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ABSTRACT
Official and academic discourse on water management in
Palestine largely ignores both a wealth of traditional knowledge
about and non-economic values attached to water. In this paper,
we explore the vital role of older generations of Palestinian
women in water collection and management, and in household
sustainability. Twenty women aged between 68 to 105 in the
West Bank shared their stories and narratives about their
traditional roles as ‘water-keepers’ or ‘caretakers’. They also
described the dramatic change in women’s relationship and
connectedness with water brought about by the arrival of new
water systems and their subsequent exclusion from development
agendas and policies. We suggest that the stories of Palestinian
women can support water management by promoting awareness
of the cultural and social values of water. By revealing women’s
water-related narratives and stories, we advocate that the cultural
knowledge of indigenous peoples is a vital perspective to
integrate into the planning, management, and governance of
water resources.
Keywords: Water value, water management, Palestine, older
women, stories

INTRODUCTION
“We render special tribute to that brave Palestinian woman,
guardian of sustenance and life, keeper of our people’s perennial
flame.”
—Declaration of Palestinian Independence II, November 15, 1988
A painted mural at the entrance of Aida Refugee Camp (fig. 2 below) shows the symbolic
importance of women and water in Palestine. It depicts the early days of familial
dispossession after the Nakba (1948), showing a family of a woman and three children. The
man is absent, his absence open to speculation: is he alive or killed? Whatever the
explanation, the woman is the central prop and support of the new family abode – a refugee
tent. She wears a traditional Palestinian dress, carries a water jar on her head and,
underneath, her headcover extends to form the tent, sheltering the three children. The
woman is the lynchpin, the protector, and her role as the provider of life is symbolized by the
water jar. The painting captures the importance women had then, and arguably still do
today, literally safeguarding life with the water they collect and manage for the family and
with the shelter they provide for the family. It is visually striking, and its narration reveals a
powerful truth about the past roles of women. It also stimulates us to reflect also on
women’s present roles, within a new context, one enforced on them by political change and
water scarcity.

Mural at the entrance of Aida Camp painted by Ayed Arafeh and Muhannad
Al-Azza/ Photo by Kholoud Al-Ajarma

Water scarcity is experienced differentially, most affecting groups such as women, the poor,
ethnic minorities, young people, and the elderly (cf. Fröhlich et al. 2018). These groups are
frequently excluded from public or national water management schemes thereby reinforcing
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societal inequalities (cf. Ravnborg 2016). This is also the case in Palestine, where women are
often affected first, and worst, by water scarcity. Palestinian women also bear the principal
responsibility for the provision of water at the household level, managing access to the
resource and its consumption by family members and communities at large (Naguib 2009).
The literature on the water in Palestine deals primarily with the question of water scarcity
and insecurity in relation to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, peace negotiations,
transboundary water issues, political economy, and other related political considerations. By
contrast, both the role of women in water management and the social and cultural values
water plays in the lives of women are under-studied (cf. Amery 2002; Haddadin 2002;
Rouyer 2003; Rouyer 2000; Selby 2005). This paper, therefore, focuses on women’s role as
the traditional ‘water-keepers’ or ‘caretakers of water, and their water-related stories and
narratives.
In this paper, we suggest that water stories told by older generations of Palestinian
women say something about how this natural resource acts as an avenue, opening up
memories about their roles as collectors, keepers, and conservers of water, revealing how
water management is a unifying theme in their lives. We also discuss how Palestinian
women have adapted and constructed their lives to fit the reality of the context in which
they are living; this includes water scarcity in both rural and urban settings, and the special
spatial setting ascribed to refugees.
To explore these issues, this paper draws on semi-structured interviews with twenty
women aged between 68 and 105 from the village of ‘Anin (11), residents of Aida and
Al-Azza refugee camps in Bethlehem (5), and urban residents in Ramallah (2), Hebron (1),
and Jericho (1). We first discuss the geography and water resources in Palestine from these
women’s perspectives, highlighting their memories and stories of water. Subsequently, we
discuss some of the main themes that these women focused on: the value they and their
communities attached to water; the social life that revolved around water; and changes over
the last century in water collection, use, and consumption.
