore aspiration and
pleasure as essential aspects of subjectivity and agency. The activism of the mura-
bitat thus is not merely a struggle against a colonial power but also the creation of
internal and external spaces that foster feelings of empowerment and identity.

The actions of the murabitat reveal a complex, multi-dimensional form of agency:
They collaborate with men while simultaneously promoting both individual and col-
lective female empowerment. By critiquing the political vacuum and simultaneously
asserting their power within the religious space, they demonstrate the non-linear
nature of their agency, which challenges multiple patriarchal structures—both those
of the occupation and those within their own society. This analysis, therefore, accu-
rately reflects the characteristics of the fourth wave, which seeks to unravel the com-
plexity of Muslim women’s subjectivity without reducing it to simplistic binaries.

This article examines the growth and motivation behind the actions of the mura-
bitat et al.-Agsa Mosque, their interpretation of ribat, and how they have challenged
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Israeli control and Muslim male leadership through their protests. To address these
topics, this paper adopts a socio-historical perspective.

Methodological approach

This study is based on extensive ethnographic fieldwork conducted over 11 years
(2010-2021), integrating a variety of qualitative data sources. As a Muslim
researcher who frequently visits al-Agsa Mosque, I conducted numerous observa-
tions at the mosque during Friday prayers during times of crisis between Israel and
the Palestinians, as well as throughout the Muslim holy month of Ramadan when
Muslim women from Israel, the occupied Palestinian territories, and abroad frequent
the mosque. I also held formal and informal conversations with the women who
attended the mosque during this period, engaging in direct dialogues and formal
and informal interviews with 25 Muslim women who identified as murabitat. The
women varied in age, education, and place of residence and included students from
Sharia (Islamic religious) colleges and universities in Israel and the West Bank.
Some were also active in the Islamic Movement in Israel. In addition, I held infor-
mal discussions with leading Muslim male figures within Israel about the murabitat;
these interlocutors requested anonymity for religious and political reasons.

The research approach followed the principles of Grounded Theory. This is an
inductive approach in which a theory is systematically built from real-world data
rather than testing a pre-existing hypothesis. As described by Potter and Robles
(2022), this method centers on participants’ experiences and patterns of behavior,
illuminating why they act in certain ways and how these actions create broader
dynamics. This method involved the simultaneous collection and analysis of data,
using constant comparison to identify themes, categories, and connections. The
resulting theory emerged naturally from the interplay of daily practices, personal
feelings, and political activism.

I also researched and analyzed press releases published by the Islamic Movement
regarding the ribat et al.-Aqsa Mosque from the late 1980s through 2018, as well
as news clippings and videos about the murabitat that were posted on social media
websites between 2015 and 2022. These particular sources, however, have inherent
limitations, as journalists and editors process the news items before publishing them,
while the videos published only show parts of the filmed events. Therefore, I cross-
referenced these materials with my own observations in the field and the interviews
with the women. Quotes from these interviews, along with excerpts from women’s
writings, press clippings, and social media videos, are integrated throughout the
analysis to provide a rich empirical foundation.

The paper begins with a theoretical framework that surveys the research litera-
ture on women’s activities in mosques. Most of this literature describes and analyzes
case studies from the West and East, focusing on women’s authority in mosques
and their accessibility to mosques in the modern era. I then emphasize the case of
Muslim women’s activity in al-Agsa Mosque and how it differs from other cases. I
discuss the phenomenon of the murabitat and their historical and political roots, pro-
viding a brief historical background on the conflict between Muslims and the Jews
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regarding sovereignty over al-Aqsa Mosque. I follow this with an analysis of the dis-
course of the murabitat, as expressed in their interviews in the Arab media and with
me and in videos distributed online. This analysis yields two main findings: external
implications regarding Israel and internal implications for male religious authority.
In the last section, I connect the women’s activity et al.-Agsa Mosque with giwama,
a religious concept essential to the shaping of gender relations in Islam.

Theoretical framework: Muslim women'’s activism in mosques

The mosque is a central place in the lives of Muslims, serving not only as a site of
prayer and religious study but also as a locus for social and political discourse. Map-
ping the research literature highlights several key issues, including women’s access
to mosques and gender segregation. In most modern mosques, women have a mar-
ginal position and are physically separated from the main area where men gather
for prayer; in some cases, there are partitions or separation walls. Reda (2004) and
Katz (2014) have traced this phenomenon and its development from the early days
of Islam.

Beginning in the 1970s, within the framework of the revival of political Islam,
women’s activism in mosques increased. Scholars have analyzed this trend in their
research on Islamic movements throughout the Middle East (Abdel-Latif & Otta-
way, 2007; Hafez, 2003; Mahmood, 2005). Within the Islamic Movement in Israel,
Muslim women’s leadership began in mosques (Alinat-Abed, 2016). Another eth-
nographic study showed how mosques helped facilitate women’s personal growth
and social mobility, even as women’s study groups held in the basement of mosques
were represented as undermining male authority (Masarwa-Srur, 2017).

Katz (2014) affirms that Islamic jurisprudence regarding women is not predeter-
mined but rather reflects evolving views about their presence and participation in the
public religious sphere. In the twentieth century, Katz argues, many Muslim reform
thinkers welcomed women’s presence in mosques and sought to change how they
used sacred spaces, making the mosque a site for cultivating the “new woman.” By
the 1980s, attitudes shifted further in favor of a more public role for women. Katz
notes that by the end of the twentieth century, gender-defined femininity was con-
structed “in terms of domesticity and nurture rather than sexual desire and social
danger” (Katz, 2014: 275), and women’s attendance at mosques was seen as “posi-
tively desirable” (Katz, 2014: 276).

Another issue concerns women’s leadership and authority in mosques. Studies
examining religious women’s activities across the Middle East, Europe, and the
USA have highlighted their educational and religious activities within the mosque,
their participation in prayer, and their function as representatives of the Muslim
community to external audiences. A prominent conclusion in this context is that,
although women’s activities have expanded over time and they have become increas-
ingly involved, women are still far from having control of the mosque, which has
remained in the hands of men (Minganti, 2012). One explanation is that in contexts
where the Muslim community is a minority, such as in Europe, women tend not
to challenge the religious authority of men. Women’s obedience to male religious
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authorities results not only from their understanding of the religious texts but also
from their loyalty to the wider Muslim community. Their relationship with the
Muslim religious authorities is influenced by their perception that Islam is under
attack and by the vulnerability of Muslims in the diaspora. Scholars such as Amir-
Moazami (2011) and Fadil (2006) have shown how Muslims are deprived of author-
ity and, in order to be recognized as citizens, feel compelled to conform to what
is perceived as the majority’s national values. For example, the minority may be
expected to adapt to the practice of shaking hands with the opposite gender, while
the majority does not need to recognize alternative cultural or religious ways of
greeting (Amir-Moazami, 2011).

From the 1990s onward, a different and more critical discourse developed around
women’s place and visibility in mosques. This shift was driven by the emergence of the
Islamic feminist movement, which seeks to advance Muslim women’s rights by inte-
grating feminist tools with a modern religious interpretation of Islam. Muslim women
began analyzing religious texts, challenging the status quo, and calling for a reinterpre-
tation of religious texts (see, for example, Wadud, 1999; Barlas, 2002). This critical
scholarship built upon earlier foundational works by scholars such as Mernissi (1991),
who challenged traditional narratives by arguing that women in early Islam had a more
prominent role and greater access to public and religious spaces, including the mosque.
Mernissi (1991) contended that women’s later exclusion was a result of sociopolitical
developments rather than inherent religious doctrine.

