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girls’ parents trusted him. He said at first they would ask him how he could be religious 

and lead girls in wearing shorts and having their photos published in newspapers.  They 

would ask him, “But Abu Issam, you are religious, and you went to the hajj (Muslim 

pilgrimage to Mecca), how can you coach the girls?”146  Ghalib told me, “What I was 

telling them is that the girls wanted to play soccer with or without me, but by my 

presence with them I try to protect them. Like we talked about the behavior and all that.  I 

want to try to keep them walking straight, and the parents trusted me.”  Most of the 

original players for Banāt Sakhnin had also known him as a teacher from the second and 

third grade.  He remarked, “When you coach the girls you have to know how to treat 

them, what to say what to do. . . . Also when their parents knew that Ghalib is teaching 

them, they knew [their daughters] are in good hands. Also what was important for me 

with the girls is that before soccer I want good behavior.”  Because he had known them 

since they were very young, he was able to influence their behavior both on and off the 

field.  For Ghalib, this changed as more girls from outside Sakhnin began to play for the 

team.  Ghalib commented, “The girls, when we started, like Wardeh, Aliu, Sabah, Nawal, 

Dallal, they were respectable, so I could have fun with them, but in the last period no. 

Because some girls started coming from outside Sakhnin and like that, and [there were] 

girls that I didn’t know, and also life always changes.”  The implication here is that girls 

from outside were not to be trusted as readily as girls whose parents he knew to be 

respectable.  As “respectability” was one of his main objectives for the team, the 

inclusion of “unknown” girls disrupted the foundation on which he developed his 

coaching strategy. 

                                                 
146 Within the Palestinian Arab community both inside and outside Israel, a more formal and 
respectful way to refer to someone is by placing Abu (father) or Um in front (mother) of the name 
of their first-born son.  For instance, now-disputed president of the Palestinian Authority, 
Mahmoud Abbas, is often referred to as Abu Mazen in conversation and in the Arabic press.  I 
called both sets of my host parents “Abu” and “Um” followed by the name of their first-born 
sons. 
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 There were varying stories among the players, the manager, and the coach 

himself as to why he left the team:  health problems, less energy, loss of hearing.  

According to Ghalib, the final straw happened after a fight between two of the players: 

Then he [Abu ʿArab] started to bring girls from outside, 
from Tamra, Haifa. . .so these girls, I didn’t know anything about 
them. The Sakhnin girls I knew.  I knew their fathers.  There was a 
girl from Tamra with us, or let’s say there was a girl with us, 
doesn’t matter where is she from, and I didn’t like her behavior.  
She was talking with boyfriends on her mobile, sometimes was 
saying inappropriate words, so one day while the girls were 
training on the other side I saw two girls fighting, her and one of 
us, so I told Abu ʿArab, “Look at that.”  So Abu ʿArab went to 
finish it, al-ḥamdulillah (Thank God) it wasn’t me, so Abu ʿArab 
went there, and she was the one attacking—the girl from outside, 
so he put his hand on her and held her, so she started shouting at 
him, “Go away from me!  Don’t touch me!”  Screaming, and like 
that. So he asked her to go outside, so she went outside and started, 
“Damn this town and. . .” So then I thought, al-ḥamdullilah, it 
wasn’t me.  If she would have talked like that,  I would have hit 
her, and if she would have shouted: “Don’t touch me.” I would 
have held her by her hair and kept hitting her, and she would go 
complain about me. So I said al-ḥamdulillah that I didn’t go there.  
Girls, thank you, I am not continuing.  

Coach Brahim replaced Ghalib as head coach in January 2007.  Like Ghalib, 

Brahim used to play soccer professionally, was trained as a coach, and taught in the 

schools.  Unlike Ghalib, Brahim is an “outsider”—he is from a village about 30 minutes 

away from Sakhnin, and he is Druze.  The first time I observed the new coach, Abu ʿArab 

told me, “He [Brahim] didn't tell them [the players] he's Druze.  He's an Arab.  He's a 

very special person. . .I've known him 20 years.”  While the players regarded Brahim 

with guarded curiosity at first, Abu ʿArab and Ghalib knew him personally, which helped 

Brahim gain the team’s trust.  Brahim is a physically fit man about the same age as Abu 

ʿArab, but at about 5’4” he is shorter than many of the girls on the team.  Where Ghalib 

was passionate, Brahim is methodical.  During one of Brahim’s first practices with the 

team, he ordered them to run laps, and afterwards they gathered in a circle.  With a 

stopwatch around his neck, Brahim ordered them to hold their fingers to their necks and 

take their pulses.  Many of the girls looked at each other warily as if to say, “Is this guy 



158 
 

serious?”  Sharifeh and Aliu erupted into a fit of giggles.  When Coach Brahim asked 

what the problem was, they just shook their heads.  While Ghalib tended to wear jeans, a 

button-down, or a jacket to practices, Brahim regularly wore athletic shorts, a T-shirt, and 

sneakers.  Both coaches knew the game well, and their coaching philosophies toward 

women’s soccer were quite similar, but their coaching strategies differed.   

Coach Ghalib and Coach Brahim agree that there is a fundamental difference 

between males and females, and this is also true for when men and women play soccer.  

According to Brahim, “The soccer is not natural for the girls. . . because here in our 

country it is not common, you see very few girls playing.  In the neighborhood the boys 

play but you don’t see girls.”  He also argues that there is a physical or biological 

difference between male and female soccer athletes: “The speed, strength, coordination. . 

.the quickness.”  Coach Ghalib notes a difference between male and female players:  

Another thing in the difference between the guys and the 
girls, is that in the trainings the girls are more spoiled. [laughs] The 
girls are spoiled. . .The guys are stronger.  They have more 
experience. They are faster.  The way of playing is different 
between the boys and the girls, professionally speaking. But what 
also matters for me with the girls is the behavioral thing, it was 
very important for me.  [The girls are] spoiled.  You know. . . 
when you talk to her in the training she goes, “ustaaaazzz. 
(Teeeacher).” 

Abu ʿArab also claims: 

We can’t compare that between the girls and the boys, 
because boys are very strong—stronger than the girls. . .  And 
another thing the girls are more sensitive than the boys.  You have 
to know which saut (voice), which words to speak to them, which 
idiom.  You have to be careful, and some of them also have some 
problem with their parents, with society, you know. 

 

The coaches and managers of Banāt Sakhin are not alone in their assessment of 

the fundamental physical difference between male and female athletes.  The former coach 

of the national team and the coach of Kiryat Motzkin (a Jewish team), talked to me about 

learning how to communicate and handle athletes menstruating during a practice or a 
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game.  The national coach developed a code, “red flag,” to indicate when an athlete gets 

her period.  He provides an example, “We developed such a relationship that I knew.  She 

said, ‘red flag.’  Red flag, go to the doctor, the doctor will give you a special treatment, 

and the doctor will make the decision if she can play or not.  Not me, because I want her 

in the game or I don’t want her in the game.  It’s the doctor’s decision.” The national 

coach’s apparent sensitivity to his menstruating female athletes, which ultimately sets 

those athletes apart from the non-menstruating females as temporarily “out of the game,” 

can also be interpreted as implicitly maintaining the masculinized character of soccer. 

The coaches’ claims that there are natural, physical differences did not lead them 

to the conclusion that men are inherently better than women at soccer.  The coach for 

Kiryat Motzkin said: 

One, we know that in coaching women there is once big 
difference, and it is in the physical abilities between boys and girls. 
Girls until the age of 12-13-14 are more developed than the boys.  
They develop earlier.  Therefore, they are allowed to play with 
boys. It is allowed in the entire world. There are leagues [that] until 
13-14 [they play] together. But after that there has to be a 
separation, because the boys develop and become physically faster 
and stronger. It is a fact, and with this fact we have to agree and 
that’s why we have to make a separation. It makes me angry that 
when older boys want to play against girls, and they supposedly 
want to show them how much better they are, it is not necessarily 
that they are better, they are faster and stronger because it is 
nature. In the beginning we made a game [together] and then we 
stopped it. Today the girls have to play with girls and the boys with 
the boys.  [emphasis mine]147 

Additionally, one of Brahim’s strategies for coaching Banāt Sakhnin exemplifies 

the tendency to “compensate” for female athletes’ supposed physical disadvantage: 

With the boys I used to give more complicated exercises, 
more developed. Sometimes I allow myself to give a training for 
defense for the girls. I give a bit easier exercises, easier to grasp, 
less defense to let the training go more fluidly.148 

                                                 
147 Interview conducted in Hebrew. 

148 All interviews and conversations with Brahim were conducted in Arabic. 
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In addition to physical differences, all the coaches I interviewed cited 

psychological and emotional differences:  “Women are more sensitive” or “If you shout 

at them, you will lose them.”  Interestingly, Coach Ghalib shouted at his players all the 

time, and it did not seem to have an effect on who stayed or left the team.  Rather than 

reprimanding a player in front of the team, as he says he would do for a male player, the 

national coach pulled his female players aside and spoke to them privately, explaining 

what they did wrong and where they could improve.   

When asked about the difference between male and female soccer players in 

terms of technique, the coaches I interviewed said that there is very little difference.  

Where there was a difference, it was explained in terms of relative lack of experience 

among girls versus the boys, which was attributed not only to women’s soccer’s newness 

on the Israeli scene, but also to the social assumption that soccer is a masculine sport.  

According to Brahim,  

It depends on the number of hours they train.  The girls 
[train] less, and it is not something they train on daily.  You don’t 
see a soccer school for girls.  For boys you see [soccer schools] in 
our society, so that affects technique. 

Kenda: So why is it that the girls don’t practice as much as 
the guys? 

Brahim: Because of our social conditions, generally in 
sports the number of girls is smaller, and moreover, worldwide 
girls’ soccer is considered to be not so developed. 

Kenda: So can you describe the social situation you are 
talking about? 

Brahim: The majority doesn’t accept a girl playing soccer.  
They refer to it as a masculine game. 

Kenda: So when you are talking of society, are you talking 
Arab society or Jewish and Arab or Israeli, what society do you 
mean? 

Brahim: The Arabic for sure, but even the Jewish society is 
not so developed.  . . 
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Kiryat Motzkin’s coach is a little more positive: 

I want to talk about the technique. I think the girls are not 
worse than the boys in technique. They have very good technique, 
and that was a very big surprise for me. In the national team we 
have one name, maybe you know her, Sylvie Jan, she is the best 
player in Israel. She was coming to a training and telling me that 
she saw Ronaldo, the best player in the world, doing an exercise, 
and until she learned to do the exercise technically she didn’t stop, 
and it was taking her half an hour or one hour but she would do the 
exercise perfectly like Ronaldo.149 

Central to the coaches’ perceptions, the manager’s perceptions, and, even to some 

extent, the players’ perceptions, is the idea that gender difference is a fixed characteristic, 

rather than culturally constructed factor that is influenced by those very perceptions.  In 

other words, a girl may be socialized to react emotionally or communicate with elder men 

imploringly to get what she wants or to avoid social stigmatization.  The coaches and 

manager are also not free from the gendered expectations placed up on them, and they 

perform accordingly.   

As Jennifer Hargreaves writes, “The power relations of gender in sports are 

complex, contradictory and controversial” (1994:174).  In the context of Palestinian Arab 

soccer, there seems to be another salient element to the constructed difference between 

men and women soccer players.  Unlike the Jewish coaches, Ghalib and Abu ʿArab 

referred explicitly to different social expectations and considerations that must be 

addressed when working with female soccer players.  Ghalib believes that, as a coach, he 

is not only responsible for girls’ athletic performance, but also for their behavior and 

reputation as proper, young women: 

For example, I didn’t permit the girls to have contact with 
guys.  If one would tell me, “I want to see that guy or go with that 
guy,” or something like that, I didn’t allow it. Outside, between 
you and your parents, it is up to you, but with me you have to be 
straight. For example, once we had a training in Kaukab, and there 
was one girl who wanted to give her e-mail to a guy from Kaukab. 

                                                 
149 Interview conducted in Hebrew. 
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I shouted at her, and she told me, “But we are friends.” I told her, 
“You are friends, but not in the training.”150  

When Banāt Sakhnin played in Denmark, Ghalib told me how he took the other 

copy of the girls’ hotel keys and promised to check on them to make sure they were in 

bed at night.  Ghalib’s policing of the girls’ behavior and reputations beyond the soccer 

field can be interpreted as overly paternalistic.  Yet, this would be an oversimplification.  