These women narrated events and reflected on memories, sharing with us valuable
information about the past one hundred years of water-based experiences in Palestine. They
spoke about the challenges women faced while collecting water, the people they
encountered, the conditions of water collection and the importance of water management
inter alia. The narratives covered memories from their childhood - when they accompanied
their mothers to fetch water from the ‘ayn (water spring) - to their youthful years of
collecting water independently whilst enjoying good health, and later fetching water as
wives and mothers. The arrival of piped water affected the role of women as the collectors,
but new reasons for water insecurity, including Israeli control over Palestinian water
resources, meant that women continued to be primarily responsible for domestic water
handling for consumption, hygiene, and agricultural production, all of which are essential for
safeguarding the life, health, and dignity of their families.
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WATER RESOURCES IN PALESTINE:
WOMEN’S NARRATIVES ON 100
YEARS OF HISTORY
Historic Palestine possesses springs, rainwater catchments and wells among other
water resources. These water resources are replenished during the rainy season, usually
between October or November and March or April, with most rain falling from December to
February. Levels of rainfall vary throughout the country, increasing towards the
Mediterranean and the north (cf. Jebreen et al. 2018). For most Palestinians, rainwater was
essential to survival and the success of an agricultural season. The arrival of each year’s rainy
season was greatly anticipated, the women said, with families hoping enough precipitation
would fall to drench the soils and fill their cisterns.
In many areas of Palestine, people practised rainfed agriculture, but different forms
of irrigation were also used. In the early 20th century, oranges exported through the port city
of Jaffa, for example, were fed by the springs and wadis of the Coastal Plain. In other areas
where springs were plentiful, like the Jordan Valley, farmers dug canals to carry irrigation
water (Hubbard 1951).
Interviewees said their families mainly used rainfed agriculture; they described how
farmers grew wheat, barley, olives, almonds and figs using moisture stored in the soil during
the rainy season. Amina (82) described how the heavy soils of her village - from which she
was displaced in 1948 – stored enough moisture even to sustain vegetable crops for
household needs. Farmers would also search for stored groundwater, around which they dug
wells, and also harvested rainwater for later use. Rima (71), also recalled the involvement of
women in this collection and distribution of irrigation water.
Political factors, displacement, and the demographic change affected women’s lives
and their access to water. Refugee women displaced by the 1948 Nakba no longer had
access to either the lands or the water resources of their original towns and villages. The
women we interviewed in Aida and Al-Azza refugee camps, for example, described how their
new status as refugees transformed their experiences of collecting water each day. Some
women hiked to springs to collect jars of water for drinking and cooking purposes, an
arduous task (Halima, 105). Others collected water from wells located nearer to the house,
but not necessarily as clean as springs, for cleaning, watering animals and plants. In this way,
women distribute water to different tasks according to its quality. The women understood
Israel had taken control of most water resources in the occupied lands, but - in their early
days as refugees - did not fully grasp the extent of this control. Israel’s Water Law, passed in
1959, essentially made all water resources “public” property to be managed and controlled
by the state (Dillman 1989). To extend this condition into the West Bank, along with Israeli
4

policies on many other matters, Israel passed a series of laws, including over 2000 military
orders (Rouyer, 2000). The outcome for Palestinians was the loss of control of the natural
resources of their land, a major shift in experience.
Israel’s 1967 occupation of the West Bank imposed further restrictions on the use of
water springs and wells by Palestinians, and Israel continued to issue military orders granting
the state full control over water resources (Trottier 2019). Our interviewees vividly described
how these restrictions limited their access to water sources and their fear of being attacked
or arrested if they attempted to bring water from areas designated as restricted. Today, the
houses of all interviewees have installed taps connected to water providers, but this does
not guarantee access to water; largely due to the Israeli control over those networks, supply
shortages and disruptions are continual problems. 57% of West Bank households, for
example, experience high to very high domestic water poverty (Shadeed et al. 2019).