One of the leading scholars in the field is Amina Wadud, an African-American
Muslim. She has suggested a renewed interpretation of the Qur’an that emphasizes
the value of equality between men and women. She perceives the mosque as a forum
in which religious and feminist interpretations of gender equality can be realized
(Wadud, 1999). Wadud demonstrated this in 2005 when she led a public Friday
prayer service in which she served as the imam, and men repeated the prayers after
her. This act was severely criticized by religious clerics who interpreted this as a
transgression of religious norms (al-Sa ‘ad, 2005).

Moreover, Wadud’s actions can be perceived as publicly challenging the religious
authority of Muslim men. In recent years, similar initiatives have occurred. In the
USA, France, Denmark, Italy, and other places, women have established mosques
where they lead prayers, perform the call to prayer, and deliver the Friday sermons
(Carvajal, 2019; al-Bakhari, 2019; DW, 2016). In doing so, they reject the idea that
women’s place in mosques should be marginal, confined to a small prayer area sepa-
rated from the main prayer hall where only men can be present. They also oppose
the fact that they are not active partners in religious ceremonies.! In women-founded
mosques, rules regarding women’s modesty are not followed, and men and women
pray together inside the same space (al-Sa‘ad, 2005).

Some of the scholarship on women’s activities in mosques also seeks to chal-
lenge stigmas associated with Muslim women, whom the West has often portrayed

! Most of the data gathered about these initiatives has come from journalists investigating the phenom-
enon. An in-depth study of the establishment of mosques exclusively for women demands separate com-
prehensive research.
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as weak, passive victims of a patriarchal religious discourse. Instead, these studies
present women as proactive agents, actively negotiating, redefining, and transform-
ing their roles in public sacred spaces (Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2002). For exam-
ple, elite women in various contexts and historical periods played an instrumental
role in sponsoring and financially supporting the construction of mosques, shrines,
and other public religious structures (Kamalkhani, 1997; Khoury, 1997; Meriwether,
1997). In Iran, women preachers have even used loudspeakers to take their message
to public sacred spaces and reach larger audiences (Kamalkhani, 1997).

The murabitat, Muslim women who maintain a presence in Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa
Mosque, see their role not merely as participants in religious activities within the
framework of a particular movement, but as women who have received divine per-
mission and legitimacy for this presence from Allah, their ultimate authority. The
women pray in a central area of the al-Agsa Mosque compound, specifically at the
Qubbat al-Sakhra (known as the Dome of the Rock), although wooden partitions
separate them from the men who pray et al.-Qibli. Gender division does not concern
these women, nor does the question of religious authority; they do not seek to serve
as imams in a mixed prayer. Their primary focus is the protection and sovereignty
of the mosque, a central issue in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Through their pres-
ence, these women challenge Israeli sovereignty over the site and, indirectly, convey
a crucial message to the Muslim male leadership.

As a holy place, al-Agsa Mosque has been a site of confrontation over the past cen-
tury. In the 1930s, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, a prominent Palestinian leader, sought to
transform the Palestinian issue into a pan-Islamic one by emphasizing the need to pro-
tect the mosque from the Zionist movement (Freas, 2012, 2017). Following the out-
break of the Second Intifada in 2000, the al-Agsa Mosque became both a religious and
national symbol for the Palestinians (Jubeh, 2016). It was mostly men who used the
mosque as a site of confrontation (Luz, 2008), until around 2013, when the murabitat
began to draw attention to their presence (Reiter, 2017). The use of a mosque by women
as an arena for contesting sovereignty is unprecedented. The murabitat use the politics
of provocation et al.-Agsa Mosque to reinforce its religious identity. They do not openly
challenge the status of the religious clerics, nor do they demand a holy venue for them-
selves. Instead, they direct their opposition toward Israeli sovereignty over the mosque
and Israel’s occupation, which they perceive as colonial rule.

In their struggle against Israeli authority, the murabitat have adopted a politi-
cal interpretation of ribat in the mosque, which holds that a woman’s obligation to
protect the mosque from external threats is equal to that of a man. Therefore, they
employ whatever form of protest is available to express their resistance and to mobi-
lize the broader public. Their message is clear: Al-Agsa Mosque is in danger. The
murabitat are provoked by both the Israeli security forces, who forcibly attempt to
remove them from the mosque, and by religious Jews who increasingly ascend the
compound, claiming religious rights to this area, which was built over the ruins of
the Second Temple and destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE.

The murabitat protest against what they perceive as the erosion of Palestinian
control and sovereignty over Muslim holy sites in Jerusalem. They view the Israeli
presence at the al-Aqsa Mosque compound as a desecration of its sanctity and as a
manifestation of the shrinking Palestinian space within the city. For them, engaging
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in religious rituals and maintaining a visible presence serve as acts of holding onto
what remains of their heritage and identity in the face of ongoing annexation and
dispossession (Shbir, 2011). In this context, the women’s ribat acquires a religious,
political, and even gendered significance, endowing them with power and status
within their society, as well as throughout the Muslim world.

Historical context

Since the Ottoman Empire, the various authorities that have controlled Jerusalem—
including the Ottomans, the British, the Jordanians, and most recently, the Israe-
lis—have pursued different policies regarding al-Agsa Mosque and its surrounding
compound, treating it as both a religious and political symbol. Ten days after its
conquest of Jerusalem in June 1967, Israel formulated a new status quo: The Muslim
Wagf (religious endowment or trust) would retain the authority over the mosque and
the mosque’s compound, while Jews could visit but not pray there. Jews regained
access to the Western Wall, where they had prayed until 1948, which now became
their principal place of worship. A few months later, the Chief Rabbinate issued an
official halakhic ruling, prohibiting Jews from ascending the compound, and for dec-
ades, the Israeli authorities, including the police, enforced this ban (Freas, 2017).

With the rise of Jewish fundamentalism, however, Jews began to demand the
right to ascend to the al-Aqsa compound for prayer, while seeking to change its sta-
tus quo in the public, legal, political, and religious-halakhic spheres. In recent dec-
ades, the national-religious Israeli public has increasingly challenged the halakhic
ban on visiting and praying at the al-Agsa Mosque compound (Ramon, 2001). Ten-
sions over this site peaked in 2000 when Ariel Sharon, then the opposition leader in
the Israeli Knesset, ascended the compound, escorted by 1000 police officers, dem-
onstrating a show of Israeli control over the holy site and setting off the Second
Intifada (2000-2005).

With the onset of the Second Intifada, the Waqf, which was under Jordanian con-
trol, closed the compound to non-Muslim visitors for 3 years. When the compound
reopened in 2003 to non-Muslim visitors, Israel modified the existing arrangements
(Ramon, 2001). Whereas previously large groups of non-Muslims had been barred
from entry (Amer, 2017), the new policy paved the way for groups of Jewish wor-
shippers to ascend the site. In the year 2024, approximately 58,000 Jewish visitors
ascended al-Agsa Mosque compound, marking a 13% increase from the previous
record (Beyadenu, as reported by Greenwood, Israel Hayom, 2024).

In recent years, the Muslim concern for the compound and calls for its pro-
tection have increased.> Both religious and secular groups have mobilized to

2 The discussion surrounding the Jewish Messianic ambition to build a temple in place of al-Agsa
Mosque has gained prominence in the Israeli-Jewish discourse in recent years. However, this topic is
beyond the scope of this article. For historical, legal, and halachic perspectives about this issue, see the
edited work by Stern (2022).
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protect the sanctity and control of the compound, while it has become both a
religious and national symbol for Palestinians resisting Israeli occupation (Luz,
2004). Since the 1990s, the Islamic Movement, which began in Israel in the
19705, has been instrumental in guiding public opinion about al-Agsa Mosque.
Some of its initiatives have included renovating the mosque in 1996 and popu-
larizing the slogan that “al-Aqsa Mosque is in danger” (Abu Raiya, 2004; Ros-
mer, 2022). To this end, the Islamic Movement has used its affiliated organiza-
tions and charities, as well as its press, to regularly educate the public about the
mosque’s religious and political importance.