Establishing a women’s soccer team in Sakhnin took convincing.  Not only parents had to 

be convinced to let their daughters play, but also religious leaders and respected 

community members had to be convinced that this would not ruin the young women in 

their society.  Additionally, by regulating his players’ behavior in a way he sees as 

appropriate for young Palestinian women, Ghalib is maintaining what he sees as a 

difference between the comportment of Jewish and Arab women: 

With some [Jewish] teams you could find a girl that would 
curse: “dirty Arab,” or like that. There is another thing with the 
Jews, you know between us it is impolite that one of the girls talk 
about the other, but on the Jewish [teams] the girl can say some 
words.  Those things around them are normal, but between us it is 
not normal. So one of them might come and say to someone, 
“Your mother is a whore.” Between us to say this word it is 
terrible, but for them it is common. . . Adding onto the talking, for 
example, there are girls that smoke, Jewish girls.  The game 
finishes, and they would smoke, or talk back to their coach. 
Between us this doesn’t exist. Or another thing, for example, a 
Jewish girl could be wearing a blouse and in the field would 
change her clothes, but we don’t have that. This is some of the 
differences between us and them, it is normal.151 

It is not important here whether everything Ghalib said in this interview was 

100% correct.  He has these ideas about Jewish players, and it may reinforce his 

determination to maintain his players’ reputations.  This validates his own identity as a 

member of what he believes to be a morally superior society.   Additionally, I observed 

players for Banāt Sakhnin talking back to the coach, including Ghalib, with some 

                                                 
150 Interview conducted in Arabic. 

151 Interview conducted in Arabic. 
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regularity.  During one instance, a fight broke out between the players, because one 

cursed at the other.  Finally, one player, Amieh, was eventually fired from the team for 

her misbehavior, which included smoking. 

Although men run the team, all on the board of directors are men, and these men 

subscribe to naturalized notions of women’s physicality and psychology, they also 

envision a different future for the women and girls they train.  Abu ʿArab, Brahim, and 

Ghalib recognize and critique many of the restrictions that they believe “Arab society” 

places upon women, and they believe in soccer as a potential way to improve both their 

players’ lives and “Arab society” in general.  Yet, Ghalib and Brahim said they preferred 

coaching men.  According to Brahim, men’s soccer got more media coverage, and for 

Ghalib, there were fewer emotional, cultural, and psychological burdens and barriers to 

negotiate.  However, they see coaching women as making a difference.  For Brahim, “I 

don’t know if it is a matter of liking [coaching women’s soccer] or work.  I feel that from 

one to another training there is change and improvement.  That gives the motivation to go 

on.”  For Ghalib: 

Tomorrow she [player] will be a mother.  She would have 
boys and girls.  She could educate them about sports.  This is also 
important. Also in soccer there is solidarity. You are from Village 
A and I am from Village B.  If we played together, it could create 
good relations between us. There might also be some that might be 
more aware, the soccer will give them awareness. 
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The “Girl-Women” of Banāt Sakhnin 

 

Figure 19 Team picture of Banāt Sakhnin, 2006. 

Note:  Faces have been blurred to protect individual identities.  Sunglasses are used in 
other photographs to provide anonymity. 

 

In any given season, approximately 20-25 athletes play for Banāt Sakhnin (Figure 

19).  During my fieldwork, approximately five of the original team remained and were 

regarded as senior members, often serving as de facto leaders of the team.  Souad, who 

was studying to be a coach at Wingate, would often yell plays and critiques at the girls on 

the field during the game.  A couple of times the coach and the referee reprimanded her 

and asked her to step back.  Less than the full roster shows up for practices and games. 

This makes the exact number of players difficult to pin down.  In fact, during my two 

years with the team, there was an incredible amount of turnover.  I would watch a player 

play for months and then one day she would be gone.  When I asked what happened, 

generally the player had gotten engaged or married.  The high rate of turnover makes 
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consistent game strategy and coaching a challenge and possibly has an effect on the low 

number of regular fans.   

When the team began, any girl could play.  Girls signed a list at school.  Today, 

girls and women try out in order to play for the team.  During one game a young man 

approached Abu ʿArab and asked if a Jewish girl from Acre could play for the team.  Abu 

ʿArab responded, “Binfā’ (It’s possible).”  He then said she would have to try out.  The 

girl did not end up joining the team, but her interest did not seem particularly remarkable 

either to Abu ʿArab or the other players.  The girls who do play for Banāt Sakhnin began 

for a variety of reasons.  Samira, Amieh, Sharifeh, and Faiza started playing because their 

brothers and other neighborhood kids played.  Amieh, Wardeh and Sharifeh registered for 

the team without their parents’ permission.   Wardeh said that when she started her 

parents did not want her to play.  She said, “I started to go to training without my parents 

knowing, then I told coach Abu ʿArab to talk to my parents to make things easier, and 

now thank god they come to trainings and games with me.”  It also helped that her sisters 

started playing and her brother drives the team bus.  She says she plans to continue to 

play soccer, “Because I like it.  I got used to it.  It is in my blood.” 

Some of the younger girls on the team saw the “soccer girls” at school and wanted 

to join or were encouraged by their school friends who were on the team.  Muna told me, 

“I used to hear a lot about the soccer girls, and all the success that there was [for the 

team] in the Sakhnin high school, and they got the national cup.  So I liked getting into 

this field and my parents encouraged me a lot and I tried [out for] and got on [the team].”  

Indeed, when I visited the high school, the “soccer girls” hung out together during breaks 

and had an air of confidence that made them stand out from the other teenagers.  Hoda’s 

neighbor and friend, Sabah encouraged her to play: “Who encouraged me? Sabah, and 

before that it was Wardeh’s sister.  She used to play. She encouraged me. When I was 

visiting with her and Sabah, they encouraged me most.”  Less commonly, family 

members would encourage their girls to play soccer.  Lutfieh’s mother helped her find an 
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organized team after her daughter continually got into trouble for playing soccer during 

school hours.  Nawal did not know about the team until her mother encouraged her to try 

out. 

Players from outside Sakhnin were sometimes recruited by Abu ʿArab or heard 

about the team through family members still living in Sakhnin.  Frish, one of the best 

players on the team and from Sha’ab, a nearby village, changed schools in order to play 

for Sakhnin.  According to Samira, “First I used to study in Shafaa’mr, nursing, in the 

10
th

 grade.  To be able to play in the school league, Abu ʿArab advised me to move to 

study in Sakhnin, so I moved and had to do 10
th

 grade again in Sakhnin.  Then I started 

playing with schools, and we went to Denmark.”  Because Sakhnin is the only Palestinian 

Arab women’s team in the league, and has a reputation as a soccer center, it is seen as the 

most viable option for athletes from other Arab villages in the Galilee.  I believe that 

language and “culture” also play a role in athletes’ and parents’ decision to have their 

girls commute to Sakhnin rather than a Jewish team that is geographically closer.  Many 

of the girls on the team spoke little or very rudimentary Hebrew.  Parents told me that 

they felt more comfortable with Abu ʿArab, because often they knew or knew of him, and 

they felt he would understand their “traditions.”  Lutfieh is the exception.  She and her 

family decided Hadera was the best fit for her because of the level of play, the possibility 

of being scouted by city teams, and the opportunity to stand out on the team.  She 

explained, “It is stronger, and there you appear. If I would have played in Sakhnin I 

wouldn’t have appeared.  I wouldn’t stand out, so also to stand out.  Here Tel Aviv can 

see me and I could have offers from all the teams.  That’s why.”  Her mother implied 

concern for her daughter joining a Jewish team, when she told me, “In the national team 

you have [players] from all [over] Israel.  They are from the south, from Beer Sheva, 

from Jerusalem, and the regions differ.  [In Hadera] the parents are always with them.  

You feel that they get discipline from their parents.” 
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Playing In or Out of Bounds? 

Few outside their immediate friends and family or individuals involved directly 

with the sport typically watch the Banāt Sakhnin players on the field.  In fact, Coach 

Brahim remarked, “With the women it [the game] is more hidden, closed, no one knows 

about it.  Even when you say that you coach a girls’ team, everyone gets surprised, even 

coaches get surprised: you, are coaching a girls team!?”  I argue that it is this “element of 

surprise,” or “invisibility” that provides the young women of Banāt Sakhnin an 

opportunity to find “the creative ways to navigate the multiple patriarchal regimes” that 

Amalia Sa’ar discusses (2007:48).  I suggest that the players of Banāt Sakhnin challenge 

the notion of “invisibility” as a passive state of being, and this calls for the examination 

of invisibility as a political action that can be used to maintain or contest existing 

structures of power.   

Their “invisibility” is accentuated by their age grade.  The ages of the girls range 

from 16-22, making them the youngest team in the league.  Banāt Sakhnin’s players are 

in that space right between girlhood and womanhood.  Many of them have driver’s 

licenses, are over 16, some have even finished school, yet none of them are married.  In 

Sakhnin, there seem to be a few stages in the transition from Palestinian girl to 

Palestinian woman.  First is puberty—when a family’s protective feelings become more 

acute, the duty to protect reputations that suddenly seem more at-risk.  At the same time, 

the girl is moving from grade school to junior high or high school—possibly seeing 

herself as a teenager who could hang out with the other teenage boys and girls on 

Sakhnin’s sheriaʾ al-raīsa (main drag) or a teenager with a future looming closer and 

closer.  Should she go to university?  Get married?  Stay in Sakhnin?  Travel abroad?  A 

couple of the players mentioned that their families encouraged them to play soccer but, as 

they got older, their families’ enthusiasm waned.  For Sharifeh: 

My brothers in the beginning were very, very happy.  They 
were coming to each training and each game with drums and 
whistles and stuff.  When they saw I started growing up and people 
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came to talk for me [find a marriage partner], then they started, 
“No, no.”  All because of soccer, and now I have in mind that I 
don’t want to get married because of soccer.  It is in my blood and 
I don’t feel like leaving it. . .And then they [my family] started 
telling me, “It is enough.  You have played many years and went 
out a lot, and you went and saw.  Khalas, it is enough, everything 
is good within its limits.” So I told them, “No, let me go on.” So 
they didn’t stand in my way. 

It is notable that Sharifeh managed to negotiate for her continued participation on the 

team successfully despite her family’s reservations.  The general sentiment among the 

players was that boys and men had more freedom, whereas for girls many activities are 

“forbidden.”  For instance, when asked what she would like to see changed in Arab 

society Jamileh responded,  

Their view regarding women, khalas,not to have everything 
forbidden and forbidden.  Like how the guy is going and working, 
also the girl should be the same.  Like not to have everything 
forbidden, or to say that it’s a disgrace [aʿieb]. They should forget 
these things and free themselves to [do] other things. 

The girl-women of Banāt Sakhnin are coming of age in a much different context 

than their mothers and grandmothers did, yet many of the cultural roles and expectations 

placed upon women have not changed.  All the players have successfully trespassed into 

an imagined exclusively male domain in Israel at a time in their development that is 

understood by adults and children as particularly volatile and vulnerable.  The girl-

women of Sakhnin have doubly trespassed as females and as Palestinian females, often 

assumed by mainstream Jewish Israeli society to be demure, oppressed, or forbidden to 

participate in anything as rambunctious as sports.   

Partially because of their liminality, in terms of stage of life and gendered position 

in the soccer world, the majority of the players, management, and parents view the girls’ 

participation at the highest level of soccer a woman can play in Israel as a hobby rather 

than a viable profession.  One Palestinian Arab woman who played soccer as a young girl 

perceives women’s participation in soccer as a shift toward what she calls “modern 

Israeli womanhood.” She said, “Girls’ soccer is different in Arabic society.  In other 

societies it was feminist.  It came as part of a struggle, as part of development.  Girls’ 
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soccer in Arabic society, as I see it, was imposed.  Imposed by the Jewish society, the 

government, the West—they’re in power.”152  She posits that for members in the Arab 

community soccer is not a way to develop women but just a hobby to keep them busy 

until they marry. This quote highlights the Arab minority’s challenge, particularly Arab 

women’s challenge, in performing modernity or feminism on their own terms rather than 

those imposed by European or North American liberal feminist ideology.  They struggle 

not to be appropriated by Israeli nationalist discourses of modernity.  The interview data I 

collected substantiates this one woman’s claim.  Of all the girls I interviewed only two 

saw playing soccer as more than hobby.  For Samira, “I don’t see it [soccer] as work.  It 

is a hobby and I don’t want money for it.  I never thought that if I would get into a team 

that I would get money.  It is enough that I would play soccer.”  However, Frish plans to 

play soccer for living, but sees playing abroad as the only viable option for doing so.  For 

a few of those who do see soccer as a hobby rather than a profession, soccer seems to 

hold an exalted position among the activities they pursue: “Soccer:  this is my best hobby, 

since I feel it requires cleverness, experience, fitness and understanding between the 

members, since this game is a collective game and this is the best thing in it.”  Another 

girl said, “My hobby is sports, and only soccer, it was the dream of my life to play that 

sport.”  So, while soccer does seem to be relegated to a hobby among the players and the 

manager, who does not pay them to play, it also seems to be more than a way to just pass 

the time until the young girls get married.  For the players, to play soccer is a passion, a 

dream, a way to see the world and an opportunity for personal, collective and physical 

growth. 