Despite these challenges, our interviewees said that many aspects of their lifestyle had
changed due to access to a piped water network. For instance, women stopped collecting
water at springs and wells shortly before the construction of the networks. Freed on the
labour of water collection, women can now invest more time in professional and personal
development (Nufooz, 68). However, while modern conveniences and water networks make
women’s day-to-day lives easier, they have also separated women from their traditional
roles in water management. Women have transitioned from a stark awareness of exactly
where their water supplies were sourced, how much water they had, and how each drop
was used, to a disconnection from an intimate relationship with their water source, greater
uncertainty over how much water would be available, and sometimes seeing water used less
carefully. Certainly, demand and consumption increased as water became more accessible.
Amina (82) and Halima (105) commented, “we consume today much more water than in the
past... Younger generations do not know the difficulties we went through to collect water
which also made us appreciate every drop.” Our interviewees remember when the water
had to be hauled into their houses in jars. This contrasts starkly with their observations of
younger people who grow up with running water, showers, and toilets in the home.
However, disruptions to domestic supplies, frequently during the summer months,
do see women revert to their earlier roles as water managers. This includes rationing water
within the home, including decisions over the frequency of showers and clothes-washing.
Although lifestyles and water technologies have changed in these years,
water-related stresses have remained. While the older generations of women recall the
tedious and difficult lifestyles of their youth, the memories of younger generations begin
with Israeli occupation and restrictions on water access and use arising from political, rather
than climate or environmental, limitations (cf. Al-Ajarma et al. 2019). In fact, the rise of
piped systems in the home during the years of occupation has not translated into lifestyle
improvements for women; rather, one set of water-related pressures and demands on
women arising from nature have been replaced with another rooted in the political realities
of Israeli rule.
In the next section, we highlight some aspects of the values attached to water by
women prior to modern water networks.
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WATER COLLECTION, STORAGE
AND SAVING
Before their homes had piped water, women were responsible for fetching water for
their families. Women typically hiked considerable distances to draw water from cisterns or
springs. This task had to be performed every day, sometimes multiple times a day. The
majority of our interviewees made at least two trips a day for water collection; one collected
water five times a day. The interviewed women took up the role of water collectors at a
young age together with other women and girls. A few recalled using donkeys and, rarely,
camels to ride to the spring and carry water back, each donkey carrying four metal buckets.
Mostly, however, the women would carry water in pots, buckets, or narrow-necked jars
balanced on their heads; a difficult skill which they were proud of.
Journeys to collect water might take an hour if water sources were near the home,
but might take several hours if the nearest spring was far away, queues were long, or when
women had to search for alternative sources. A refugee woman, Samiya (83), recalled that
sometimes she made three trips to collect water for her family of four children, husband,
and four more in-laws. From her refugee camp near Bethlehem, the nearest spring was in a
neighbouring village. However, the influx of women that spring meant that sometimes she
might wait for the entire day only to return home empty-handed. The alternative was a
spring near Jerusalem which was a long walk but had shorter waiting times. When multiple
journeys were necessary, women or girls, accompanied sometimes by smaller children,
would generally make their first trip at sunrise, around 5 am. In a few cases, women devoted
a specific day in the week to water collection, especially when they had a big container in
their houses. This was the case for Hanaa (78), who filled a 1000L container once a week.
Generally, each community collected drinking water from a specific spring, known for
its fresh and clean water. Efforts were made to keep this spring potable. For example, in
‘Anin, the spring was surrounded by fences to keep humans and animals away, and the
villagers nominated a man to control cleanliness and ensure fair distribution of drinking
water. This was not a universal experience, however; some women recalled sleeping near
the spring to ensure their turn to gather water. Collecting water sometimes led to arguments
and disputes between women, but there were also negotiations about the process of
collecting water, saving it, and managing it at the household level. Their role as water
collectors provided a common bond of experience for all women.