The growth of the murabitat

With the outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000, and amid growing Palestin-
ian concern that Israeli policy constituted an existential threat to the al-Agsa
Mosque, the practice of ribat at the holy site intensified. In Jerusalem, two ribat
movements were established—one for men (murabitun) and the other for women
(murabitat). Both groups perceived themselves as guardians of the al-Agsa
Mosque against the State of Israel, which they accused of seeking to Judaize the
site, divide its territory between Muslims and Jews, and impose specific times
for Jewish worship in the mosque (Jerusalem Information website, n.d.). There is
already a precedent at the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron. To resist this, the mura-
bitun and murabitat began maintaining a constant presence inside the mosque.
Israeli security forces responded by forcibly removing them from the mosque,
arresting and imprisoning some members, imposing fines on others, and banning
many from entering the mosque for extended periods. Since most Palestinians
in Jerusalem are permanent residents rather than full citizens, threats to rescind
their rights to healthcare and national insurance in Israel have frequently been
used to control and restrict their continued presence in the city (Isa, 2023).

In September 2015, Israel outlawed the murabitun and murabitat. Two
months later, it banned the Northern Faction of the Islamic Movement and its
affiliated organizations and charities for political and security reasons (Alinat-
Abed, 2016). The Northern Faction, which had split from the Islamic Movement
in Israel in 1996, was led by Sheikh Raed Salah. It undertook numerous projects
et al.-Agsa Mosque, including restoration, encouraging ribat in the mosque,
organizing religious festivals, and so forth. As a result of the ban on the Northern
Faction, two women-led organizations were forced to shut their doors. The first,
Muslim Women for al-Aqsa (Muslimat min ajil al-Agsa), encouraged women to
pray et al.-Agsa Mosque and attend religious lessons there. The second, Ishraqa,
produced a monthly women’s magazine, written and edited by women, aimed at
Muslim families in Israel (al-Atawneh & Ali, 2018). Nonetheless, despite the
ban on the murabitun and murabitat, as well as the Northern Faction, informal
activities related to al-Aqsa Mosque increased, as did the practice of ribat (Abu
Shamleh, 2021; Amer, 2017; Ben Shitrit, 2020). This increase may have been
the result of heightened public interest and media coverage, as well as an act of
defiance against the state by members and supporters of the Northern Faction.
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I identified two major groups of women involved in mosque-related activism
whom I defined as ‘amma (general, common) and khassa (special, having unique
character) because of their religious orthodoxy, activism, and commitment to the
mosque.’ From a religious viewpoint, both groups are considered murabitat, yet
they differ from one another. The women from the ‘amma group, who form the
majority, are composed of all ages and social strata: young, mature, and elderly;
uneducated and academics; rich and poor. This group also does not follow a
standard dress code. They wear various forms of hijab, ranging from loose-fit-
ting dresses and modest head coverings to close-fitting pants and makeup, indi-
cating that they differ in their religiosity. They also differ in their perception of
their ribat. Some are motivated purely by religious considerations and are aware
of the sanctity of the site and the many benefits of ribat: they pray, ask forgive-
ness from Allah, and seek help with issues such as illness, death, finding a mate,
and fertility. They come to the mosque to find strength and spiritual support
and are preoccupied with their relationship with God. They move from prayer
to reading the Qur’an, then to the dhikr (mentioning the name of God to gain
reward). They also make monetary contributions to the mosque and to people in
need from Jerusalem and the West Bank and Gaza, but overall, they are focused
on their spiritual experience at this site.

Among the ‘amma group are women who come for a ziyara (a visit), a kind
of spiritual-tourist-social trip. They come from different places in Jerusalem and
Israel. In addition to praying in the mosque, these women enjoy walking through
the markets near the mosque, shopping, and negotiating prices with shopkeep-
ers. For them, the mosque is a nice place to visit, as it serves as a social meeting
place for women from Jerusalem, Israel, and the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries, who form friendships and share the details of their lives. This encounter
between women is marked by mutual support and identification.

The murabitat who belong to the khassa group have a high degree of reli-
gious, social, and political awareness. They are educated in various fields,
although not necessarily in academic or religious disciplines. These women,
some of whom arrive early to pray and study, encourage other women to gather
et al.-Agsa Mosque. They create study groups and initiate discussions about
the mosque and ribat. They grant themselves considerable freedom in religious
interpretation and draw connections between the marginalized condition of Mus-
lims and their level of religiosity. In some of these lessons (many of which are
spontaneous), the women leaders connect the hardships of this world with the
afterlife and address the difficulties of da’'wa (embracing Islam), the importance
of family, female modesty, and so forth. In nearly all the observations I con-
ducted in the mosque, the women raised these topics, linking Islamic princi-
ples to the expectations placed on Muslim women in social, gender-related, and
political spheres.

3 The terms ‘amma and khassa used within the context of this paper do not indicate a hierarchy nor do
they indicate superiority or privileges of one group over another.
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The external struggle: resisting Israeli sovereignty

The Arab and Muslim media have shown a great interest in the struggle over al-Agsa
Mosque and disseminated dozens of articles, videos, and interviews, many focus-
ing on the murabitat. For instance, a video produced by Al Jazeera in Arabic docu-
mented women trying to enter the mosque despite being barred by Israeli security
forces. The video is accompanied by music and features the voices of the women
who refuse to accept this ban. One of the women shouts out: “We are not afraid,
Agsa is ours.” The video depicts the confrontation between the religious Muslim
women seeking to defend their mosque and the Israeli policewomen arresting and
escorting them away (Al Jazeera Network, 2015). In another video produced and
aired by a local Palestinian Muslim website called “Laha online,” the murabitat are
seen sitting on the floor near one of the gates of the mosque, preparing their meal to
break the fast during Ramadan. They bring their own food and invite other women
to join them. One of the participants, Hanadi Halwani, emphasizes that her message
of the struggle for al-Aqgsa is meant for the entire world (Halwani, 2017).

Halwani, a resident of East Jerusalem, teaches the Qur’an et al.-Aqsa and is con-
sidered one of the leaders in the women’s opposition movement against Israeli sov-
ereignty over the mosque. During the summer of 2017, she posted her story every
week on “Laha online.” In her posts, Halwani describes her long-standing dream of
imparting religious knowledge to women and educating children in the principles
of Islam. She recalls the days when she would come with her grandmother to the
mosque to pray and play. Her current activism aims to integrate her role as a mother
with her desire to become a da ‘iya (preacher) at the mosque.

When Halwani first began her public activism, she joined a project sponsored by
the Northern Faction of the Islamic Movement for “reviving religious study groups”
(thya’ masatib al- ilm) in the mosque. She began teaching and leading a project to
encourage women to attend prayer et al.-Aqsa. Initially, she had little success, but
eventually more women began to participate. At times, however, her presence and
that of other women led to confrontations with Israeli security forces. Halwani was
arrested more than 17 times and subjected to numerous police investigations.