                                                 
152 Interview conducted in English. 
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The “Field” of Action—Games and Practices  

For Banāt Sakhnin, and arguably the Israeli women’s soccer league, playing 

soccer provides plenty of opportunity for “play,” particularly because their activity is 

rarely or barely observed by outsiders.  Soccer practices were even more isolated, both 

because they lacked a regular practice field until fall 2007 and because most casual fans 

do not observe team practices.153  Similar to Victor Turner, then, I argue that sport can 

create a liminal space in which people are freed from the external constraints and rules 

governing everyday life and are able to contest, ignore, or overturn these social roles and 

constraints in the spirit of play (1983:137).   

Soccer Practice 

The following descriptions of soccer practices and games highlights the ways in 

which women’s soccer struggles to take itself and be taken seriously, while 

simultaneously offering a social arena for female players to contest the cultural and 

familial expectations placed upon them by their community, religion, friends or family.  

It is based on my tenure with the team, the approximately 20 games and the many 

practices I observed over a partial three-season period between spring 2006 and 

fall/winter 2007. 

 “We meet at the supermarket.” 

I had never seen anything remotely resembling a 
supermarket in Sakhnin, so I was sure that I had misunderstood or 
that something was being lost in translation.  As I often did, I acted 
like I knew what Abu ʿArab was talking about and hung up the 
phone.  I then asked my host sister about the supermarket. 

“Oh yeah!  You know! The supermarket!” 

I did not know.  All I knew was that I had about a half hour 
to figure out how to get to the “supermarket” to observe my first 

                                                 
153 Interestingly, during the two practices I observed with the men’s profession team (Bnei 
Sakhnin), there were approximately 10 spectators, most of whom were young men. 
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practice with Banāt Sakhnin.  When I observed the men’s 
practices, I was always with my field assistant or with one of the 
other players in a private car.  Meeting at a central location to go 
to a practice seemed a little strange. 

The “supermarket” in Sakhnin is actually a relatively large 
general store in a mini-strip mall on the main thoroughfare.  As I 
discovered later, the supermarket is a regular meeting place for 
carpooling for a plethora of groups in Sakhnin.  That first practice, 
I waited restlessly in front of the store windows.  It was chilly, and 
I felt out of place—a strange, Anglo woman loitering in front of a 
nearly empty store and a closed restaurant.  Finally, cars arrived 
and as the soccer players emerged, they looked at me with 
recognition, some shook my hand, and finally Fawziyyeh arrived 
and struck up a conversation.  The players stood in small groups 
chatting with one another until a white minibus arrived.  All the 
players climbed into the minibus, and Abu ʿArab followed us in his 
car full of soccer balls and equipment.  Sometimes Abu ʿArab or 
Coach Ghalib joined us in the bus.  Sometimes we picked up 
teammates along the way.  

During the 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 seasons, practices were usually held outside 

Sakhnin, in the nearby Jewish town of Misgav, the nearby Arab village of Kaukab, or at 

practice fields among olive trees a few miles outside of Sakhnin.  By the 2007-2008 

season, practice fields were finished near Doha Stadium, so minibus rides were no longer 

necessary, and the girls had to find their own way to practices.  The most scenic venue 

for practices was at a field nestled among the olive groves just outside of town.   Though 

the view in the olive grove was priceless, the stench was not.  Sakhnin’s sewage ponds 

lay just off the road en route to the field.  Practices were usually held twice per week 

from 5:30 to 7:30 in the late afternoon and usually on Tuesdays, Fridays, or Sundays, 

although this varied depending on the game schedule or other scheduling conflicts with 

school events, the coach, or the manager.  A few times I received a phone call from the 

manager at the last minute telling me if a practice or a game had been cancelled.  Usually 

I called him to confirm pick-up times at the supermarket. 

By the time the second coach was hired, the practice agenda took on a systematic 

tone.  The players ran laps around the field for 5-10 minutes, and then the coach led them 

in stretching exercises.  This was usually followed by agility drills.  The girls would form 

multiple lines facing one another.  One would head-butt, pass, or kick the ball to the girl 
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opposite her and run across the gap between the “teams” to the back of the other’s line.  

Next the goalies left with a coach or the manager to practice goalie drills, while the rest 

of the team practiced passing and kicking goals.  Generally the players would retrieve 

their own balls.  Practice usually ended with a scrimmage and a pep talk followed by 

announcements from the team manager.  Practices were the occasion when I had a chance 

to talk one-on-one with the manager and the few bystanders watching the practice.  After 

Doha’s practice fields were built I tried running with the team during the warm-up, but 

that did not last long and I reclaimed my regular post on the bench. 

The social aspect of practice, from the players’ perspective, seemed to occur on 

the bus rides to and from games and practices.  This is when I heard about upcoming 

weddings, exams, and music.  The minivan rattled and shook along the bumpy, gravel 

roads while the girls played MP3s loudly on their cell phones and chatted with one 

another.  As one of the two adults in the van, I was also usually the most exhausted from 

boredom and overwhelmed by teenage energy and drama unfolding in a language I was 

trying desperately to learn.   

After a particularly grueling evening of shivering and observing yet another 

practice, I wrote the following in my notes, while on the way home: 

The subtly nauseating stench of raw sewage turning over 
from the nearby village wafts and mixes with the pungent odor of 
adolescence after a hard practice.  The bus is overcrowded.  It's 
really a glorified van.  My toes have become sacrificial lambs to 
the stomping of high school girls' feet as they travel up and down 
the aisle of the "bus" to gossip with their friends.  It's better when 
they just yell at each other across the bus because there is less 
jostling and squishing—less contact. 

The odor in the bus is a metaphor for the contradictions 
that exist here.  Israel is a democracy, yet most Arab villages have 
trouble regulating sewage disposal due to lack of funding from tax 
payers and the national government using collective punishment as 
retribution.  These are Arab girls who, in their society, are 
expected to get married, have kids, keep a neat house.  Yet here 
they are smelling ripe with sweat from aggressively running, 
tumbling and kicking a ball around.   
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And I am lost in the midst--pushed and shoved from all 
sides, smelling of shit and sweat. 

 

I was not alone in my frustration with attending soccer practice, albeit for 

different reasons.  While all of the players claimed to love the game of soccer, attendance 

at practice was erratic.  Although the roster varied, there were usually around 20 players 

on the team at any given time during the season.  Of those, approximately eight had 

perfect attendance, while the others would show up for some or most practices but not 

others.  The players were sometimes penalized for missing practice by not being allowed 

to start or to play in a game, but this did not really prove an effective deterrent.  The girls 

on the team faced pressures from multiple sides outside their participation in soccer.   

The inconsistency of practice and game venues decreased the sense that this was 

an established, serious team.  This did not go unnoticed by the team itself.  Sometimes we 

would not know where practice was being held until we boarded the minibus.  Once, we 

arrived in Kaukab only to find that the facilities were locked shut.  Waiting around for the 

custodian, the coach, and more players to arrive, one of the girls mumbled, “What?  Is 

Kenda the coach?”  Another complained that the situation was unfair:  no girls, no coach, 

and it was cold.  Interestingly, the women’s team probably resembled the men’s team 

before Doha Stadium was built.  Until the fall of 2007, Banāt Sakhnin had neither a stable 

home field for games, nor a practice field to call their own.  It is not entirely surprising 

that they also did not have a strong fan base, particularly considering that it was not 

always clear exactly where the team would be playing. 

The organization of soccer practice became more regularized and structured from 

Spring 2007 to Fall 2007.  To an outsider, and compared to practices I observed with the 

men’s team, Banāt Sakhnin’s practices seemed like “Beginning Soccer” lessons.  

According to an interview with a former coach of Israel’s national women’s team, this is 

not unique to Banāt Sakhnin.  When he was asked to start the women’s national team, he 

put ads in the paper looking for women interested in playing and learning how to play 
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soccer.  Unlike other countries, he says, women who play soccer in Israel often have not 

learned or perfected the fundamentals of the game.  A coach has to start from scratch.  He 

believes this is partially why women’s soccer in Israel is relatively underdeveloped 

compared to European and American teams.154 

As I explained earlier, Brahim, the physical education teacher and former 

professional player from Shef’amr, took over after Ghalib retired in 2007.  Brahim ran a 

more structured and disciplined practice.  The players were required to run a few laps 

around the field, while being timed, followed by taking their pulses and stretching.  

Brahim often participated in the drills, while Ghalib had usually observed and coached 

from the sideline.  Coach Ghalib tended to focus his plays and strategy relative to the girl 

he saw as the best player, Frish.  The other players were coached to pass the ball to Frish, 

or to defend and block so that Frish could make it to the goal.  Brahim, on the other hand, 

focused on the improving the fundamental skills of the entire team rather than relying on 

one player.  Neither coach’s curriculum or game strategy was inherently right or wrong, 

or more successful, but the overall poise of the team did change under Brahim’s 

command.   Possibly, because they were less familiar with Brahim, the girls regarded him 

warily at first.  However, particularly after the team training camp in Romania, I 

observed a lot less “talking back” or yelling among the players.  Additionally, some of 

the “veteran” or “stand-out” players showed up less and less to practices.  Frish, in 

particular, faded into the background, both because of injury, and also because of her 

demotion from “star” player.  According to Brahim, 

She has a problem, a big problem, that she feels that she is 
the only one on the team, as if without her there is no team.  That’s 
why on Tuesday when we won against Marmorek 6-1 and she was 
sitting outside watching, I wanted to show her that she is not the 
only one on the team.  There are 16 more girls that play for this 
team. The previous year we barely beat Marmorek with Frish and 

                                                 
154 Interview with the former Israeli women’s national team coach, November 9, 2007. 



175 
 

with Aliu, and with Sharifeh, and now we won 6-1 with the little 
girls that are [playing] today. This was one of the things that we 
didn’t mind.  If she wants to leave, she can leave. 

Games 

Like the practices, games were held in multiple places depending on whether or 

not Doha Stadium (the stadium of Sakhnin’s premier men’s team) was being used by 

either the youth or adult men’s teams.  Superficially, women’s games resembled men’s 

games.  There were referees wearing the regulation black and white uniforms, coaches, 

players wearing regulation jerseys, designated team benches, two goals and a ball.  This 

is where the similarities end.  At games held in both Jewish towns and Sakhnin, audience 

attendance was sparse.  A separate locker room was a luxury, a field with audience 

seating a bonus.  Holon, the best team in the league, had a relatively nice stadium with 

locker rooms located under the stadium seating and a special locker room for visiting 

teams.  Yet, despite Holon’s status as the best team, there were barely 100 fans in 

attendance at the game I attended.  Brahim’s pre-game pep talk spoke to Holon’s rank 

within the league when he compared the game to Israel’s 2006 war against Hezbollah.  

This was the one time that I witnessed overt political references or political innuendo in 

the context of playing soccer.155  Brahim said, “Israel was the bigger, stronger army but 

Hezbollah fought for 30 days.  Likewise Sakhnin is going against a stronger team, but 

Sakhnin has to play bit by bit [steadily].”  Unfortunately Banāt Sakhnin ended up losing 

to Holon, 17-0. 

Similar to practices, traveling to the games gave the players an opportunity to 

converse and bond outside of school.  Traveling to games also gave them the opportunity 

                                                 
155 Players for both Banāt  Sakhnin and Bnei Sakhnin insisted that politics had no place in 
soccer.  They were only interested in playing the sport.  This is particularly interesting 
considering the amount of political and nationalist posturing performed by Jewish and Palestinian 
Arab fans during a game.  Additionally, much work has been done by sports scholars exploring 
the relationship between sports and politics on an international scale (cf. Appadurai 1995 on 
Indian cricket;  Jarvie 1993; Duke and Crolley 1996; Mangan, ed. 2003) 
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to visit cities like Tel Aviv or Rishon L’Tzion, a de facto suburb of Tel Aviv.  During an 

interview with two soccer players, we talked about what it was like to play in a Jewish 

town: 

Kenda: Some girls told me when they go to Rishon L’Tzion 
it feels like going out of the country? 

Hoda: Of course 

Nawal: I don’t feel like it is a different country.  We go 
many times and I don’t feel it is weird for me. 

Hoda: [to Nawal] That’s what you say. 

For some players, away games provided time away from their parents.  While 

chaperoned by the coach and manager, the girls were also relatively independent and 

outnumbered the adults.  Bus conversations would include talking about boys and dating, 

which is “officially” taboo, although many Arab teenagers do it.  This would not likely 

happen so openly during visits in their families’ formal parlors or sitting rooms. 

Generally the girls would cheer each other on during a game and, when a player joined 

the bench after a substitution the players on the bench would greet her with the 

expression, “Yʿateek al-ʿaffiyya” (Bless your labor).  Before a game at Ramat HaSharon, 

the girls on the bench were assigned the task of taking care of Sharifeh’s teddy bear, a 

good luck charm.  Souad ended up using the bear as her personal stress reliever: hugging 

it, spitting on it, yelling at it, depending on what was happening during the game.  Before 

a game against Marmorek, Frish made everyone kiss her Barcelona team scarf for good 

luck, which is depicted in Figure 20. 

