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How Palestinian Textiles Can Be Used As Protest

Since 1948, when the United Nations officially declared the partition of Palestinian land
as Israel, Palestinians and Israelis have been in conflict (Sharon, www.un.org). There have been
many wars over the past few decades that have resulted in hundreds of thousands of Palestinians
getting displaced after losing their homes. This has created a large refugee crisis as Palestinians
flee the area to other countries trying to get to safety. Because of this, it has created massive
tensions in the area, resulting in many conflicts. Israelis believe it is their right to possess the
land as well as the Gaza strip, while many Palestinians say that it is their land, and no one is
entitled to it but them. Many Palestinians have experienced cultural loss and displacement, yet
textile traditions allow them to preserve and assert their identity. Palestinian textiles are not only
a form of political resistance, but they are a mode of economic stability, and a way to increase
autonomy for women.

Long before the recent waves of conflict in the Gaza Strip, and war between the Israelis
and the Palestinians broke out, a form of weaving came around called Tatreez, which was used
by the Palestinian people to weave their clothing. Traditionally, women were the ones who
weaved the beautiful silk and cotton gowns that became synonymous with Palestinian culture.
Women’s roles in developing Palestinian culture are often underrecognized, however they were

vital to creating the Palestinian culture and resistance to occupation. According to an exhibit in
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the Palestinian People’s museum in Washington DC, Tatreez was woven and used as a garment
to decorate robes worn by women. The symbols and motifs on Tatreez often represented the
woman who was wearing these patterns. Often, blue beads were a symbol of protecting these
women from evil spirits, and birds and flowers would be decorated along the pouches. These
motifs and meanings would be passed down through generations of women, and were unique to
the wearer of the textiles.

However, post-1948 Palestine saw a significant cultural shift following displacement and
political restructuring. According to an Article written by Reem Farhat called “Countering
Dispossession: For Palestinians in the Diaspora, Maintaining Cultural Identity is a Means of
Resistance”, after colonization began, much of the Palestinian culture was lost because of the
outlaw of such practices in the area. Specifically, Israel has been rewriting traditionally
Palestinian practices as their own, as said in the article, “Just like how for decades Palestinians
have also pushed back on the labeling of foods such as kunafa and Hummus as Israeli, or the use
of the kef iyah (the black and white checkered scarf that has become known as a symbol of
Palestinian resistance), in Israeli fashion, Palestinians have long accused Israel and its advocates
of what today is called cultural appropriation” (Farhat 2). This excerpt shows that cultural
erasure doesn’t only happen through violence, but by the erasure of cultural markers that are
valuable to the Palestinian people. That is why it is vital to keep the Palestinian culture alive and
continue to educate people in it.

Although some worry that the use of Palestinian culture in mass production and in the
fashion industry may contribute to a loss of meaning. According to an article written by Andrea
Burgos Gémez named “The least you can do is leave our symbols alone”, she talks specifically

about the dangers of cultural appropriation saying, “the Keffiyeh has a broad history of cultural
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and resistance symbolism for the Palestinians but with its introduction in fashion designs,
utilization of it in ads, and its popularization through famous media characters, the meaning has
been modified, and transformed into other causes, which in many of the cases do not really
benefit the Palestinian cause” (Gomez 13). Gomez specifically argues that the use of Palestinian
embroidery doesn’t directly benefit the Palestinian people, only the designers who have created
it. Instead of bringing awareness to the cause, it turns cultural practices into something that is an
“edgy accessory” and not a form of protest against years of colonization and violence.

After the Israeli partition in 1948, the lives of Palestinian people would be greatly
restricted, and it would be infinitely harder for them to partake in their cultural traditions, In
“The Power of Tatreez: Transformations in Politics and Practice Post-1948” by Amita Khurana,
she discusses how for thousands of years, Tatreez has been a way for Palestinian women to
promote their own identity. After the creation of Israel in 1948, linen and silk- the materials most
used in traditional Palestinian weaving- became harder to obtain as trade with Syria became
strained. As a result, many Palestinian women began to shift to using cotton, which was cheaper
and easier to access. According to Khurana, “For instance, on display at the Tiraz Museum in
Amman, Jordan are thobes from the 1930s-1940s marking whether a woman was widowed,
unmarried, or married” (Khurana 15). This not only shows the importance of embroidery to the
Palestinian culture, but it also shows how it was able to give voice to women as a way to express
themselves through their clothes.