On her website, Halwani noted that she sometimes followed Jewish worshippers
who had ascended to the al-Aqsa Mosque compound and deliberately remained
where they intended to pray because, she claimed, the presence of a woman in a
Jewish man’s prayer space invalidates it. When encountering tourists or police, Hal-
wani encouraged the women to scream “Allahu Akbar” to frighten or provoke them.
She claimed that her objective was to deliver the message that “the mosque belongs
to us, to the Muslims, and those who aren’t Muslims have no right to be here” (Hal-
wani, 2017). Describing her interrogations by the Israeli security forces, Halwani
stated that she was fearless, hoping to dissipate the fears of other women who might
encounter interrogation, detention, and/or imprisonment.

The impressive number of women who came to al-Aqsa Mosque, attended reli-
gious study groups and prayers, and engaged in projects to encourage children’s
connection to the mosque was, for Halwani, a source of pride. She expressed
her desire to expand her activities and increase the presence of women at the
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mosque. She stated that she felt a sense of “victory” knowing that these actions
incensed the Israelis. Her forcible removal from the mosque empowered her, and
she and other women continued their activities near one of the entrance gates to
the mosque (Bab al-Hutta). The message she sent to the Israeli forces was that
“We are not defeated; we will submit to no one but Allah” (Halwani, 2017). Her
actions also sent a message to those Muslims who were unwilling to protect the
mosque, as well as to those unable to come to the mosque, that “we, the women,
shall continue to support the mosque despite having been forcibly removed from
it” (Halwani, 2017).

Halwani’s story is an example of a woman’s initiative and activism pursued with-
out the need for approval from men or religious authorities. Her words and actions
reflect a self-perception of being equal to men, with the ability to challenge and
lead others in the politics of provocation. Moreover, her story reflects opposition to
Israeli policies and occupation. As a woman who successfully engaged in ribat at
the mosque, she has endowed it with both political and religious significance. The
encounter between religious Muslim women and Israeli police officers at the mosque
highlights an unequal balance of power: occupier versus occupied, ruler versus
ruled, men versus women, and citizen versus non-citizen. These confrontations do
not differ along gender lines, however, as evidenced by the arguments between the
parties, the shared sense of urgency, police violence against both men and women,
arrests, and the issuance of removal orders from the mosque. Sometimes, groups of
women gather in front of the security forces without any direct friction taking place
between the two sides. However, the women’s challenge to male authority may be
seen as an attempt to blur this imbalance. Their weapon is their very physical pres-
ence and their heated arguments with the police. Through their volume and inten-
sity, they hope to undermine the male and Israeli-Jewish dominance of the holy site
while relying on the power of Allah to increase their visibility and presence at the
mosque.

Equally tense encounters occurred between the Muslim women and Jewish wor-
shippers. In one video, a group of about ten murabitat is seen et al.-Agqsa Mosque
with Israeli policemen—one of whom is filming—as a group of religious Jews
passes by, led by a man who appeared to be a particularly prominent ultra-Orthodox
Jew. Also present is a representative of the Jordanian Waqf who yells at one of the
murabitat and chases her away from her position at the entrance to al-Agsa Mosque.
The woman argues with him unsuccessfully while the police chase away all the other
women. The ultra-Orthodox Jew starts lecturing the group of religious Jews, empha-
sizing that there is a problem of purity at the site because the presence of women
constitutes a defilement that must be removed (Shihab News Channel, 2018).

This video illustrates just how charged such an encounter is. From the point of
view of the murabitat, the Israeli policemen are the equivalent of soldiers who are
expropriating their mosque. They see the Jewish worshippers who are present at
the compound as having no right to be there. They perceive these religious Jews as
extremists whose objective is to take al-Aqsa Mosque from them and build the Holy
Temple in its place. Furthermore, the intervention of a Jordanian Wagqf official yell-
ing at the women further illustrates the tension existing between the murabitat and
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the Muslim authorities. Yet, from the standpoint of the murabitat, even this hostile
Muslim official represents the unequivocal source of authority, as opposed to the
religious Jews and police officers symbolizing Israeli occupation, with whom there
is always confrontation.

In one of my observations et al.-Agsa Mosque in February 2020, Umm Rabi ‘a
(not her real name), a woman of about 50, gave a speech to a group of 30 women
as they waited for the noon prayers to begin. She urged the murabitat to stop being
passive and speak out. According to Umm Rabi ‘a, “We must stop letting secular
people run our lives.” She then criticized the “deal of the century” proposed by US
President Donald Trump and announced the “birth of the Islamic caliphates despite
the difficulties,” using the female body as a metaphor:

A pregnant woman must cope with many hardships, especially in her last
month. When she gives birth, she undergoes great suffering and pain, but
when her newborn enters the world, her pain is forgotten... The Muslim nation
is exactly like that: We are now in the era of the birth of the new caliphates... it
is hard and painful... but in the future, we shall forget all this pain.

Umm Rabi ‘a’s exhortations reflect both political and religious awareness.
Although her sermon was given at the mosque, her interpretation was independent;
through her ribat at the mosque, she transmitted political messages relevant to the
lives of the women listening. She also used gendered metaphors that only women
could understand. Using pregnancy as a metaphor, Umm Rabi ‘a suggested that after
a long wait and great suffering, the caliphate would be born. She spoke only in gen-
eral terms, avoiding details such as the fate of the Israeli population, the non-Jewish,
non-Muslim population, or secular Muslims. It was not clear if she represented a
specific Islamic organization or if she was an independent da’iya.

The internal struggle: equal partnership with men in protecting
the mosque

I claim that the formal dialogue on ribat et al.-Agsa Mosque, as manifested in the
press of the Islamic Movement in Israel and in the fatwas issued by religious schol-
ars, does not call on women to confront or provoke the Israelis. Instead, the Islamic
Movement in Israel encourages women to pray et al.-Aqsa Mosque, presenting vari-
ous accounts of experiences and interpretations linked to ribat. From the 1980s
until the present day, the press has published articles, editorials, and interviews with
sheikhs that emphasize the centrality of al-Agsa Mosque in the Muslim collective
memory (Alinat-Abed, 2016). This media coverage has both encouraged women to
attend the mosque and has served as a tool to educate younger people about their
connection with it.

In an article published in 1997 by al-Mithaq, produced by the Southern Fac-
tion of the Islamic Movement, Umm al-Nur, a female activist from the Lod area,
emphasized the affinity between al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy sites in Mecca and
Medina. She stressed that the mosque belongs to all Muslims, who collectively bear
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responsibility for it. She underlined that the mosque being under Israeli occupa-
tion is a serious crisis for Muslims. Addressing the Muslims’ collective memory of
the ascent of the Prophet Muhammad to the heavens from al-Agsa Mosque, Umm
al-Nur noted that the Prophet’s visit to the mosque took place under harsh circum-
stances when he was being persecuted in Mecca for spreading Islam, alluding to the
difficult position that Muslims face today vis-a-vis the mosque (Umm al-Nur, 1997:
22).

The murabitat interpret ribat independently, without relying upon fatwas that
either support or reject it. This constitutes, to some degree, an undermining of reli-
gious male authority. Not content only with praying at the mosque, which women
have traditionally been permitted to do, they have extended the significance of ribat,
traditionally a religious concept, into the political arena. They see themselves as the
self-appointed leaders of protest in situations where men are unable or unwilling
to fulfill this role. As a result, this development has created a dilemma for Muslim
religious leaders. Some sympathize with the women’s activism and attempt to find
justifications for it in Islamic texts. However, until now, they have not unequivocally
declared support, since endorsing the murabitat carries both political and religious
consequences, not only for al-Agsa Mosque but for any site, both religious and polit-
ical, where objection to Israeli control exists. For Muslim religious leaders within
Israel, it is not easy to issue fatwas allowing women to use the mosque as an arena
for political activism against the government, as such rulings could subject them to
censure or reprisal by the authorities.