Sometimes attitudes were not so amicable during a game.  Wardeh was benched 

during one game for not showing up for practice and proceeded to pout throughout the 

game.  When the coach decided he needed to put her in to have any chance at improving 

the score, Wardeh at first refused and then trudged to the locker room to change into her 

gear.  Games sometimes seemed less like a professional enterprise than a local sandlot or 
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Figure 20 Frish, Aliu, and Wardeh with the Barcelona scarf. with the Barcelona scarf. 

neighborhood league.  Particularly under Coach Ghalib, girls who were substituted would 

sometimes change back into their street clothes and join family members or friends and 

watch the rest of the game from the stadium.  I found this remarkable, because this act 

effectively marked their departure from the game and the team at that moment. 

Yet, in other ways games really did seem like a 90-minute respite from the 

outside world where all energy was focused on the motion of a relatively tiny ball.  In 

those 90 minutes, religiously observant Dallal became a hijab-wearing force to be 

reckoned with.  In those 90 minutes, Jewish and Palestinian Arab women interacted with 

fewer socially-imposed restrictions and more freedom than they would have if one or the 

other were to visit each other’s villages.  This is not to say that soccer is a magical 

activity that erases away all sexism and discrimination that exists within Israeli society, 

or that these players are not assertive or outgoing in their schools or homes.  However, 

soccer does seem to offer relative independence and respite from their roles as students, 

sisters, or daughters within the safety of the collective, organized, supervised activity. 

Banāt Sakhnin’s practices and games highlight women’s, particularly Arab 

women’s, marginalization in Israeli soccer, and performances that might not occur 
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outside this realm of “play” if women’s soccer were more popular and visible to the 

general public.  Girls on the team described how some (mostly men) in the community 

reacted when Banāt Sakhnin was established.   

Faiza: In the beginning, when people saw a girl playing 
soccer. . .no one expected that. . .like in Sakhnin there were some 
men who believe that girls should be forbidden from playing 
soccer, and that they should not be seen outside. Like men said that 
women shouldn’t play and they talked with the coach, but the 
coach didn’t agree and said that the girls should play. 

Muna: [They would think] like, what does it mean that the 
girl would wear shorts and run in front of people? Like it would 
always stay in their eyes that she is a—like I don’t know what—
kind of a look they would give her, like she did a crime if she plays 
soccer. 

All of the players said that the community had learned to accept the team more, 

yet some people still “talked.”  I posit that part of the community’s acceptance of the 

team was due in large part to their relative invisibility, like a child who should be seen, 

but not heard.   Reputations cannot be tarnished and presumably power is not challenged 

if no one is looking.  In other words, Banāt Sakhnin has not yet turned out to be a 

credible threat to the status quo.  

Conclusion 

In sum, Banāt Sakhnin struggles at organizational levels to establish itself as a 

team to be taken seriously.  An element of this struggle involves notions of what it means 

to “empower” women or “improve society” through women’s education or development.  

As this chapter has illustrated, power and inequality intersect at multiple junctures in the 

context of women’s soccer.  In general Banāt Sakhnin maintains a patriarchal hierarchy, 

with established men in the community determining how the team is run and handled.  

Yet the team itself exists within the Israeli state, where soccer is not seen as only a man’s 

sport, and where Palestinians make up the largest, and arguably most problematic 

minority.  At another level the players themselves balance their various roles as 

teenagers, Arabs, females, athletes, daughters and students and often these roles collide.  
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While many profess their love of soccer, the reality of their responsibilities as Palestinian 

daughters and wives often precludes this desire.  How the girl-women of Sakhnin 

negotiate these multiple roles highlights but a few aspects of the complex power structure 

at play in Israeli society. 
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CHAPTER 6:  FIELD OF DREAMS—LIVES OF SOCCER PLAYERS 

It is too soon to tell how soccer will affect the future of the girls who play.  

However, ideas about what their futures should look like are alive and well and deeply 

intertwined with discourses about modernity, nationalism and femininity.  The young 

women of Banāt Sakhnin are at a point in their lives where they are making decisions that 

will affect their futures—decisions about education, careers and relationships. 

This chapter provides a snapshot of soccer players’ lives off the field and how 

they negotiate individual dreams with expectations and pressure placed on them by their 

town, families, and popular Israeli and Palestinian discourses about womanhood, 

tradition, empowerment and modernity. What or how a Palestinian Arab citizen of Israel 

should be in the 21
st
 century is under constant negotiation and modification, particularly 

for women in the Arab community.  Palestinian women in Israel are in many ways the 

target for discussions about development, modernity, and the overall status of the Arab 

minority.  Women’s employment rates and education rates are used as indicators of the 

overall health of the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel.  In their status report the 

Mossawa Center, an advocacy NGO, writes, “On the micro level, analysis of the status of 

the Palestinian Arab community looks at the family unit, which provides a gauge of the 

quality of life for women and children, as an important indicator for the overall status of 

the population” (2006:31). 

The analysis of my data reveals that soccer players’ daily activities and 

discussions about female equality and independence are linked with competing notions of 

“modernity,” “empowerment,” and “development.”  What is modern is associated with 

Israel (read: Jewish Israel), which in turn, is conflated with “the West.”  For instance, in 

describing what she perceives as fundamental differences between “Jewish and Arabic 

norms and traditions,” one soccer player explains, “I like the Arabic norms and traditions, 

and if I would go there [Jewish cities or towns] I would be influenced by the Jewish 
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norms and traditions and I don’t like it this way, I would like to stay among Arabs and 

stick to our norms and traditions.  Like they have the freedom to go out and come how 

they like, and no one asked them anything, I for example don’t like it like that, I would 

like there to be trust but not to this extent.”156  Sharifeh extends these ideas about norms 

and traditions and freedom for girls to the “West,” when she says: 

Our lives, how would I tell you… like I look at the life of 
the Jews and the life of the foreigners, it is not like us.157 Here, the 
life of the Arab is eating, sleeping, getting up, and what do I want 
to cook…There they don’t have it like that. Like, okay here you go 
out a bit here and there, and trips, but there everything is thought 
of, I don’t know, it is different. . .Our Arabic society gets involved 
in everything, like someone is going out or in, they start talking: 
where are her parents? Everyone has parents, and she should go 
wherever she wants—to get back late at night. I will give you an 
example about myself, we have a game in Jerusalem and I came 
back late, I got home around 1:00 or 2:00 a.m., and the bus stopped 
for me down there at the station and I go up walking, so one old 
woman was sitting outside, next day in the morning she came to 
my mother saying, “Where was your daughter coming back from 
in the middle of the night?”  Like, what does she mind, why does 
she get involved in this?  So I got very mad and we had a fight at 
home and I shouted at the woman and asked her to leave. They get 
involved in so many things that they shouldn’t be. 

 

                                                 
156 All quotes from soccer players are taken from interviews or conversations conducted in 
Arabic. 

157 Israel’s inclusion in “the West,” is interesting considering the substantial Mizrahi, Ethiopian, 
and sabra (Israelis born in Israel) Jewish populations living in Israel today.  It reveals that the 
Ashkenazim maintain hegemonic control over pop culture, politics, and food.  In other words, 
Ashkenazi Jews remain the unmarked group, even among native Israelis, where someone may see 
themselves as part Mizrahi and part Ashkenazi or one or the other  (Dominguez 1989). Despite 
this, people in Israel have many reasons to imagine Israel as part of the “West.”  Israel plays 
sports in European leagues, for instance, participating in the UEFA in soccer.  English is widely 
spoken and those who speak it have cultural capital.   The United States government’s ongoing 
support of Israel is also used as an example of Israel’s tie to the “West.” However, Europe is 
widely regarded as being more sympathetic to Palestinians.  The European Union categorizes 
Israel as a “developed” third country, which makes it ineligible for certain funding opportunities.  
This is particularly frustrating for Palestinian Arab NGOs such as Mossawa, which have 
substantial empirical and statistical evidence of Israel’s “underdevelopment” according to the 
EU’s own criteria when it comes to the Palestinian Arab minority in Israel.   
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Sharifeh’s story exemplifies the embattled position for the young women who 

choose to pursue soccer in Sakhnin.  On the one hand, some feel restricted, but on the 

other, some perceive the closeness of families as support and reverence for religion, food 

ways and tradition as something that positively distinguishes the Palestinian Arab 

minority from the Jewish secular majority.  

 However, life in Israel (or anywhere for that matter), is not as simple as “all 

Palestinian women equate modernity with Israeli-Jewishness and/or the West.”  The 

picture is much more complicated.  Some Arab women do see village ways as 

“backward” and seek out a suburban, urban, or “Western equals modern” lifestyle.  Some 

Arab women struggle outwardly with desire for European fashion, U. S. technology, and 

Jewish Israeli homes versus their political desires for recognition as a national minority, 

equal rights, and a Palestinian state (i.e. national pride).  Some Arab women maintain 

foodways, dress, language, and households in much the same ways as their parents and 

grandparents did, without necessarily seeing this as “backward,” “traditional,” or a 

political statement.  What complicates the situation even more is that the stories I share 

are about women and girls who live within a 45-mile radius of one another.  Such a rich, 

contested, dynamic way of living is happening under the noses of a state that often 

refuses to acknowledge not only their existence, but also their diversity. These are only a 

few of the elements that shape (and distort) the world in which the girls of Banāt Sakhnin 

play soccer, a sport widely believe in Israel to be the domain of men. 

Focusing on the daily lives of soccer players between the ages of 16 and 22, an 

age group in transition from childhood to adulthood, reveals the competing messages 

young women are bombarded with from their peers, parents, teammates, coaches, the 

Palestinian Arab community and the state.  A recurring theme that appeared in my 

interviews with the players, from observations, and my own experience as a young 

woman living Sakhnin was the notions of memnūaʿ (forbidden) and masmūḥ (allowed).  

Banāt Sakhnin’s players maintain a balancing act between these ideas.  Their sport 
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requires that they be out late at night, yet for a girl to be out that late alone is memnūaʿ, or 

at least looked down upon.  They are women who play a “man’s sport.”  Some girls want 

to continue playing after they are married, although their potential husbands may call it 

memnūaʿ.  When asked what life was like for a girl versus a boy in Sakhnin, more than 

one interviewee’s eyes widened and they raised their arms wide saying, “There is a biiig 

difference.”  Some of the girls see their participation in soccer as women’s way out of 

this conundrum.  As Amieh puts it: 

Yeah, sure, there can be a breakthrough maybe, for 
example that they would stop saying (masmūḥ wa-memnūaʿ) 
allowed and forbidden, allowed and forbidden, that we the girls 
would be more,  because there is not equality between the guys and 
the girls, so that a bunch of girls can do something that would give 
encouragement for other girls to do so and then we can reach a 
principle called equality. 

School Days 

Daily life for a teenage girl in Sakhnin generally revolves around school, chores, 

and friends.  Girls in high school attend classes from 7:30 to approximately 2:30, 

depending on the day.  Sakhnin’s traffic nearly halts when school lets out, as students 

walk down the town’s main street to their homes.  All students are required to wear the 

school’s uniform--a light blue oxford shirt.  Both girls and boys individualize the 

uniforms, wearing skirts, jeans, colorful accessories, or by modifying the shirt itself, 

rolling up the sleeves, or wearing it unbuttoned over another shirt. 

There are multiple elementary and middle schools in Sakhnin and one high 

school.158  The high school is located slightly on the outskirts of town.  Most students 

walk to and from school.  A bystander knows when school is beginning and ending based 

on the sea of light blue shirts clogging Sakhnin’s winding streets.  The high school looks 

                                                 
158All the schools in Sakhnin are “all-Arab.”  At the time of this fieldwork, there was only one 
Jewish resident in Sakhnin. 
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like an institution--it is sea foam green to light blue, cement, rectangular and surrounded 

by a fence.  A large courtyard marks the center of the school.  Individual rooms are filled 

with large wooden tables holding two students per table with a large chalkboard hung at 

the front of the room.  A drawing of the Dome of the Rock being held up by a bloody 

hand decorated the front of the classroom, while the Bnei Sakhnin team logo bedecked 

the opposite wall.159  Approximately 35-40 students filled the classroom that I observed 

in spring 2006. 