Once safely in the home, drinking water was stored in a large water vessel, a ziyr,
made of clay. On average, a family of five would need two ziyr of water for their daily needs,
all of which supply was overseen by women. The ziyr was always covered with a clay plate to
keep off dust and insects. Water brought from the spring was filtered with a white clean
cloth to ensure cleanliness and to remove possible contaminants, such as straws or leeches.
A metal cup, used by all household members, was often attached to the ziyr to extract and
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drink water. As a hygienic measure, a second metal cup was saved for the use of guests. The
water of the ziyr was also used for cooking. For other uses, such as cleaning and watering
animals and plants, water was stored in metal barrels placed in the courtyard. Each family
had at least two metal barrels, and more if the household’s livestock required.
The effort exerted to collect water generated an attitude and practice of conserving
water was something to be handled carefully and in moderation. As Amina (82) said:
“We were very careful not to waste even a drop of clean water… Water was too
precious and scarce to use even for cleaning and washing.”
Women of the refugee camps and rural Palestine lived through the 1980s without
water faucets, showers, or washing machines. Water was managed frugally to meet basic
needs according to the available supply. According to Fatima (80), family members would eat
from the same plate so less water was needed for washing up. People often ate with their
hands because they had to wash their hands anyway and this saved the water needed to
wash spoons. During water scarcity periods they made specific dishes such as porridge,
mujadara, and rashta with lentils that used less water in cooking.
It is an error to glamorize or romanticize the harsh environmental and political
factors which necessitated the women’s strict water management practices. However, what
they metaphorically imbibed with every drop of precious water was a sense of profound
value, beyond that of water as a ‘commodity’. Investment of hard labour in the collection,
transport and management of water created a set of values that governed its use and, in
many cases, transmitted this attitude to younger generations. The liberal or even profligate
use of natural resources was an alien concept to women whose life’s work was invested in
water use.

WOMEN’S SOCIAL LIFE IN THE
PERIOD OF REMOTE WATER
COLLECTION
Their relationship with water illustrates the powerful human experiences of these
women, as well as how they adapted, resisted, and transformed their lives. Water, especially
when scarce, is a medium for creating and maintaining social relations both inside and
outside the household, generating social norms and collective attitudes and values; it also
shapes processes through which life experiences are told and mediated (Naguib 2009, 1).
With the arrival of piped water, the older generation of women imagined they may,
finally, enjoy some ease and comfort in old age. However, even today, Palestinians
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experience water shortages equivalent to 40% of their needs. 20% of the water supply is
purchased at relatively high prices from Makorot, Israel’s national water company, via the
Palestinian Water Authority, and the rest of the supply is pumped from groundwater or
other alternative sources (Arafeh and AbuMadi, 2019). Israeli settlements, despite their
illegality, are prioritised in water supply, and during scarcity periods Palestinian households
are not supplied; this is the case for most summer months. Water scarcity in the present is
therefore rooted in a different set of circumstances, and people’s views of it contrast
markedly with the positivity of some attitudes arising from adaptation to natural water
scarcity in earlier times.
Contrasting their current situation with the period of manual water collection, the
interviewee women seemed to value their earlier experiences. The spring was where
women spent most of their time: walking to it, waiting in line, filling jars or vessels with
water, and walking home with them. In the spring, “women embroidered traditional dresses,
prepared sha’eryya (vermicelli), washed dirty clothes, picked stones from wheat and barley,
exchanged news, gossiped, and even planned the marriages of their children” (Samiya, 83).
According to several women, the responsibility to collect water, although not always
enjoyable, gave them a sense of freedom; freedom of movement, to meet and mingle with
other women, to meet people and share conversations on the way to the spring (Fig. 1
below).