Muslim religious leaders who oppose the murabitat hope that this phenomenon
will disappear on its own. They object to the high price women must pay for con-
fronting unfamiliar men, enduring investigations that involve both verbal and phys-
ical violence, and placing themselves in what religious leaders have described as
“unnecessary situations.” These concerns, voiced by both supporters and critics of
the murabitat’s activities, have emerged in informal discussions with them. The reli-
gious leaders, however, requested not to be quoted, wishing to avoid having their
words interpreted as fatwas either supporting or opposing women’s involvement in
the mosque.

Articles published in the press affiliated with the Islamic Movement, however,
make clear what is expected of women in relation to al-Agsa Mosque. According to
this discourse, women may pray at the mosque but must refrain from conflict with
Israeli security forces. They are also encouraged to donate money, lead activities
with children and families, and educate children to love the mosque. An article pub-
lished in the journal Ishraga in 2009 offered practical advice on educating children
to love the mosque. The writer, Firdus Muhammad, noted that her husband and other
murabitat had resided in the mosque for three days, anticipating “an attack from
Jewish extremists who wanted to enter the mosque and remove it from the hearts
of its devotees.” Muhammad stated she was not worried about the tension between
the “mutatarifin” (Jewish extremists) and the Muslim “murabitun” but rather with
“introducing the children to the love of al-Aqsa.”

In the same publication, Muhammad further claimed that the projects led by the
Islamic Movement aimed at reinforcing children’s connection to al-Agsa were insuf-
ficient, and that words alone could not instill love for the mosque. She recommended
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that children be taken on frequent visits to the mosque. “There is no danger in this,”
she reassuringly told her readers. “It is the most correct thing to do. If we don’t do
so, al-Agsa will remain a type of myth removed from reality” (Muhammad, 2009).
Muhammad encouraged women to educate the next generation to assume the respon-
sibility for defending the mosque. Emphasizing that Palestinians in Israel have easy
access to the mosque, she argued that they should therefore bear responsibility for it
and visit it frequently (shadd al-rihal) and become deeply familiar with it.

Muhammad’s article expanded the meaning of ribat. While physical presence in
the mosque is important, she also linked ribat to women’s natural role of raising and
educating children. In her article, there is implied criticism of the Islamic Move-
ment’s shadd al-rihal project, which sought to bring Muslims to the mosque to visit
rather than to prepare them religiously. Her broad view of ribat led her to link it
to religious education, especially that aimed at children. From Muhammad’s view-
point, ribat must combine physical presence in the mosque with deep religious faith,
and it is the women’s role to nurture this faith through the intensive education of
children. In this respect, she agrees with Muslim religious leaders who believe that
women should not be assigned the role of actively protecting the mosque.

By comparing the formal dialogue with the actual provocative actions of the
murabitat, it becomes clear that the women were not guided by external elements
but rather by their own independent interpretation of ribat. They did not wait for
fatwas from religious leaders in Israel or abroad to justify their actions. The murabi-
tat do not specifically declare that they are challenging male Muslim authority, nor
are their actions consciously framed as Palestinian feminist resistance, as Thmoud
(2019) has claimed. Their avoidance of challenging Muslim men is also not surpris-
ing, as studies show that the fight for national independence focuses foremost on
the national level—on the struggle against the other—and not on changes in gender
relationships. This holds true not only in the Palestinian context but also in other
national struggles for independence (Fleischmann, 1999). Through their actions,
the murabitat send out a clear message that they are strong and just as capable as
men in protecting the mosque. Implicitly, this message constitutes a call for equality
between men and women in defending al-Agsa.

Another issue concerns the women’s public legitimacy. Their struggle against the
other—the stranger and the occupier—introduces their national, religious, and even
gender-related demands into the agenda. The fact that they offered their own inter-
pretation of ribat constitutes an undermining of Muslim authority, yet they chose
not to turn this into a central issue, thereby preserving public support and identifica-
tion with their cause. Majida Natur, an activist in the Islamic Movement, expanded
on the significance of women’s targeted political activism, writing that “Politics is
not just involvement in political parties. Politics is knowledge and women’s aware-
ness, and the development of a clear Islamic female identity vis-a-vis external West-
ern challenges” (Natur, 2003). This understanding of political action, which empha-
sizes self-formation and the cultivation of an Islamic female identity in response to
external challenges, aligns closely with the work of Mahmood (2005). Mahmood
argues that piety-driven practices, often seen as non-political or even submissive
from a liberal feminist perspective, constitute a form of agency and political engage-
ment. She demonstrates how women’s efforts to cultivate a specific moral self within
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a religious framework can be a powerful form of political participation, aimed at
reshaping social norms and resisting dominant narratives (Mahmood, 2005). Natur
further claims that political involvement is implemented through “reading, learning,
writing and publishing solidarity with other Muslims, through children’s education
and other activities related to acquiring knowledge and disseminating it through
da’wa” (Natur, 2003: 30).

Natur’s words make a clear statement: Every action of a Muslim woman—
whether expressing an opinion, pursuing an education, or reinforcing religious
awareness—can be understood as a political act. In fact, the definition complements
scholarly attempts to expand the meaning of “politics.” Fleischmann (1999) claims
that politics is a “gender-related term” that traditionally situates political involve-
ment within the male arena of formal politics, relating to political parties, parlia-
mentary institutions, elections, and other aspects of political processes. Within this
framework, women’s activities have often been regarded as non-political since they
were informal, less organized, and, in many instances, less visible. For example,
women’s activities in the “social” spheres, such as charity, society, education, and
community development, were considered non-political. In contrast, Fleischmann
(1999) has sought to expand the meaning of the term “politics” to encompass groups
of women, especially middle-class, urban, and educated women who have not been
part of formal politics. Jad, a Palestinian researcher, has expounded further on Fleis-
chmann’s definition by arguing that women from marginalized social and political
circles, such as rural women, also became partners in political activism, along with
urban women who contributed to the national struggle via the organizations and
charities they established (Jad, 1998).

Numerous historical examples demonstrate how both Palestinian men and women
employed what may be described as the politics of provocation, sometimes through
military means. During the Arab rebellion (1936-1939), many villagers took part in
the military struggle against the British mandate and the Jewish settlement of Pal-
estine (Fleischmann, 1999). Urban, educated Palestinian women from the middle
and upper classes held a national congress, met with government officials, smug-
gled arms, demonstrated, and participated in regional and international conferences
(Fleischmann, 2003). During this time, Palestinian women, Muslim and Christian
alike, wore black headscarves as a kind of nationalist protest (Fleischmann, 2003;
Swedenburg, 1995), which could be construed as a form of provocation. Similarly,
during General Allenby’s visit to Jerusalem in 1932, the Arab Women’s Committee
staged a provocative protest, with a Christian woman speaking to a crowd in front of
the Mosque of ‘Umar and a Muslim woman addressing people at the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre (Swedenburg, 1995). Following the war of 1948, the PLO engaged
in guerrilla warfare against Israel until the 1980s (Kabha, 2010), with women play-
ing some roles in the PLO’s armed struggle (Ensrud, 2020). Palestinian women also
participated in the demonstrations of the First Intifada in 1987 and were among its
leaders (Johnson & Kuttab, 2001; Kuttab, 1993), in which stone-throwing, a form of
incitement against Israeli soldiers, conveyed a message of rejection and opposition
in entirely public spheres.