With the permission of the principal, I joined my host sister at school for one day, 

and my presence undoubtedly sparked notice and intrigue, but this was minor compared 

to the general pandemonium that ensued as a result of teenage students held in an 

enclosed space for more than twenty minutes.  Teachers changed classrooms instead of 

students.  Each teacher had his or her own way of handling the chaos.  Some shouted, one 

seemed oblivious, and others tried to go on with their lessons.  Students shouted back at 

their teachers, many passed notes back and forth, a few seemed engaged in the lesson, but 

most sat back in a posture that said, “When is this going to be over?”  I marveled at how 

the scene reflected my general concerns about the state of education in the 21
st
 century in 

the United States.  Sakhnin’s high school exemplifies the state of Arab public schools in 

the Israeli school system.  As Rhoda Kanaaneh writes, Palestinian Arab schools are 

underfunded and Palestinian Arab students are required to learn Hebrew and Arabic, 

while their Jewish counterparts must only learn Hebrew (2009:4).  Most of the subjects 

that day were taught in Arabic; the math books were written in Hebrew.  Palestinian 

students are also taught Jewish literature and Israeli history rather than Palestinian 

                                                 
159 The third holiest site in Islam, which is located on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. 
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literature and history (Kanaaneh 2009:4), which makes images of the Dome of the Rock 

and Bnei Sakhnin’s logo in the classroom all the more meaningful.160 

Around mid-morning there was a school-wide break.  Many students congregated 

in the main courtyard.  Walking to and from school and school breaks were the moments 

when students from multiple grade levels interacted.   In the courtyard, the mob self-

segregated into smaller groups or cliques.  The players for Banāt Sakhnin gathered 

around one another, greeting each other and gossiping.  While the players are neither the 

“most popular” nor “outcasts,” the athletes claim that they are known for playing soccer.  

Sharifeh explained, “They knew that we played soccer, like I would be walking and they 

[other girls] would talk between them, ‘This is Sharifeh and she plays soccer.’  It was like 

that in the past.  It was a nice period.”  While the players did say they received 

encouragement from classmates, they also faced criticism, particularly from female 

students.  As Muna told me: 

Like all the girls have an idea about all the girls that play 
soccer—that they are men and I don’t know what, and like they 
keep on thinking like the boys, but they are very wrong, and they 
have never tried and they are not with us, so they don’t know and 
they don’t have the right to talk like that. 

Sometimes the soccer players made themselves known to their classmates as a 

way to show their unity, which could lead to fighting and conflict.  As Sharifeh tells it, 

“[We’d fight] about the smallest things.  Like we [soccer players] were walking around 

the playground together.  Sometimes we would agree to dress the same, so they [other 

students] would say, ‘Look how they are all dressed.’ And we wouldn’t like  it when 

some girls talk about us, so a word from here and a word from there and it would get 

                                                 
160 However, in 2007, the Minister of Education Yuli Tamir declared that Israeli textbooks must 
mention the Nakba (Zelikovich 2007).  This was a highly controversial move, as it would mean 
that public schools would be teaching students that Israel’s independence was a catastrophe for 
some of their fellow citizens.  By 2009, after Benjamin Netanyahu’s election as prime minister, 
and the governmental reshuffling that followed, the “Nakba” and mention of “ethnic cleansing” 
was dropped from textbooks (Kashti 2009).    
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heated.”  The girls’ soccer team acted as a sort of a support group or clique for the 

members of the team.  All of the girls described their teammates as “sisters,” and this 

worked to the advantage of those players who also attended Sakhnin’s high school.  

When the students come home, they immediately change into comfortable clothes 

and join their families for lunch.  Lunch is the biggest meal of the day, when entire 

families, sometimes extended families, eat together.  The family lunch is not as common 

in cities, such as Haifa, where individuals generally stay at the office or have business 

lunches. 

Afternoons are ideally filled with studying and chores followed by an evening of 

visiting with family and friends.  Most oldest daughters still living at home tend to be 

expected to help their mothers with the household duties, which include scrubbing floors, 

vacuuming, and daily tidying of the house.  Some whose families own businesses or 

restaurants are also required to work or clean for the business.   My host sister, who was 

in high school, did study in the afternoon, but also spent time watching television at home 

or with her friends and cousins.  Teenagers also spend a lot of time on the computer 

chatting with friends or potential boyfriends and girlfriends.  After socializing or 

homework, a high schooler might retire around 10:30 or 11:00 p.m. only to wake up early 

the next morning and start the whole process over again 

For a female soccer player who is still in high school, her day may look like any 

other teenage girl’s—filled with gossip and homework and chores.  However, a soccer 

player also has to balance her roles as a daughter and sister with those of an athlete.  

Soccer practices and games usually occurred on school nights.  Particularly around exam 

time, this would cause conflict between some girls and their parents.  Coach Ghalib 

would not let his own daughter play soccer because he thought it would interfere with her 

studies.  Even Lutfieh, whose ultimate goal is to become a professional player said, 

“Regarding the studies, if there is a lot of studying, I don’t go to the trainings sometimes, 

especially at the exam period I don’t go. Like now I am in physics and computers and it 
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is a hard subject and I have to study, but for now I am managing.”  Managing studies 

with soccer, along with family duties and other extracurricular activities can be quite a 

challenge.  Amieh, who is also a rap musician, describes her schedule this way: 

It is hard, the other time I had Arabic bagrut (exam) from 
2:30 till 6, at 4:30 I had to be in Tel-Aviv.161  I had auditions for 
presenting in the “kids’ channel” at 4:30, and imagine the 
importance!  And I finish school always at 3:30 because I am 
doing 45 units.  I have electric engineering (muhandissa 
kahrabaʾiya) [at the university] and I can’t leave it. . . . I don’t 
have time to study, believe me, maybe just a bit before going to 
bed.  I look at it a bit, but all my marks are good, all of them.  
Believe me. Because when I am in class I concentrate.  I don’t say 
a word to the class mates. I keep focused and write everything, and 
when I go home I do everything and before I go to bed I have a 
little look at it. 

Soccer players also described the difficulty allaying their parents’ concerns about 

soccer’s potential interference with their studies.  At first, my host parents did not allow 

my host sister to play sports, because they wanted her to concentrate on her schoolwork.  

By her third year in high school, she played for Sakhnin’s basketball club.  Zahra wrote 

in her journal: 

Often I dedicate most of my time to my studies because I 
like school a lot, because I see it as the thing that I can do for my 
family.  They, who did a lot for [me] and that’s their right (haq), 
therefore no one in my family sees that the soccer will influence 
my studies and social life.162 

Muna said, “Now I have bagrut and diploma exams, so I should take care more for my 

studies, and that’s not mentioning the computer!  That computer [online chatting] also 

keeps me very busy…There was a while that I didn’t go [to practice] because it was a 

punishment, but I came back… Abu ʿArab called my dad.” 

Of the Palestinian Arab female soccer players I interviewed, only two are 

pursuing a career as a professional athlete.  Although, ostensibly, all of them play for a 

                                                 
161 The official Israeli matriculation certificate. 

162 All journals were written in Arabic and translated into English by Nadeem Karkabi. 
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professional team, they are aware that making a living from playing soccer is not feasible 

for women in Israel.  As Lutfieh said, “Like, in Israel I won’t find a future for me with 

soccer, and I want soccer.  I don’t want only to study, but my mother always says ‘no,’ so 

I don’t know.”  The two who plan to pursue soccer further intend to do so abroad.  Thus, 

an education, for most of the girls, takes priority over soccer, although their hearts might 

lie with the sport.  According to Samira, “Well, if it [soccer] will affect my studies I 

might stop, but sports… if I would be sure to study sports, then I would tell myself that it 

is not important to leave it, but if I would finish from sports then no, I wouldn’t get to 

study sports.163  I wouldn’t leave soccer.”  Sabah, Wardeh, Samira, Khayryeh, Souad, 

and Sharifeh plan to study sport, coaching, or physical education.  For those who planned 

to pursue studies at a university rather than soccer, participation in the sport was an 

advantage rather than a hindrance to their ultimate goals.  The players told me that soccer 

made them more confident, social, and ambitious.  As Jamileh claimed, “It strengthened 

my personality, and I fulfilled many things from that.”  For Hamida, “I started [playing 

with the team] because it was the first time that there was something to do for girls, 

something like soccer.  I just like the idea, because, you know, to show them that I can do 

it too.”  Jamileh went on to explain: 

We are girls that have ambitions and dreams that we must 
fulfill and that we shouldn’t mind anything.  Especially the 
Sakhnin team, because the Sakhnin team has opened the way for 
many girls, especially because on the team you have girls from 
many places, like Maker, and the one from Nazareth, not only from 
Sakhnin, so it [the team] is adopting girls from out of Sakhnin who 
have these hobbies and can’t fulfill them. 

                                                 
163 She would not get to study sports, because Abu ʿArab will pay for her education if she stays 
on the team. 



189 
 

“Sitting Year” 

The “sitting year” emerged as a result of compulsory military service for Jewish 

and Druze Israeli men and women.  Men serve in the military for three years, and women 

serve in the military for two.  After conscripted soldiers leave the military, many travel 

abroad for up to a year or more.  By the time they begin studying at a university, they are 

between 22 and 23 years old.  Many Arab students choose to wait to begin university 

both to avoid being the youngest in their classes, but also to earn money for their studies.  

To date, none of Israel’s universities are “Arab,” nor are classes taught in Arabic.  Some 

students also study English, because many texts in Israeli universities are in English.  

Arabic-language courses at Israeli universities are taught in Hebrew script—Arabic 

words are transliterated into Hebrew.  Additionally, universities give preference to 

applicants who have completed their military service.164  Because the psychometry 

exams are written in Hebrew, some Arab high school graduates use their sitting year to 

study Hebrew and retake the exam.165 

For girls in Sakhnin who are in their “sitting year”—the year off between high 

school and university, or between high school and beginning their career—the days may 

seem relatively “boring,” punctuated by occasional chores, visits to family and friends, 

and chatting on MSN.  Even the girls who have soccer practices and games told me about 

their general boredom in their day-to-day activities.  As one player writes in her journal: 

Sunday 25/11/2007 

All day I was at home bored, there was nothing all day.   I 
was wandering around the house till 4:00 when I prepared myself 

                                                 
164 Some Palestinian Arabs voluntarily join the military in order to become eligible for 
privileges, such as scholarships, student loans, and aid with home mortgages despite the social 
stigma they might receive among neighbors and family members.  Rhoda Kanaaneh (2009) 
illustrates the embattled position of the Palestinian Arab minority in Israel by examining the 
challenges faced by those Palestinian Israelis who do serve in the military. 

165 Israel’s college entrance exams, analogous to the SAT or ACT in the United States. 
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for soccer.  I took the clothes and Steif [the driver] came to take us 
to the field, we had the training and I went back home, I found my 
parents already cleaned the place and were angry that I went to the 
training and didn’t clean their place, they really make life ugly, I 
had a shower, prayed and stayed up.166 

Saturday 1/12/2007  

Today I sat at home and there was nothing, very bored and 
very tired from the training.  My sister came and took me with her 
to look for some clothes, we went to the Nasrawi (the guy from 
Nazareth) and other places and then went back home. I was sitting 
all day and there was nothing, I saw all the movies and didn’t leave 
any un-watched, then I called all my friends and talked to them. 

Another player in her “sitting year” writes: 

I get bored, although the boyfriend fills my time and thank 
god it compensates, but sometimes a girl needs girls to tell them 
girl things, and to see how friends are from the same sex. 

These girls exemplify the sense of “in-betweenness” felt by unmarried Arab 

females, particularly those who are no longer in high school and do not work outside the 

home.  The girls who are in their “sitting year,” or who have not yet married or decided 

what to study often feel isolated or “floating” without a firm sense of purpose.  One 

player told me that she does “nothing.”  When pushed, she maintained that other than 

soccer, she did nothing.  Playing soccer provides a structure and a purpose for these girls 

that used to be provided by school.    A player wrote in her journal, “Thank god there is 

soccer, other than that I have my cousins and they also do live around and I don’t see 

them always.  That’s why I stay most of the time alone.”  The “sitting year” is also the 

time when social pressure mounts for girls to give up soccer in order to pursue university 

studies or marriage. 

                                                 
166 In Sakhnin, families often call the business they own mekān (place). When the business 
owner, usually the father, or another family member is not home, they are often b’mekān or fi 
mekān (at the place.) 
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Fun—A Soccer Player’s Social Life 

Monday, November 19, 2007 

Suddenly the phone rang. It was my friend, so we talked. 
She asked me about my day, so I told her about the new guy who 
came instead of my friend and that he wanted to see me this week. 
Then I went up and called my friend Fawziyyeh, and blamed her 
for not calling me and not asking for me, and that she didn’t tell 
me that she changed her number. . . .And I asked her about the new 
groom, we talked a bit about him, and then I told her that she is a 
bad friend because she doesn’t call me, and doesn’t come to my 
house, so she told me that she will come and we will go out to eat 
in a restaurant.  I told her that I agree and finished the call. Then I 
went to the PC and played a few games, and opened MSN and ICQ 
and sent a message to my friend in Baka al Gharbia, and she 
replied asking about my emotional life, and asked me to get on 
MSN to chat. I opened the MSN when suddenly my friend called.  
We talked, and then she got on MSN and chatted with me there, 
and we talked about the team and that tomorrow there is a game 
between Holon and us, and I invited her to come and watch the 
game because she used to play with us, and I wanted her to 
remember how we used to enjoy playing together [excerpt from 18-
year old soccer player’s journal]. 