Women carrying water near ‘Ayn Al-Sultan refugee camp in Jericho - early 1950s /
@Palestine_remembered
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These water-gathering trips gave women the opportunity to mingle outside the confines of
family and home. Water collection trips defied the culturally defined limitations on their
movements in public spaces, and they, as a consequence, felt elevated in status and
connected to other women outside their immediate social space. While not all women felt
isolated within their families and may have not experienced limitations of movement in the
same way, they certainly expressed feelings of comfort and solidarity in the company of
other women during water collection. When water collection journeys stopped, after
modern systems of supply were introduced, these women’s social lives – outside the family
settings - became restricted to funerals and weddings. Water gathering had been a
legitimate reason for leaving the house and in general, the women spoke nostalgically about
the water spring and the loss of these journeys, despite the hardships of fetching water.
Rawda (68, from 'Anin), recalled:
“At the water spring we put our jars and containers in line; we did not have to
physically stand in line; the jar saved our place. The rule was first come first
served. Then we sat waiting our turn; we talked and discussed our daily matters.
The water spring was the only place where we were allowed to sit and talk
without being accused of not doing our job or duty. Being late was excused…”
For Rawda, fetching water provided her and other women with a legitimate arena of activity
outside the home and the ‘freedom’ to build meaningful lives which reflected their own
needs and concerns; it was a space for women. This ‘freedom’ was perhaps enhanced by
distance from the authority of other family members, including parents, older siblings, other
male relatives, or mothers-in-law.
Water collection was not merely a duty of women. Men also visited springs, making
water collection spaces for interaction and meetings between men and women; Maha (80)
recalled that the spring led to many marriages. Moreover, social interactions during water
collection were not limited to exchanging conversations and news with other women, but
also a space of negotiation, power sharing, and collaboration.
In places where people took their livestock to the spring to water - often the
responsibility of men rather than women – a specific spot was saved for animals near the
spring. Farmers and villagers organized amongst themselves the time of day when they
would take their animals to the spring. After watering them and before leaving, they cleaned
the spot and refilled it with water for the use of those coming after them (Rahma, 73, from
'Anin).
This sense of collaboration also existed among women sharing the same water
source. For example, Huda (81) from Aida Camp shared how, UNRWA delivered water to four
tanks in the camp, leaving it to the camp’s inhabitants to divide the water among
themselves. At first, women fought for turns to collect their share of water, which they
carried in buckets or jars to their houses. As a consequence, physically stronger women were
able to collect more water than others, often including pregnant women and women with
little children (Um-Emad, 80,).
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Following some physical fights between women, Huda proposed that those sharing a
tank arrange a rotation, with each family collecting water once every two days. This reduced
the time taken in water collection, and also removed the sense of unfair access to the
resource related to the collector’s physical strength. The idea persisted for a few years until
another system was introduced in the camp. This negotiated solution to a new circumstance
reveals how disruptive traditional work patterns the new supply methods were, and also
illustrate the adaptability of women to their ongoing role as conservers and distributors of
water.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The stories told by older Palestinian women described their relationship with land and water
resources as intimate, special and reciprocal. Although lifestyles and water technologies
have changed over the years, concern and stress over water have remained constant. The
sources of that stress have altered, however. The process of occupation violently
transformed older, established and traditional relationships by displacing large numbers of
Palestinians – women and men, depriving them of access to their original land and water
resources, and changing the role of women in society. The older generations of women may
recall the tedious and difficult lifestyles of their youth, but the younger generations’
memories begin with the Israeli occupation and political and securitized restrictions on their
water access and use (cf. Al-Ajarma et al. 2019). Their lifestyles have not improved through
the years of occupation, and the injustice of their water insecurity has become increasingly
apparent. In an age of modern technological advances in water supply, ironically, the water
security of the new generation is arguably worse, as it is rooted in deliberate policy choices,
not the vicissitudes of climate and the environment.
In this paper, we highlight some aspects of how women valued water prior to
modern water networks. In their narratives, women made connections between the
aesthetics of water, the struggle to collect and conserve a scarce resource, and recollections
of their past roles and relationships generated through their centrality as water providers.
Listening to these women’s stories about the past 100 years, we noticed how water infused
their engagement with historical aspects of life in Palestine, including pre-1948 village life.