My use of the term “the politics of provocation” to describe the activities of the
murabitat et al.-Agsa Mosque corresponds with this expanded definition of politics:
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from the formal politics of parties and institutions, dominated largely by men and
women from the upper classes, to include the activism of marginalized groups,
including religious women struggling to make their voices heard in a space con-
trolled by figures of power and authority. This group includes both urban and village
activists and Muslim citizens of Israel, as well as residents of East Jerusalem, all of
whom combine their religious identity with their connection to the mosque. All of
these are marginalized groups.

Why politics of provocation? The act of ribat in al-Aqsa Mosque:
a historical perspective

Why provoke? The bold act of calling out “Allahu Akbar” disrupts the norm. The
women’s physical and active presence et al.-Agsa Mosque is a testament to their
courage. They resist with their bodies; their movement in space is a bold chal-
lenge—a provocation. Their sermons, delivered both in the mosque and the court-
yard, are not just religious but also political, aiming to challenge other women and
the general public to boost their morale and inspire others to protect the mosque.
Siham, a 63-year-old woman, shared in an interview that she was ready to pray
et al.-Aqsa Mosque during the peak of the events in May 2022, despite her children’s
opposition. She emphasized her duty to protect the mosque through ribat (Siham,
[pseudonym], interview, July 20, 2022). This effort has borne fruit, inspiring more
women to come to the mosque and become more involved, not necessarily through
demonstrations but through a shift in their consciousness.

In interviews, veteran female activist members of the Islamic Movement in Israel
recalled the development of the women’s ribat in the mosque. Bayan, a woman in
her mid-sixties, explained:

Let’s start from the 1970s. After the occupation of Jerusalem, men and women
from all over the country came to the mosque. The visits became greater and
more organized with the establishment of the activities of the Islamic move-
ment in Israel and the organization of buses to transport men and women from
all walks of life. Society, especially from the weaker sections, encouraged
them to go to the mosque. From the mid-1990s onward, the number of women
increased dramatically; for a symbolic fee, they could come to Jerusalem from
different parts of the country and stay in the mosque.

She further added:

In the year 2000, with the Second Intifada, called the al-Agsa Intifada, the
number of women grew, and their presence was felt during the month of
Ramadan and on Fridays when there was a prayer group in the mosque.
With greater Israeli enforcement at the checkpoints, the number of women
from the West Bank and Gaza regions continued to decrease; at the same
time, the number of women with Jerusalem residency and Israeli citizenship
steadily increased, with encouragement from both factions of the Islamic
movement in Israel (Bayan [pseudonym], interview, March 9, 2020).
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According to Bayan, by 2015, several factors had strengthened the perception
that women must continue protecting the mosque. These included the banning
of the Northern Faction, whose members, women and men alike, continued pro-
testing Israel’s policy in the mosque, albeit in informal and unorganized ways.
In addition, female activists within the Southern Faction of the Islamic Move-
ment continued to emphasize the importance of maintaining a connection with
the mosque. Bayan also noted the “growing phenomenon of people not necessar-
ily associated with the Islamic movement who financed bus transportation to the
mosque. This allows many old and young women to come to the mosque and pray
there” (Bayan [pseudonym], interview, March 9, 2020).

Sheikh Raed Salah, a prominent religious Muslim leader in Israel and for-
mer head of the Northern Faction of the Islamic Movement in Israel, praised
the women who came to al-Agsa Mosque, comparing their dedication to that of
men. He highlighted the women’s continuous sacrifice and commitment to reviv-
ing the ribat under all circumstances, and the way they strengthened and encour-
aged each other to maintain the ribat, despite threats from the Israeli authorities
(Salah, 2020).

The politics of provocation et al.-Agsa Mosque, led by Muslim activists, cor-
responds with the discussion raised by Ababneh (2014) regarding the empow-
erment of Palestinian women. She questions whether women could be empow-
ered in a non-feminist context. Drawing on examples from the Palestinian field
in 2007, Ababneh concluded that Muslim women, particularly female students
involved in the Islamic student movement at Bir Zeit University, were empowered
within their own spaces, separate from men, and fulfilled their roles without feel-
ing disadvantaged (Ababneh, 2014). Similarly, Jad (2013) argued that the al-Kha-
las Islamic political party in Gaza, affiliated with Hamas, achieved impressive
results in the local elections in the 1990s because it recruited educated and pro-
fessional women from the poor refugee camps in Gaza. The party fostered gender
equality and more egalitarian social ideals while keeping national liberation on
its daily agenda. These gains were achieved through alternative interpretations of
Islamic legal and religious texts, as well as through positive engagement with the
discourse of other groups, including secular and nationalist feminists (Jad, 2013).

Both Ababneh and Jad expand the concepts of “empowerment” and “agency,”
adapting them to frameworks typically considered traditional and patriarchal, such
as the Islamic movements. In the case of the women active et al.-Agsa Mosque,
whether affiliated with Islamic movements or acting independently, gender sepa-
ration in the mosque was challenged in two ways. First, while they continued to
observe gender-separate prayers, they joined the men in political confrontations
with the police and Jewish settlers. Second, the women’s active presence et al.-Agsa
Mosque, a sacred space associated with Palestinian nationalism, strengthened their
involvement in the national agenda, usually considered a male domain.

Social expectations dictate that women should maintain modesty of their bod-
ies and voices, praying quietly and educating their children to love the mosque and
the homeland. However, in practice, the women challenged this convention by using
their bodies to join in rallies of religious Muslim women and by raising their voices
to chant “Allahu Akbar” to protest the massive Israeli presence in the mosque. As
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Berger has observed, “There is a parallel between the private, public, and sacred
spaces. These spaces are interconnected, not least because their development is
affected by different gender systems and their influence on the entire social space.
Gender, moreover, affects the very intersections between these spaces” (Berger,
2008: 171). The murabitat embody these transitions between spaces. In interviews,
they emphasized that they first tended to their households—tidying up the home,
preparing food, and caring for their children—fulfilling domestic duties according
to social and religious expectations, and then, they went to the mosque, not to a
public square, to demonstrate. In doing so, they gained social and public legitimacy
through their presence in the sacred space.

The movement also raises questions about the separation between public and
sacred spaces. While studies of the church often emphasize the believer’s spiritual
experience within its walls, feminist studies have examined church architecture as a
representation of gender relations (Jones, 2012). As Jones stated, “The spatial prac-
tices performed in the various spaces of the Church ritually represent, produce, and
reproduce particular social and spiritual identities and relationships” (Jones, 2012:
640). Unlike churches in the West, which are seen as maintaining the separation
of sacred and public spaces, the actions of the murabitat within al-Agsa Mosque
suggest the creation of a shared hybrid space, where the sacred and public identi-
ties—the religious and the political—intersect, driven by the politics of provocation.
The involvement of women in this spiritual space, traditionally led by men, reflects
changes in gender relations within Palestinian society.

The murabitat’s actions have faced little opposition from Muslim clergy, granting
them some degree of success in this regard. This stands in contrast to the Women of the
Wall, a group of Jewish women who, since 1988, have been fighting against the male
religious authority for their right to pray in egalitarian services at the Western Wall (Ben
Shitrit, 2017). Similarly, Christian women in the 1920s and 1930s campaigned for the
Anglican Church’s approval to ordain women as priests. Their exclusion stemmed from
enduring perceptions of women as inherently linked to sexuality and thus subordinate
to men, preserving ancient concepts of ritual impurity and taboo. Female sexuality was
considered so central to male conceptions that it was seen as incompatible with clerical
roles (Jones, 2012). In the case of the murabitat, the discourse of sexuality and holi-
ness has taken a different expression. Muslim men do not see women as sexual objects
within the sacred space; rather, they have become a symbol of honor and heroism, as
reflected in the Arab and Palestinian media coverage.