However, as time progressed, the meaning of Tatreez began to change as women's roles
in society changed and progressed. In addition to this, the formation of the Israeli state in 1948
and the colonization of Palestinian land, changed the meaning of Tatreez as a practice in

Palestine as a way to encourage people to keep the Palestinian culture alive. According to
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Khurana, Tatreez became intertwined with the Women’s resistance movement because the
historical prevalence of Tatreez amongst generations, allowed it to be easily accessible for
women because the majority of them knew how to create Tatreez (Khurana 16). Without women,
the Palestinian resistance would not have taken the form it has today, Khurana says, “Palestinian
women were the backbone of the First Intifada” (Khurana 16), underscoring the importance that
women have played to the Palestinian resistance and the promotion of Palestinian freedom.

As a part of this research essay, I visited the Palestinian People’s museum in Washington
DC, and was able to speak with one of the museum’s coordinators named Fouad Docent, who
gave insight into the unarmed resistance of Palestinian people. When asked whether he thought
that Palestinian textiles were one of the most powerful forms of protest, he replied saying, “It is
powerful because it is uniquely Palestinian, and the form of weaving known as Tatreez has been
around for thousands of years. But it also gave women the power to have their voices heard in
the resistance movements because the vast majority of Palestinian women knew how to weave
and create textiles.” The creation of textiles in Palestine is a powerful tool for women, who
haven’t been able to get much of a say in the resistance movements, but have been extremely
vital in their sustainability.

In addition to giving women a voice, the creation of textiles can be useful in educating
the younger generations of people in Palestinian culture. Fouad specifically talked about an event
that they host at the museum where younger people can come in and weave their own versions of
Tatreez and learn what each motif means, and he says this is extremely important in bringing
light to the issues that the Palestinian people face, helping improve public understanding and
perceptions of Palestinian culture. But furthermore, according to a study conducted by the World

Bank, 38% of the West Bank and Gaza is between the ages of 0-14, and 58% is between the ages
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of 15-64 (data.worldbank.org). This is important because keeping the Palestinian culture alive,
and educating new generations in cultural traditions is what will sustain the Palestinian people.
Recently, a new exhibit has been opened up at the Palestinian Museum in the West Bank that
talks specifically about the cultural aspects of Palestinian textiles, with the intent on teaching
people the importance of Tatreez, and why their culture needs to be kept alive.

Before Tatreez can be used as a cultural tool, it can be beneficial in an economic way,
because if the economy can create better stability for the Palestinian people, then they will have
more ability to resist occupation. According to an article written by Roberto Filipello called
“Fashion Statements in Sites of Conflict”, out of the conflict between Israel and Palestine, new
companies have taken formation, gaining international visibility. The article argues that with the
creation of new Palestinian based design companies, the displaced communities will have more
opportunities for jobs and provide stability for their families. In addition to the economic
benefits, it allows more people to get familiar with palestinian culture and traditions. For
example, the article specifically mentions a brand named ADISH created by two Palestinian
citizens who banded together to create the brand as a political voice for those who were being
oppressed. But more than this, it was able to provide jobs and a form of income for those who
had nothing left.

The article describes, “In 1972, general exit orders were issued allowing residents of the
occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) to move freely between Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank...
and Palestinian men began commuting to Israel to seek work™ (Filipello). This brief backstory
given in the article underscores the importance of economic development in the West Bank, after
thousands of Palestinians were displaced. Before the creation of Palestinian owned brands, many

Palestinian people had to rely on Israel to provide them with jobs and opportunities, however,
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after the creation of ADISH, and the promotion of Palestinian owned brands, Palestinians were
able to gain better autonomy over their lives instead of relying on a government that has been
hostile to them over the years.

ADISH was specifically created to provide representation for Palestinian people in the
West Bank, but also to provide jobs for those who have been displaced. According to an
interview conducted in Metal Magazine, the two men who created the clothing line wanted to
give a modern twist to the traditional Palestinian textiles The article lists everyone involved in
the process saying, “ADISH is made possible by the joint work of a sewing team based in a
factory in Tamra ... a second sewing team in Palestine in the Qalandiya refugee camp, and an
embroidery team of sixty craftswomen who work out of a workshop that Luzon and Eliyahu
established in the Dheisheh refugee camp, near Bethlehem, with the help of a local Palestinian
partner, Qussay ... who manages the production” (Filipello). This spread of production allows
for more job opportunities for refugees who have had to flee the west bank due to displacement.
They can get a job as a way to provide for their families during this time of need, but also
partake in creating pieces of work for a company that is about political protest and bringing
awareness to the problems facing the Palestinian people. This oppressed community gains more
autonomy over their lives through economic independence, and more autonomy itself is a form
of resistance against oppression.