Ostensibly the above journal entry could have been my own as a teenager 

growing up in Kansas in the United States.  In many ways the concerns and cares of the 

young women who play for Banāt Sakhnin resemble their teenage peers elsewhere.  Yet, 

soccer provides a social life for the girls that they may not have experienced had they not 

become a part of the team.  As soccer players, they are often out at night later than their 

peers.  While there is plenty of adult supervision, their parents have less control over their 

actions while they are travelling to and from practices or games.  The players have many 

experiences outside Sakhnin and the Galilee that their non-soccer playing female friends 

may not have. They have more exposure and interaction with Jewish society both as a 

result of games and a result of playing for the national team.  According to Sabah,  

Soccer gave me many things, many, like also the national 
team when I used to go gave me many things, like taking 
responsibility, my responsibility. Here [Sakhnin] it is ok I can 
depend on my parents and on my friends, but there I had to depend 
on myself, and when I was new I tell you that I didn’t speak 
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Hebrew very well and [that] made me depend on myself.  I wasn’t 
shy so when I would hear a word I would ask, I would tell them, 
“What does this word mean?” Even if they would translate it to me 
in Hebrew, but I would understand it and write it.  This how I 
improved in Hebrew language.  It also helped me a lot socially. 

The players for Banāt Sakhnin travel abroad for tournaments and training camps.   

The team has been to the West Bank, which is difficult, and sometimes impossible for the 

Palestinian Arab minority in Israel because of unpredictable travel restrictions.167  Their 

continual experiences outside their “comfort zone”—playing a “man’s sport,” travelling 

abroad, navigating Jewish towns and cities—complicates and sometimes contradicts 

notions of what their parents, peers, and relatives believe a young Palestinian women can 

or should do—what is memnūaʿ (forbidden) or masmuḥ (allowed).  The players 

challenge these ideas, and pay a price in the form of gossip and ridicule.   

“The Situation” in Soccer 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict arguably permeates every aspect of social life in 

Israel, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip.  Patrons routinely have their bags checked at 

mall entrances, bus stations, and grocery stores.  Military helicopters clatter overhead as 

sunbathers relax on Tel Aviv’s beach.  Navy ships dot Haifa’s ports.  Sakhninian women 

discuss Ahmadinejad, Nasrallah, and bombs while they sort grains and cut carrots.168  

Soccer is no exception.  As a former Banāt Sakhnin player told me, “In this country, there 

is no sports without politics!”  Yet, possibly because of its lack of publicity and support, 

the conflict is not as palpable in the context of a women’s soccer game.  Rather, the 

players meet and sometimes make friends with players from other teams—both Jewish 

and Arab players.  However, women’s soccer is not completely devoid of politics, as 

athletes have said they experienced racism and criticism when Banāt Sakhnin represented 

                                                 
167 The West Bank refers to the area east of Israel and west of Jordan that is governed by the 
Palestinian Authority. 

168 The leader of Hezbollah in Lebanon during the 2006 war. 
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Israel during the Maccabiah games—an international sporting event held every four years 

in Israel in order to attract Jewish athletes to immigrate to Israel.  As I mentioned earlier, 

the girls’ high school team ran into problems when fans refused to stand for Hatikva.  

However, many of the athletes maintained that their relationships with Jewish soccer 

athletes are generally amicable.   The athletes who play for the national team in particular 

have experience playing on teams where the main language is Hebrew.  In these 

instances, and also when they play Jewish teams, proficiency in Hebrew does make a 

difference in whether or not they make friends with Jewish players.  Samira says that she 

would socialize, but “because my language in Hebrew is a bit weak, no.”  Muna on the 

other hand converses with Jewish players online using chat programs like MSN 

Messenger and ICQ: 

My friend from Tiberius who used to play as goalie with 
me, we were together in a training camp, until now I am in touch 
with her. . . Her name is Yael.  And also because we play with 
them always we see them again and we say hello to them.  We 
have sports spirit between us, so like that, but not close friends. . . 
.with Yael I speak in the ICQ or the messenger.  I speak with her 
Hebrew. 

 

According to Jamileh, “In my opinion, maybe someone else’s opinion would be 

different, but I don’t find a difference between the Jew or the foreigner or whatever, we 

are all humans.”  Amieh, takes it a step further by wearing the Star of David and insisting 

that she would serve in the military if she could.  Amieh intentionally raps about subjects 

other than the conflict, “Because I believe I am Israeli, and I love the country that I live 

in.  I don’t want to sing like that.”  Instead she raps about romance and relationships.  For 

Amieh, rapping and soccer are tools for exerting her identity and rebelling against what 

she sees as a perpetually unhappy and un-useful way of looking at the world.  Hoda, on 

the other hand, maintained that Jews and Arabs were different and would probably never 

get along.  Unlike Jamileh and Amieh, Hoda was unable to interact with Jewish players 

because of her inability to speak Hebrew.  Hamida, who left soccer to study at the 
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Hebrew University in Jerusalem, claimed that during games, when she was on the team, 

“We would always just talk in Arabic in front of them [the other team] and so we know 

that they didn’t understand and we would like, we would just talk as if they weren’t there, 

like we should talk in Hebrew in front of you while you don’t speak our language?  So 

that’s one thing that we always did.  Um, especially Souad, I mean we were always 

talking loudly in Arabic” (emphasis hers).169 

For the athletes who also played on the national team, closer friendships with 

Jewish players were more likely, but still sometimes difficult, because of perceived 

cultural differences and what they called ʿunṣurīya (racism).170  For Lutfieh, who plays 

for Hadera, a Jewish team and has also played for the national team, suspicions of racism 

were bidirectional.  On the one hand: 

                                                 
169 Hamida’s and Souad’s ruse was based on their assumption that their Jewish teammates could 
not understand Arabic.  As I mentioned earlier, some Jewish Israelis, known as Mizrahim, come 
from bilingual Arabic and Hebrew speaking families.  Additionally, some Jewish Israelis have 
learned to understand Arabic in school as part of their military service. 

170 The soccer players and colleagues at Mossawa often used the word “ʿunṣurīya” to refer to 
perceived injustices perpetrated against the Palestinian Arab minority by the Israeli state or Israeli 
Jewish individuals.  At Mossawa ʿunṣurīya was translated into English as “racism.”  The Hans 
Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic defines ʿunṣurīya as “race, nationality; racial theory; 
racism” (Cowan, ed. 1994:760).  I use the term English word for the term they use but with the 
following caveat.  The term “racism” is fraught with culturally specific connotations.  What 
matters is how and in what contexts “racism” is invoked (Dominguez 1995, 1998).  Virginia 
Dominguez explains that, in Israel, racism had been equated with Nazism, and Israeli Jews were 
the victims (1995:327-328).  In 1975 the U. N. passed Resolution 3379, which equated Zionism 
with racism, effectively naming Israeli Jews as the perpetrators (Dominguez 1995:328).  This 
caused uproar in Israel and within the Jewish diaspora, because it was seen as being applied 
unfairly to Israel when other countries also define “nationality” (e.g. Germans in Germany or the 
French in France) (Dominguez 1995:329).  That resolution was repealed, but “racism” took on a 
different connotation in Israeli popular discourse.  In the last twenty years, “racism” has entered 
the public discourse as a social critique referring to Israeli Jews' treatment of minorities.  It is 
both a self-critique and one leveled by the Palestinian Arab minority against perceived prejudices 
and discrimination by the Jewish majority.  I observed “ʿunṣurīya” invoked discursively in 
contexts where one was accusing another individual or group of unfair treatment based on 
perceived cultural or “ancestral” differences.  As Dominguez writes, “Talk of racism is never 
natural or transparent, although it may well appear to be so within the specific public culture in 
which it carries currency.  It does not, in fact, exist everywhere nor does it exist all the time even 
in those societies where it may often be heard” (1995:341). 
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Lutfieh: Yeah there are racists, and there are not. 

Translator: How do you feel the racism? 

Lutfieh: I don’t know what to say. 

Mother: She would have an inner feeling inside her. 

Lutfieh: Let alone their way of looking, from their looks I 
can tell. 

Mother: From looks you can tell that this person is. 

Lutfieh’s own possible prejudices were called into question when she joined the team: 

Mother: On the contrary when the coach on the national 
team saw her. . .you know when a game is finished they should 
hold each other’s hands and all together shout “Israel.”  Her voice 
was the loudest, so he [the coach] had a good impression of her. 

Lutfieh: He told me then, “When someone says El El [god, 
god] and the others answer her “Israel,” So he told me you said 
[it].  It was a test.  He wanted to see if I am racist, if I would shout 
“Israel,” and it was normal. 

Hamida’s experience trying out for the national team was much more traumatic: 

We were also in Wingate [when a Jewish player] told me, 
“You Palestinian girl, what are you doing here?  You Arab girl.”  
And I didn’t say anything, and I was crying. And then three girls 
who were with me at Wingate, they went to the girl and started 
shouting at her, “Why did you say that?” and “Who do you think 
you are?” and they made a big issue. And that girl, she came and 
apologized to me, but how the whole team interacted . . .They all 
went to defend me, you know, and it is was very important for 
them.  

Playing Abroad 

In addition to developing individual relationships with teammates and players 

from other teams, playing soccer in the adult league provided the girls with cultural 

encounters they may not have otherwise experienced.  Since its beginning, players for 

Banāt Sakhnin have played in Denmark, Romania, and the West Bank.  Sabah, the star 

goalie, reminisced: 
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Yeah, soccer for sure helps in improving society.  I think 
that it is really a good thing.  There is really an improvement, the 
girl goes out and comes, like ok I go to Eilat and like that but for 
sure I wouldn’t reach Denmark with my parents.171  Like look 
where they [Banāt Sakhnin] got us.  We got to know new things, a 
new world. 

Playing in Denmark was a highlight for the players, the manager, and the coach.  

According to Abu ʿArab, the team manager,  

We as human beings have to live better than this life.  And 
everyone should have respect and love and peace and I don’t know 
what else. . .I think that if we use the sport and the soccer, I think it 
contributes.  It’s a good instrument to meet a lot of people from 
USA, from Denmark, from France, from Italy, and maybe it helps 
understanding.172 

Banāt Sakhnin traveled to Denmark as champions of the Israeli high school 

league.  There, they competed against teams from all over Europe.  For most of the girls, 

this was their first time abroad, particularly without their parents.  Hoda’s mother made a 

funeral for her, as if she were losing her daughter forever!  Hoda described her 

experience in Denmark, laughing, “It was a great trip, it was an unrepeatable trip . . . . she 

[Kenda] brings me back to the days.  I want to forget, that’s why.  I think sometimes of 

that date when we were on the flight and we were there and playing, I never expected to 

go and visit that country.”  When I visited Abu ʿArab’s office, he first pointed out the 

banner they brought home from Denmark and told me stories from the trip.   

Traveling abroad also lifts team morale and cements relationships between the 

girls and the coach.  In the summer of 2007, the team traveled to Romania for a training 

camp.  Coach Brahim said that this helped him get to know the girls better, and brought 

the team closer together.  According to Faiza, “We got closer to each other.  Before we 

were friends but now we are more friends, and the collective work is better.”  During 

                                                 
171 Eilat is a popular vacation destination located at the southern coastal tip of Israel on the Red 
Sea. 

172 All interviews and conversations with Abu ʿArab were conducted in English. 
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these trips, the girls were accompanied by female chaperones, typically Abu ʿArab’s wife 

or the coach’s wife, in addition to the manager and the coach. 

Although parts of the West Bank are only 10 miles from Tel Aviv, traveling to 

play in the West Bank was as involved as traveling abroad and seemed nearly as foreign.  

Banāt Sakhnin has played games in Jericho and Jerusalem.  For Nawal, she felt most 

“weird” when playing in the West Bank.  When they played in Jericho, Wardeh said 

some of her previous conceptions about Palestinians in the West Bank were proven false, 

“I thought that they are all religious, extremists, but they are not.  They live better than 

us.”  This is a particularly fascinating statement, considering Palestinians in Israel are 

both placated by the Israeli state and criticized by Palestinians in the West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip as being economically and developmentally “better off” than their compatriots 

in the West Bank and Gaza.  Hoda captures this notion, “Their situation is pitiful.  We 

were comparing between our life and their life.  Their life very hard.”  Yet she said about 

the overall experience, “We had a lot of fun, because we played with Arabs— 

Palestinians and Palestinians together. It was nice. They accepted us, unlike when we go 

to a Jewish team and they start talking and watching.  They didn’t.  It was normal.” 

Because of travel restrictions most Palestinian Arabs in Israel have never been to 

the West Bank or Gaza.  Images of life and the landscape of the place are passed down 

through stories, media, and today, the internet.  Because of financial circumstances, many 

do not travel abroad, especially as teenagers.  Although these experiences may not 

produce tangible changes in the players’ daily lives, it does shape who they are and who 

they perceive themselves to be, and this affects how they perform and interact with 

relatives, parents, other adults and peers.   