Although not formal religious fatwas, ‘urf (custom) is a set of standards, con-
cepts, and social norms that are generally accepted and widely regarded as habit
(al-Nuaimi, 2022). I argue that the murabitat established a unique social and reli-
gious practice of ribat—using active resistance as a means of protesting the colo-
nial political situation. This shift, although small, has marked a change in con-
sciousness among the women. Revolution is usually viewed through the lens of
theories and events that capture attention. However, in the case of the murabitat,
the changes have occurred at a different pace, influenced in part by media use. Since
2015, more murabitat have been filming themselves and others in the mosque. Mass
prayer has thus evolved into more than just a religious act, with ribat acquiring new
significance.
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Over time, the murabitat have emphasized the importance of regularly attending
the mosque throughout the year and on religious holidays. Interviews with murabitat
reveal both a spiritual and political obligation to be present at the mosque despite the
ongoing political situation. In the past, women were often prevented from attend-
ing the mosque during periods of crises and tensions between the Palestinians and
Israel. The colonial reality in Jerusalem and especially the tensions et al.-Agsa
Mosque have not been easy for many women. For years, they feared confrontation
with what they call the “occupation forces” (quwwat al-ikhtilal), viewing them-
selves as being under harsh foreign control that has suppressed their people’s efforts
since 1967 to establish a state. A major change has been the breaking of the taboo
surrounding women’s interrogation by Israeli security forces and the consequences
faced that were once primarily for men—investigation, arrest, imprisonment, and
being banned from the mosque. Murabitat like Hanadi Halwani broke this barrier,
becoming icons of resistance and showing a readiness to endure the same conse-
quences many had previously avoided.

The murabitat phenomenon has underscored the weakening of political parties
and organizations, especially in the West Bank under the Palestinian Authority and
within Palestinian Arab society in Israel. The spontaneous rise of women’s voices
and organization around a single goal marks the emergence of a new form of wom-
en’s agency shaped by political, religious, and social circumstances. This agency
resists Israel’s control—as a foreign colonial power—over both the mosque and
the Palestinians while also challenging the male leadership. However, this protest
does not seek to undermine the patriarchal foundations of Palestinian society. This
approach resonates with Mahmood’s scholarship, which demonstrates how women’s
agency in piety movements is often exercised within existing social structures and
religious frameworks, focusing on moral self-formation and communal preserva-
tion rather than a direct challenge to patriarchal norms (Mahmood, 2005). For the
murabitat, their primary objective is the defense of al-Agsa Mosque and Palestinian
identity, not an internal gendered transformation of their society. On the contrary,
their activism aims to provoke both ordinary Muslim men and their leaders to take
action in the defense of al-Agsa Mosque. The link between safeguarding the mosque
and protecting women corresponds to the broader Palestinian narrative of upholding
both land (ard) and dignity (‘ard), which includes the protection of women. This
intersection of land and women’s bodies as sites of national resistance and preserva-
tion of honor is a deeply rooted theme in Palestinian discourse, extensively explored
in scholarly literature (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2009).

For many murabitat, women who did not necessarily frame their ribat in overt
political terms, their activism transcends conventional forms of resistance. To
expand the analysis beyond explicit acts of resistance, it is necessary to include
the imaginative and experiential aspects of human subjectivity (Sehlikoglu, 2018:
73). This approach allows us to understand how internal aspirations, desires, and
moments of transcendence intertwine with political activism.

As Khalili (2016) demonstrates in her discussion of the “politics of pleasure,”
everyday actions, seemingly detached from political struggle, can be rich in mean-
ing and offer moments of joy and a return to ordinary life in hard times. Similarly,
for the murabitat, the al-Aqsa Mosque is not merely an arena of struggle but also a
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source of deep personal fulfillment. Asmaa, one murabita from the north, described
the space as “a paradise, a place of pride and joy. When I see children and women
praying there, I am filled with joy.” This sense of pride and joy, as Asmaa attests,
stems from “good and positive energies” brought by the crowds and the feeling that
“the mosque is not empty” (Asmaa [pseudonym], interview, November 17, 2014).

These moments of transcendence and communal connection—whether during
mass prayers in Ramadan or on Fridays, or through the very experience of traveling
to Jerusalem and haggling in the market—are expressions of agency that allow them
to experience moments of both pleasure and belonging. Some murabitat even stay
in nearby Old City hotels, transforming their visits into multi-day events that cre-
ate an empowering and communal experience and offer a departure from their daily
routine. These are not merely rituals; they are acts that yield profound feelings of
satisfaction and self-expression, elevating them “above materialism and above the
occupation” (Asmaa [pseudonym], interview, November 17, 2014).

For many women, al-Agsa Mosque provides a unique space for self-expression
and spiritual rejuvenation. Siham, a mother of nine adult children, describes her
monthly visits to the mosque with her sisters as a way to “recharge her batteries.”
As a housewife with limited opportunities to leave home, the journey to the mosque
allows her to “get away from home and get closer to Allah.” She even compares the
trip to Jerusalem to a “pilgrimage to Mecca, with all the excitement it brings, again.”
This sense of spiritual elevation and closeness to Allah, alongside the escape from
a burdensome daily routine, illustrates the personal and psychological dimension of
the women’s agency. These experiences not only nourish their spirit but also moti-
vate them to promote the ribat: Siham notes that she returns home and discusses
with her neighbors the importance of maintaining a presence in the mosque, stating,
“it warms my heart so much to pray there,” and that her neighbors even ask her to
pray for them (Siham [pseudonym], interview, January 2, 2015).

Crucially, for the murabitat, joy and transcendence are not detached from their
political reality, but rather intricately intertwined with it. As Asmaa clarifies, the
moment she “leaves the state of prayer for the state of reality,” she thinks about
“how to deal with the occupation.” The joy and pride she experiences within the
ribat, as well as the transcendence of mass prayers, act as catalysts for her political
engagement with the occupation. “I start to examine the implications of the ribat 1
am promoting,” she says. She continues, asserting, “I think we have done a lot of
work to bring women to the mosque and explain to them the importance of their
presence there, especially in these days” (Asmaa [pseudonym], interview, November
17,2014).

This integration of spiritual elevation, communal pleasure, and political inten-
tionality complicates the murabitat’s notion of agency. These women are not merely
reacting to a situation; they are creating spaces of subjectivity where they fulfill
deep aspirations, thereby strengthening their commitment to resistance, even when it
does not always manifest as a direct challenge to patriarchal structures.

In the complex reality faced by Palestinians, the national and religious strug-
gle often takes precedence over the gender struggle. The murabitat have made
this choice, prioritizing the struggle with the Israeli “other” over the struggle
with the Palestinian “self.” This raises an important question: Does the gender
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struggle always have to be against men? Do women who seek liberation and
rights always have to confront the men in their own society? The case of the
murabitat offers a different perspective—one of cooperation with the patriarchy
to achieve power and success and to challenge women’s roles. This study pro-
vides another insight in that it reveals that gender is “not simply a binary cat-
egory (men-women), [but it is] evident by how gender is intertwined” (Berger,
2008: 177). In this context, the voices of the murabitat are raised, matching the
men’s voices in their willingness to defend the mosque. According to Nafisa,
a murabita from the Jerusalem area, “with blood and soul we will protect the
mosque, women and men alike.” Nafisa was among the women who prepared
food and came to the mosque to eat the meal to break the fast during Ramadan.
She relayed that, “The mosque is like a second home for me and my family.
I grew up in al-Agsa courtyards. That’s how I raise my children too” (Nafisa
[pseudonym], interview, July 18, 2021).