This past struggle for water was presented with a degree of positivity, as the women
recognised implicitly the natural and inevitable reasons for water scarcity. However, these
recollections and water stories were recounted against a contrasting backdrop of daily
realities and reactions to life under occupation, framing and shaping those memories of past
times.
The ever-increasing scarcity of water, combined with its insecurity caused by Israeli
control measures over natural resources, continues to have serious impacts on Palestinians
in general and Palestinian women in particular due to their roles as primary water collectors,
carriers, managers, end-users, and family health and hygiene educators. Older generations
of women still share a sacred connection to water and water management through their role
in educating family members on water management practices, and their responsibilities for
protecting and nurturing water and supporting women’s efforts and roles as water stewards.
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On the everyday level, older Palestinian women made contingency plans in fetching
and managing water, and these practices were essential in safeguarding the human dignity
of themselves and their families. Historically, these women used a considerable portion of
their working time in domestic functions, including fetching water, and they were the
greatest users of water. However, despite women’s important and multiple roles, in the past
and today, not enough attention has been paid to women’s roles in water supply and
management. Their water-related work is often taken for granted and its social, cultural, and
economic value is ignored. Their customs, traditions, and stories are not taken into
consideration as a source of folk knowledge and a record of the past which was disrupted
violently by occupation and displacement.
Naguib (2009, 151) asserts that “as a symbolic system of meaning, water is both a
structured and a structuring force.” In the past, water played an essential role in constructing
women’s social identity and capital as well as offering a certain degree of ‘legitimate’
freedom away from their daily chores. While waiting for their turn in the spring, women
built friendships, learned new skills and handicrafts, and had fun. Palestinian women were
also the main players in water management and governance in their respective
communities, and they performed this function effectively on a small-scale, but socially
significant, level. As the water system changed, however, women were erased from water
collection, and their relationship and connectedness with the water changed dramatically.
While Palestinian women showed a great ability to adjust to the new reality, housewives in
refugee camps and rural Palestine in particular have lost the ‘legitimate’ freedom that water
gave to their grandmothers. Rural development agendas and policies barely consider how to
replace the multifarious and varied roles, functions and social rituals that water gathering
and conservation gave women; housewives and unemployed women are excluded from
public life as a consequence.
Similarly, modern resource management and practice tend to value professional and
expert knowledge, even where it alienates local people and their resource management
expertise and institutions. By contrast, this study provides evidence from women’s stories
and narration of how a community shapes water management from below. It shows that
water management arrangements are rooted in local realities and the roles and experiences
of women. This can be seen in different practices of collecting, storing, distributing and
saving water, as well as other practices of dividing water equitably among community
members during scarcity. These findings resonate with the growing recognition that
bottom-up approaches incorporating the knowledge, skills, needs and experiences of local
people, and women, can contribute strongly to equity and sustainability in water
management (Smith,2008; Tsing et al.,2005). Given the complexity of water management
under Israeli occupation and a fragile Palestinian state, community-based water
management and governance could be a significant step towards water justice in Palestinian
areas.
These findings suggest that by engaging women’s participation in water
decision-making, government institutions and development agencies operating in Palestine
can achieve measurably better outcomes for water management and gender equity.
Prioritizing and promoting the inclusion of women in local water committees and
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national-level policy formulation would be a useful first step toward integrating women’s
perspectives in the water and sanitation sectors.
On another level, the memories of water are still so vivid in the old women's
imagination that they merit recognition as a source of information about the past, worthy of
record and preservation. Water collection was never an easy task, yet our interviewees
spoke nostalgically about the past and their times in the spring. Water memory is part of the
Palestinian collective memory, a record of another vital aspect of what was destroyed or
removed in political upheavals, that should be given more attention by academic and
research institutions. To reference Edward Said, these women should have the permission to
narrate their lives and the water management practices which enabled Palestinians to
survive harsh natural conditions, prior to the imposition of harsher political conditions after
the Nakba.
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