Body Image and Boys 

The girls generally described their personalities as “strong” and “powerful” and 

credited playing soccer with giving them self-confidence, responsibility and, as one 
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player said, “It made me know that there is no difference between me and the one who is 

in front of you.”  However, many also said that an advantage to playing soccer was what 

it did to their body.  While not completely analogous to the United States, much like 

teenagers in the U.S., young girls in Israel are bombarded with images of what is 

considered “ideal beauty.”  Women’s physical appearance matters and teenage girls in 

Sakhnin are well aware of this.  As one girl wrote in her journal: 

And what I wish regarding beauty, adding to my smile and 
eyes, to add some height. My lot in life is that I am short, like 
Mom. Inshā’ Allah (God willing) this wish would come true.  But 
other than that I look younger and this I like.  I have a baby face.  
They tell me, “You are max 10

th
 grade.” Although I finished 12

th
 

grade. This has encouraged me, because tomorrow I will grow and 
would still look young, but the problem is that I am short, and the 
groom is tall. May god help me, pray for me to get taller a bit.   

In 2006 and 2007, the most popular fashion trend was mid-calf boots worn over 

tight jeans, accessorized by a long-sleeved top and jewelry.  Young girls in Sakhnin 

emulated this look, along with tattooed t-shirts, layered tops and long, dyed-blond hair.  

The soccer players were no exception.  Being too overweight was also a concern, 

although overly skinny girls were not venerated in the same way as I have experienced in 

the U.S.  An athletic body was considered a nice body, as long as a girl did not become 

too muscular.  The girls on the team talked about their bodies as a bonus to playing 

soccer.  According to Muna, a tall, dark-haired slender girl, “That is what is beautiful 

about it, that someone is playing football and keeps her body so that she would be a 

model.  I keep watching the models for 24 hours, I find something nice about it, to play 

football with a nice body.  Many people told me, ‘Your body is beautiful.’”  Khayryeh 

uses her athleticism to taunt her sisters, “I show off in front of them with my athletic 

body.  I tell them, ‘I have muscles. I am not meat and fat.’”  Yet, my host mother and her 

daughter-in-law told me that too much sport could cause girls to develop “manly bodies.”  

This was one reason why they discouraged my host sister from soccer. 
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The players pointed out attacks on their femininity as one of the criticisms they 

most encountered from family and community members.  Sabah also mentioned that 

people told her that playing soccer while she was still growing could make her look like a 

man.  Jamileh said, “They think of us that we are like men, masculine.”  While the girls 

seem to have a positive self-image when it comes to their own bodies, they also 

appropriate the notion that there is something inherently and necessarily manly about 

playing soccer.  Jamileh, encapsulating Erving Goffman’s notion of backstage and 

frontstage behavior (1959), said, “I frankly get to the field like a man and when I get out I 

get back to being a woman.”  When asked why, she replied, “Because soccer requires 

toughness and harshness.”  While the players, particularly Amieh the rapper, do not like 

being called a “tomboy” or “masculine,” one girl on the team is described by the other 

players as particularly manly.  Indeed, Frish speaks in a low voice, and her usual uniform 

consists of sneakers, jeans and oversized shirts; however, it is telling that her loud, 

boisterous personality indexes her as something other than “feminine” even in the minds 

of young women who routinely tackle their own gender being questioned.   

Amieh feels pressured to behave in a feminine manner, particularly when it comes 

to dating and marriage: 

Amieh: Yeah sure, sure, my mother always asks me to 
change my clothes and myself, so the girl aim is only to get 
married. 

Translator: What do you mean with clothes? 

Amieh: I always go out just like that, not tight clothes or a 
dress, you understand?  For example you [Kenda and Translator] 
sit always like that, but I always sit like this, or like this, but not 
like that. (Amieh crosses and uncrosses her legs, spreading the 
knees apart). 

Translator: So you feel society enforces the way you sit? 

Amieh: Yeah sure. 

Kenda: Do people give you trouble about that? 
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Amieh: There are people who criticize me about things, but 
khalas (enough), they can’t decide about everything. 

“Technically,” dating is memnūaʿ (forbidden) between young men and women in 

Sakhnin who have not been formally introduced by their families and are not chaperoned.  

However, many teenage girls and boys find ways around this restriction, dating in secret 

or chatting online.  One of my host brother’s girlfriends called one night and asked to talk 

to my host sister.  Then, while on the phone with my host sister, she asked to talk to her 

boyfriend, my host brother.  She did this as a cover in case one of my host parents or 

another adult picked up the phone.  Girls on the soccer team mentioned talking to 

boyfriend on MSN or meeting with them after practice or games.  This, despite Coach 

Ghalib’s tireless efforts to maintain propriety on the team, which included keeping his 

players away from strange men.   

 Nearly all the soccer players mentioned having a boyfriend, and four had been 

engaged at one point.  Talk about relationships and dating during an interview inevitably 

occurred amid giggling and hushed tones (Figure 21), but on the bus to and from games 

girls would talk about love, dating and marriage relatively openly.  Dating in Sakhnin 

seemed like the town’s worst-kept secret.  While parents and other adults outwardly 

bemoaned their teenage relatives or other kids chatting online with members of the 

opposite sex, they seemed to turn a blind eye when it came to their own offspring.  As an 

outsider, the whispers and conspiratorial tones were almost comical, as I was constantly 

interrogated by strangers, my host parents, and the soccer players about my own love life.  

For example, in an interview Sabah leaned over to me and said, “By the way, it is normal, 

I say that my parents know about it, it is normal, with my brothers and my parents. I will 

tell you, but between us, between us Kenda. . .[she laughs] I was talking to someone, and 

my brother saw me and didn’t mind, so it was ok.”  I came to understand that the reasons 

for secrecy included maintaining a family’s reputation, and a family’s reputation hinged 

on the behavior of the females in the house.  For instance, when I walked to the nearby 
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Figure 21 An interview with three soccer players. 

village by myself, my host family was extremely upset, not necessarily for my own 

safety, but because if someone saw me they might think that the family did not care about 

protecting their daughters.  Reputation can be particularly important when it comes to 

marriage. 

The Perceived Incompatibility between Soccer and 

Marriage  

An older Palestinian man asked me, “Do you know why 
weddings just got a lot cheaper in the village?” I said, “No. 
Why?” He replied, “Because Nasrallah is paying for the 
fireworks!”  

The wedding season in Sakhnin and surrounding villages begins in the spring and 

tapers off in the fall, not unlike the wedding season in the Midwestern United States.  The 

landscape is dotted with plastic chairs and shop windows filled with poufy wedding 

gowns in a range of colors.  The din of city noise—car engines, people talking, busses 

braking—is punctuated by the crackling of fireworks and bleating of car horns.  This was 
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particularly grating during the war with Hezbollah in 2006 when the sound of fireworks 

was virtually indistinguishable from the boom of katyusha rockets falling in the distance.  

Every day it seemed like somebody’s relative was getting married. 

Like politics, marriage is an unavoidable conversation topic in Sakhnin.  

However, the conversations, like those about politics, revealed the diversity of ideas and 

ideals about marriage, modernity, and womanhood.  When Rhoda Kanaaneh, a 

Palestinian-American anthropologist, who grew up in the town next to Sakhnin, returned 

to her hometown to do fieldwork as a married woman she found, “The fact that I was (or 

had been, according to some) married was also an advantage, to the extent that it made 

me privy to talk about sex and babies” (2002:15).  She notes, however, that this brought 

up many questions and hypotheses about her marital status among the women she 

interviewed because she was married without children, and her husband did not 

accompany her to Israel (Kanaaneh 2002:14).  My marital status was often a topic of 

conversation around older women in my neighborhood, as well as with single women 

nearer my own age.  Although the reality is much more varied, ideally Palestinian girls 

are engaged and married in their early twenties.  Today, many young people wait to 

marry until they have finished their education.  Some are engaged while at university and 

then marry upon graduation.    

At 29, I was pushing the envelope of marriageability, even by what my host 

mother and neighbor women perceived as “American” standards.  My host father 

periodically asked me if I would be willing to marry an Arab man.  This put me in a 

funny position, because this usually came up in the context of my staying in Sakhnin.  I 

knew if I answered, “Yes,” he might start looking for a husband in earnest, but if I 

answered “No,” I might seem prejudiced or snobbish.  My septuagenarian Arabic teacher 

actually offered to search for a husband for me, although she was joking, I think.  My 

gruff, persistent, nonagenarian host grandmother routinely interrogated me about my 

single status and if I would marry and stay in Sakhnin.  However, with my age mates, 
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most of whom were married, the conversation revolved around finding love along with 

balancing careers and family.   

Ideas about marriage and fertility in Israel are inevitably bound up in modernist 

and nationalist discourses (Kanaaneh 2002).  My host father’s and grandmother’s attempt 

to convince me to remain in Sakhnin was simultaneously an expression of their affection 

for me and the belief that my economic privilege and education would be assets to the 

family.  Not everyone in Sakhnin agreed with this notion.  I was privy to a heated debate 

between my host grandmother and another elderly woman about Palestinian men 

marrying foreign women.  The elderly woman pointedly stared at me as she argued 

against intermarriage, which insulted my host grandmother whose grandson had married 

an American woman and was living in New York City.  While the oldest son’s family 

traditionally lived in the same house as his father, today younger couples may choose to 

live away from their parents, in a different town or country.173  For my host sister-in-

law, this was a way to escape her in-laws, the gossip, and what she perceived as the 

traditionalism of the “village.”  Rhoda Kanaaneh discusses at length the interrelationship 

between family planning and perceptions of Palestinians’ backwardness relative to Israeli 

society. She writes: 

The conceptualization of history as linearly progressing, 
and the corollary that “Arab society” or “Palestinian culture” or 
“Eastern civilizations” are slowly advancing or trying to advance 
toward a Western universal model, is widespread in the Galilee. . 
.The superiority and inevitable dominance of “the modern” can be 
found in everything from furniture advertisements, Islamic 
movement literature, and cake recipes to family planning 
promotions (Kanaaneh 2002:82). 

                                                 
173 For more scholarship on kinship and residence patterns in the “Middle East,” see Dale 
Eickelman (2002), E. E. Evans Prichard (1940), Suad Joseph and Susan Slymovics (2001), Deniz 
Kandiyoti (1988), and William Robertson Smith (1967[1885]).  Hana Herzog and Tagreed 
Yahya-Younis (2007) and Amalia Sa’ar (2005, 2007) discuss kinship among the Palestinian Arab 
minority in particular.  
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Although discourse about marriage varied depending on age, socioeconomic 

class, education, and religiosity, the assumption that a woman wants to be married to a 

man and wants to have children was not questioned.  As Rauda Marcos, director of 

Aswat, a Palestinian Lesbian organization, pointed out, vocabulary for queer or Lesbian 

identity simply did not exist in Palestinian dialect.174   To be openly “childfree by 

choice” was not part of what Pierre Bourdieu would call the “doxa” in Sakhnin, and 

arguably among the Palestinian minority in Israel (1977:164).  For example, my field 

assistant told me I should stop asking the soccer players if they want to get married.  I 

asked why, and she responded that it was not appropriate in their society, because to be 

married was not a question—of course they would want to be married!  She told me, 

“She would feel that something is wrong with her, if you ask her if she is going to get 

married.” Indeed, the girls’ generally responded with bemusement.  Muna responded, 

“Yeah, sure, I think so. I think about it a lot and I find it nice. Yeah, like why couldn’t we 

all marry?”  All but two players were completely confident that one day they would be 

married.  However, when asked if they would continue playing soccer after marriage, the 

future did not seem so clear-cut.  Between studying at university and marriage, marriage 

seems to be the point at which young women believe they will be compelled to leave the 

team. 

On other teams in the league, married women and mothers do continue to play 

soccer.  There were stories about a married Palestinian mother who played for another 

team in the league.  Yet, on Banāt Sakhnin, no role models exist for female athletes who 

marry.175  Dallal, the only player on the team to wear hijab (veil), married and rejoined 

                                                 
174 At their conference in 2007, Aswat distributed a “dictionary,” in which they translated 
vocabulary pertinent to non-heterosexual sexualities into Palestinian Arabic. 

175 There were married players on Jewish teams and rumors that some of the women were also 
mothers.  Additionally the average age of Jewish teams was older than Banāt Sakhnin.  During 
one game, the Banāt Sakhnin players kept shouting “Ya, sitta!” (Hey, Grandma!) at a gray-haired 
Jewish player who looked like she was in her mid-thirties. However, two Jewish young women, 
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the team for only two weeks after which she retired permanently.  Lack of precedent 

matters, because women who marry in Sakhnin take on additional responsibilities, such 

as maintaining a household, developing relationships with in-laws, and raising children.  