The maternal role of the murabitat is thus reproduced in the mosque, as mothers
who raise children and prepare food. But ribat gives these traditional roles addi-
tional meanings, both political and social. The mosque becomes not only a place for
religious and social gatherings but also a significant social and political space for the
murabitat. Here, women come together, meet one another, and express their politi-
cal and social roles. The politics of provocation can be understood as an expression
of what Scott called “everyday resistance,” serving as a “weapon of the weak” and
“an integral part of the small arsenal of relatively powerless groups™ (Scott, 1989:
34). Similarly, in their study about ribat in al-Agsa Mosque, Thabet and al-Ja‘abari
(2020) argued that the murabitat employed creative tools and tricks to survive.*
For instance, these include seemingly mundane daily life practices such as holding
social gatherings and Quranic study circles, conducting marriage ceremonies (‘agd
al-giran), hosting welcoming receptions for released prisoners and communal gath-
erings (jahat), and organizing celebrations for those who have completed memoriz-
ing the Qur’an.

Conclusion: a new giwama?

Muslim activists have defined the al-Aqsa Mosque as an arena of confrontation
and protest against Israeli rule and its symbols. They have rejected any political
or national division of Jerusalem and of the al-Agsa Mosque within it. They see
their role as guardians of the mosque without relying on any precedent in Muslim
history or on fatwas issued by religious clerics, both traditional and modern, that
permit women to confront unknown men in a holy site. In fact, the women have
appropriated religious approval based on their own interpretation without seeking

4 1t is essential to note the initiative Murabitat ‘an b ‘ad (Murabitat from a distance), which started in
2021 on social media platforms and brings together girls and women from around the Arab and Muslim
world to put the al-Agsa Mosque on the public agenda. The discussion of this initiative goes beyond this
article.
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formal religious confirmation. They have implemented a form of ijtihad, a reli-
gious interpretation to suit their reality. Their understanding is that they are under
occupation, that their mosque is under threat and endangered, and it is therefore
incumbent upon them to work together or alongside Muslim men. In this case, the
politics of provocation has served as an effective tool with which they are able to
reexamine their status within their society and the division of roles between men
and women.

Inter alia, the murabitat have provided a new interpretation of the religious
term giwama, which relates to men’s responsibility for their women by providing
for their livelihood, protection, and education (islah). Qiwama also encompasses
tawkil, a form of power of attorney for men, allowing them to settle matters on
behalf of women. Both male and female scholars cite religious sources to argue
that giwama is a positive concept that benefits Muslim women, yet the debate
persists as to whether—in the hands of men—it ultimately represents a form of
male control over women. Although giwama is a central concern within Islamic
feminism (Mir-Hosseini, 2019), Abou Bakr (2015), an Egyptian Muslim feminist,
has proposed a renewed interpretation of giwama that takes into consideration the
principles of justice and equality between the sexes.

While Islamic feminist scholars, such as Ziba Mir-Hosseini and Amina Wadud,
engage in a distinct intellectual effort to promote values of gender justice and
equality from within the Islamic tradition, the murabitat operate in a different
yet complementary manner. They advance gender equality and justice in practice
through their daily activities, within a political and colonial framework, driven
by their aspirations, desires, and interpretations. These interpretations are largely
based on their experiences as religious Muslim women living under foreign occu-
pation and traditional rules and interpretations regarding women’s “natural” role.
In doing so, they effectively challenge both authorities—that of the occupation
and patriarchal tradition—without necessarily acknowledging or engaging with
the explicit intellectual efforts of Muslim feminists. This finding highlights the
fascinating gap between academic Islamic feminist scholarship and the interpreta-
tions of ordinary women regarding their faith and their role in society, opening
avenues for further research into the diverse ways that Muslim women interpret
and apply religious principles in their daily lives, often without a formally articu-
lated intellectual agenda.

To further elaborate on the nuanced understanding of giwama that underpins
the murabitat’s actions, we can turn to recent scholarship that reinterprets this
concept. For instance, a comparative study by Islamiyah et al. (2024) analyzes the
interpretations of giwama by Amina Wadud and pioneer Muslim activist Zainab
al-Ghazali, who founded the Muslim Women’s Association in Egypt in 1936.
Wadud argues that giwama signifies relative leadership based on “capability,”
suggesting that anyone capable, irrespective of gender, is entitled to lead. This
perspective resonates strongly with the murabitat’s proactive role in protecting
al-Agsa, where leadership is defined by capacity and commitment rather than tra-
ditional gendered expectations.

Conversely, al-Ghazali viewed leadership as based on “responsibility”” and provi-
sion, reflecting an equal role between genders. This interpretation aligns with the
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murabitat’s collective assumption of responsibility for the sacred space and their
community, thereby extending the traditional scope of giwama beyond individual
male provision to a shared communal guardianship. Crucially, despite their differ-
ing approaches and the different historical periods in which they lived, both Wadud
and al-Ghazali advocate for gender justice and equality, unequivocally rejecting the
notion that leadership in the Qur’an is exclusively for men due to inherent physi-
cal or rational factors. Their interpretations actively oppose any form of domina-
tion where the strong oppress the weak. This scholarly discourse provides a robust
theoretical foundation for understanding how the murabitat’s de facto redefinition of
gendered roles in the public and sacred sphere, although not explicitly articulated as
feminist ijtihad, contributes to a broader re-evaluation of giwama principles within
contemporary Islamic thought.

In this sense, the politics of provocation can be seen as a new form of interpre-
tation of the role of Muslim women and their claim to a more dynamic presence
in public, sacred, and conflictual arenas. The murabitat are redefining the “natural”
division of roles between men and women that traditionally assigned women to the
domestic space and men as responsible for protecting and providing for women.
Their new interpretation of ribat and giwama, deeply rooted in Muslim religious
tradition, developed without guidance from male authorities or explicit intellec-
tual feminist frameworks, reflects a “silent negotiation” with patriarchy (Kandiyoti,
1988), while navigating the complex and conflictual reality in which they live.

Their actions are not a compromise between men and women but rather a creative
strategy that fuses layers of active agency, religious piety, and satisfaction. They take
on experiences previously considered taboo for women—such as arrests, interroga-
tions by Israeli security forces, and court appearances—and transform them into a
tool of protest. The politics of provocation is the central mechanism through which
they implement this “new giwama.” Deliberate acts like chanting “Allahu Akbar,”
asserting their physical presence in sensitive areas, and the strategic use of new
media are clear expressions of their agency. Through media exposure, interviews,
and proactive documentation, the murabitat aspire for presence and influence not
only within Palestinian society but also in international and Islamic circles.

It is important to note that the struggle of the murabitat is non-violent, despite
the continuous political violence they face. They do not use physical force against
patriarchal symbols, Muslim men, or Israeli forces. In fact, their activism at the
mosque highlights the disproportionate power imbalance directed against them.
Their status as Muslim women living under Israeli occupation does not render
them passive; this is a symbolic strategy that expresses their agency through non-
violent resistance, all while attempting to challenge the power relations imposed
upon them. These actions yield a profound sense of satisfaction that fuses spiritual
recompense (divine reward for piety) and worldly recognition (media attention and
public acknowledgment). This combination is what motivates them to persevere
in their struggle and to recruit other women. Thus, provocation becomes a vehicle
through which the women not only resist occupation but also build their power
from within Islam, proving they are full partners in the struggle while challenging
both external and internal authorities.
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