Furthermore, the use of production of textiles is beneficial specifically to women who
have been displaced. According to an article written by Enji Matar entitled “Resisting
Occupation Through Cultural Nonmovement: Palestinian Embroidery as a Multipurpose Tool”,
embroidery has become an economic tool for women as a means to sustain themselves during

occupation. The article says, “The Society of In’ash al Usra is an NGO dedicated to supporting
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Palestinian women socially, economically, and politically. The NGO is located in Ramallah and
has helped create stable incomes for many women to support their families” (Matar). This
practice reduces dependence on Israeli-controlled labor markets and allows women to sustain
themselves independently. The article shows the importance that the creation of textiles is more
than just symbolic of Palestinian resistance, but it can be directly beneficial to those whose
everyday lives are affected by the conflict currently going on. But in addition to economic
independence, it expands women’s agency within their communities. According to Fouad from
the Palestinian People’s museum, women oftentimes get overlooked in Palestine, however they
play an important role in the resistance movements, often being the most outspoken about
Palestinian independence.

The biggest issue facing the Palestinian people is the erasure of their culture through
practices like ethnic cleansing and cultural appropriation. The displacement of thousands of
Palestinians during conflicts makes it extremely difficult for people who are artisans to be
sustainable in the area. Due to the recent conflicts in the area, it can be hard to preserve textiles
that have already been made, as it is challenging to get in and out of the Gaza Strip. That is why
we should provide funding to Palestinian women-led brands as a way to increase awareness and
provide stability to their cause. In the article “Refugee Protection through Safeguarding
Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Home Country and Refugee Journey” written by Sherine Al
Shallah, it discusses the ICH organization, which is promoting indigenous cultures that have
been limited by colonization. The article says, “The right to access and enjoy cultural heritage
forms part of international human rights law, and cultural heritage is linked to human dignity and

identity” (Al Shallah). This is an important idea to have when discussing Palestinian rights, the
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promotion of indigenous textiles. It is so important to preserve their dignity and cultural heritage
as a simple way to protest against the oppression of their culture.

It is crucial to distinguish Palestinian-owned brands from the fashion industry
appropriation that Gomez critiques. Unlike Western designers who extract Palestinian symbols
for profit, brands like ADISH are created and operated by Palestinians themselves, with sixty
craftswomen employed in refugee camps and production managed by local Palestinian partners.
The key difference is control: Palestinians retain ownership over their narrative, designs, and
economic benefits. When ADISH uses traditional Tatreez patterns, they're not commodifying
someone else's culture for an 'edgy' aesthetic, they're Palestinians telling their own story and
directing profits back into their communities. This model ensures that cultural symbols maintain
their political meaning precisely because they remain in Palestinian hands, addressing Gomez's
concern that mass production dilutes symbolic power.

It has already been shown through brands like ADISH, that widespread economic
stability is possible in the area. ADISH was able to spread out their operations so their company
didn’t only operate in one place at a time, which has been sustainable given the environment in
the Gaza Strip can be tricky to navigate sometimes. Buying from brands like ADISH provides
them with the funding they need to move their cause. These brands are dedicated to bringing
awareness to Palestinian culture, and educating people about the long history of textiles. We as a
society should do our part to help these brands be sustainable in modern day as a signal that we
will not tolerate the oppression of Palestinian people by foreign governments. Specifically,
consumers can purchase from Palestinian-owned brands like ADISH and support organizations

like the Society of In'ash al Usra. Advocacy groups should lobby major retailers and university
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bookstores to stock authentic Palestinian-made goods, and social media campaigns should direct
followers to Palestinian-controlled businesses rather than appropriative Western brands.

As a way to increase awareness for the Palestinian resistance movement, it is important to
showcase Palestinian textiles as a way to keep the culture alive throughout colonization.
Continuing to educate people about the issues that Palestinians face currently, and their long
history of oppression by foreign governments is necessary to better understand how we can help
them. Supporting brands like ADISH that are created as a way to take a stand against oppression
and bring opportunities to those who have limited access to resources to maintain their stability
is important. Continuing to pass on their cultural practices through the generations is going to be
the best way to resist oppression through non-violence. Not letting colonization erase the
thousands of years of cultural practices that are passed down through generations will keep the
Palestinian people alive. With the current political climate surrounding the Israel-Palestine
conflict, it is as important as ever we preserve the culture of indigenous Palestinians. To resist the
oppression of Palestinians, we must uplift the culture, and provide the proper resources for them

to rebuild.
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