Upon marriage a girl becomes a woman, and a different level of comportment is expected 

of women, particularly religious women.  Even if not muhajiba (veiling), mature women 

in Sakhnin are expected to dress modestly.  For instance, despite few exceptions, women 

wear pants and skirts that cover their knees and tops that cover at least their shoulders, 

but ideally their elbows.  Once, I emerged from my room wearing a full, white skirt that 

barely skimmed my knee caps.  My host mother, a religious woman, literally blushed and 

told me that if the wind blew just right I would show everyone my private parts.  She then 

kindly asked me to change.  Without the example of a fellow teammate successfully 

balancing her roles as wife, mother, and mature woman, soccer while married may seem 

a daunting, if not improbable prospect.  The players assume, when talking about other 

girls, that soccer after marriage is not even a choice, because they are Palestinian Arab.  

For instance, in one interview I asked Khayryeh if she thought that girls would play 

soccer after they got married.  She responded, “No, because of the Arabic way of 

thinking.”  My field assistant asked Sharifeh if she were not Arab, would she still get 

married.  Sharifeh replied, “No.  [Because] freedom is the best thing, you don’t have to 

get restricted.”  Yet Sharifeh, as if accepting her “fate” as an Arab girl, later explained 

that she would not continue soccer without her husband’s approval, because, “I feel that it 

not preferable that after one would get married she would go on playing and running, 

although it is nice, but not for us” (emphasis added). 

                                                                                                                                                 
one of whom played rugby in college said that it is very difficult for Jewish Israeli women in 
sports, because it is seen as a hobby.  According to her friend, “They [Jewish women] play sports 
until real life begins.”  When I told them my assumption that it must be easier for Jewish women 
to play sports than Arab women, they both laughed and shook their heads. 
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Most of the girls do see marriage as a restriction.  They claimed their choice to 

play soccer would at least partially depend on their future husbands.  This was a 

particularly difficult sentiment for my field assistant to handle as a highly educated, 

career-oriented Palestinian woman in her mid-twenties who also plans to marry someday.  

When interviewing Samira, my field assistant Nahed challenged her: 

Nahed: But until when do you see yourself playing soccer? 

Samira: I don’t know, it depends on the circumstances. 

Nahed: What circumstances? 

Samira: Marriage, for example  

Nahed: So when you get married you would stop playing 
soccer? 

Samira: It is not up to me. 

Nahed: So it depends on your husband, whether he wants it 
or not? 

Samira: Yeah. 

Samira then seems to backtrack, claiming she will choose whether to continue soccer, 

eventually maintaining that it would ultimately be her husband’s decision: 

Samira: No, regarding the soccer, I will choose, or first of 
all he, for sure he will have his conditions, and I would also tell 
him that I play soccer, and see if he accepts it or not, and then it 
would be his opinion first before my parents. 

Kenda: Deep down what do you think about the fact that 
this would be up to your future husband, whether or not you will 
be playing soccer? 

Samira: It would be his word in the beginning and the end. 

Nahed: But what do you think about it, that it is his word in 
the beginning and then, after all it is your life in the beginning and 
the end? (emphasis in original) 

Samira: Inshāʾ Allah (God willing) I don’t know, like if his 
opinion would be that he doesn’t want-- 

Nahed: (interrupts Samira) No, like you said that you agree 
that he will decide, but what do you think about this way of 
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deciding, would you feel comfortable with him deciding for you? 
(emphasis in original) 

Samira: Yeah, I would be comfortable that I listened to 
him.  On the other hand, what would I tell you? I like soccer, so I 
would be comfortable and on the other hand not. 

While of the interviewees Samira was the most willing to yield to her husband’s 

wishes, other players claimed, if begrudgingly, that the decision to continue playing 

would ultimately be their partners.’  Faiza said she would consider playing soccer after 

marriage, but only if her husband agreed.  Wardeh says she would stop playing after 

marriage, “because khalas (enough) it would be time to take responsibility, and also my 

husband wouldn’t let me play soccer.”  For Hoda, her future husband’s final decision is 

something that distinguishes her from the Jewish majority: 

Kenda: So even if you get married or would get married 
will you still play you think? 

Hoda: It is not only my decision but I would like to, but 
there would also be a husband.  We are not Jews (emphasis added). 

Kenda: If your husband agrees, would you go on? 

Hoda: Of course I will. 

Muna, the team’s youngest player says that she never really thought about it, 

“First I should know who he is and then I will think.”  Nawal asserted, “From the 

beginning he should know that I play, and he should agree with that.  If he wouldn’t 

agree from the beginning I’d leave him, it is so easy.”  Amieh said that the decision to 

continue soccer would have to be part of the negotiations that happen between the couple 

during their engagement:  

I think that I am still not ready for relationships.  When I 
will see there is an opportunity to start thinking about it I will, but 
until now I am not willing that someone would tell me, someone 
who loves me and I love him would tell me to compromise on 
other things.  For now there is no way, if I see that I can 
compromise then maybe. 

Lutfieh, a Palestinian Arab teenager who plays for Hadera, asserted that the choice to 

play soccer after marriage would ultimately be hers: 
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Kenda: So after you would get married, would you 
continue to play? 

Lutfieh: Yeah sure, I think. 

Kenda: What if you husband said “no”? 

Lutfieh: I will beat him up! (laughs) 

Mother: She will think he is a ball! (laughs) 

Lutfieh: No, like before we would get married we would 
agree that I would play soccer. 

 With rare exceptions, the young women of Banāt Sakhnin are sure they are going 

to get married.    While many see marriage as a happy occasion and look forward to it, 

others view it as a point at which they will be required to “grow up,” and for some this 

might mean giving up dreams of becoming an elite soccer player, singer, or fashion 

model.176  Marriage as a goal for women can serve to subsume alternative paths and 

silence those who have no desire for the opposite sex or to marry at all—two sentiments 

that did exist on the team.  Additionally, the “duty” to marry and start a family transcends 

the individual and is entwined with cultural political discourses about Palestinian 

Arabness in opposition to the Jewish majority, modernity, tradition, and reputation.  The 

young women of Banāt Sakhnin struggle with these discourses and external pressures 

while attempting to forge their own futures. 

Conclusion 

In sum, the girls of Banāt Sakhnin struggle with many of the same choices as their 

non-soccer playing peers, yet their participation on an adult women’s soccer team does 

seem to shift their visions for what might be possible in their futures.  A few girls want 

careers in sports.  Two want to become professional players abroad.  Most want to be 

married, employed, and surrounded by family and friends.  No matter what their decision, 

                                                 
176 These were dreams shared with me by players on the team. 
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their dialogue and practice highlights complex discourses and messages about 

womanhood, nationality and equality in contemporary Israel. 
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CHAPTER 7:  ON THE OFFENSIVE—GRASSROOTS STRATEGIES 

FOR PROMOTING GIRLS’ AND WOMEN’S SOCCER IN ISRAEL 

The organizational structure and cultural context of Israeli soccer inhibit 

participation in that sport among both Jewish and Palestinian girls.  This chapter 

examines the obstacles faced by two grassroots programs that promote women’s soccer in 

Israel.  Football 4 Peace is a soccer program that encourages interaction and coexistence 

among Jewish and Palestinian children from the Galilee region.177  The Palestinian 

Women’s Sports Conference attempts to bring together businesspeople, female athletes, 

team managers, government sports officials, and journalists to discuss ways to promote 

the participation of Arab women in sports in Israel.178  I have chosen to focus on these 

two initiatives because of my participation in the programs, their explicit targeting of the 

Palestinian Arab minority in Israel, and the involvement of players from Banāt Sakhnin.  

Although both programs are well-intentioned and innovative, they have experienced 

limited success in achieving their goals. 

Football 4 Peace—Including Girls in Soccer 

July in northern Israel does not seem like the best time to resolve conflict. One 

would think that the scorching heat would only inflame the feelings of injustice and 

frustration that tend to just hover in the backdrop of many social interactions in Israel.  

But on this particular day in July, 40 girls from villages all over the Galilee in the North 

of Israel were running, sweating, kicking, and playing together.  A casual observer would 

                                                 
177 The usage of the number four as a substitute for “for” only works in the English name of the 
program.  In Arabic the name of the program is Kurat al-Qadam min Ajl As-salaam (Football for 
Peace), and in Hebrew it is, Kaduregal l’man HaShalom (Football for Peace). 

178 In Arabic the name of the conference was “An-nissa’ al-‘arabia fi al-riyadha” (Arab Women 
in Sports); however, the grant proposals, written in English, named the conference “Leveling the 
Playing Field: A Conference on Palestinian Women’s Sports in Israel.” 
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only see girls playing soccer under the backdrop of the Galilean mountains.  Upon closer 

inspection, however, one would hear Arabic, English, and Hebrew intermingled with the 

sound of cheering, laughter, and bodies colliding.  These girls were engaged in activity 

unusual to their political and gendered situation.  For Palestinian Arab and Jewish girls 

and women in Israel, playing soccer has historically been associated with males and 

interacting with children from the “other side” is a rare occurrence.  Yet, nearly every 

July since 2001, Jewish and Palestinian Arab children (ages 10-14) meet to play soccer in 

the name of developing peace and coexistence.179  Football 4 Peace is a children’s sports 

initiative that seeks to make “grassroots interventions” in conflict prevention and 

resolution by bringing together otherwise divided communities through playing soccer 

(Sugden 2007).  

History of Football 4 Peace  

After spending time in the Galilee in 2000, Geoffrey Whitfield, a retired Baptist 

minister from Great Britain, had the idea to implement a soccer program where young 

Jewish and Palestinian children in Israel would play on the same teams.  Football 4 Peace 

is the outcome of Geoffrey Whitfield’s original vision to develop a grassroots-directed 

sports project to bring Jewish and Palestinian Arab children together to play soccer in the 

hope that the memory of these peaceful, fun, positive social interactions would remain 

with the children as they developed into adults who would eventually have to interact 

with each other in other contexts, such as work, the Israeli military, or university. This 

would lead to a society where inter-community relationships could be based on firsthand 

experience and trust rather than stereotype and propaganda (Whitfield 2006). 

                                                 
179 In 2006, a modified program was held in December because of the war between Israel and 
Hezbollah, which broke out the day the UK coaches were to leave for Israel.  
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One of Whitfield’s goals for The World Sports Peace Project (WSPP)—the 

predecessor to Football 4 Peace in Israel/Palestine—was to organize and structure the 

project in such a way that Whitfield’s input would someday become obsolete.  For 

Whitfield, eventual local control over the administrative aspects of the project was crucial 

to the project’s long-term success.  Although he and the eventual working group sought 

funding and soccer expertise from outside (British) sources, those involved with 

developing the project were committed to using “grassroots” organizations’ input and 

participation (Whitfield 2006:15).180  In the beginning, “grassroots organizations” 

referred mostly to sports organization leaders within the local Jewish and Palestinian 

Israeli municipalities, which in 2001 included only ʿIbillin and Misgav.  ʿIbillin is an 

Arab town, which was a good location for Whitfield because of his previous contacts in 

the town and the town’s “mixed” population of Christians and Muslims.  Misgav is a 

Jewish town only 15-20 minutes from ʿIbillin, where Sohil Haj, Whitfield’s main contact 

and leader of the Knights Youth Club, had Jewish colleagues from the Misgav municipal 

sports department (Whitfield 2006:6, 28).  Leaders from ʿIbillin and Misgav were in 

charge of recruiting children and coaches to participate in the project and local logistics, 

while Whitfield, Professor Gary Stidder from the University of Brighton, and other 

interested partners in the U. K.  were in charge of securing funding, equipment, and 

coaches to fly to Israel to lead the week-long soccer camp. 

Misgav dropped out of the project just months before the camp was to take place 

(Sugden 2006; Whitfield 2006:34).  According to the Football 4 Peace website, the likely 

reason was concern about safety.181  The second intifada was underway and Football 4 

                                                 
180 “Outside” funding sources included pledges that were made to runners in the Flora London 
Marathon and individual donations.  Coaches and administrators worked as unpaid volunteers 
(Whitfield 2006). 

181 History.” Electronic Document: http://www.football4peace.eu/history.html, accessed May 
27, 2011. 



213 
 

Peace could not provide the security guards that Misgav requested.  The project also had 

serious logistical problems at the outset.  Officials and coaches from WSPP and the 

University of Brighton had difficulty both gaining admission to Israel and retrieving their 

equipment from customs.  The British Council in Israel played a crucial role as a liaison 

among the WSPP, the British government, and the Israeli government.  The Council 

eventually became an important partner in Football 4 Peace.182 

Rather than cancel the camp entirely, organizers decided to forge ahead and hold 

the camp in ʿIbillin among Muslim and Christian children.  These initial hiccups 

demonstrate that a general lack of awareness of social, cultural, and political dynamics in 

the Galilee almost led to the failure of the project despite the WSPP’s and the University 

of Brighton’s good intentions.   For example, Misgav’s uneasiness and increased tensions 

in the Galilee between Jewish and Palestinian Israelis could have been anticipated in light 

of the second intifada and the events of October 2000, when riots broke out and 13 

Palestinian Arab citizens were killed by Israeli security forces, which was discussed in 

Chapter 3.  Additionally, Whitfield mentions the ubiquity of “indirect communication” 

among local organizers, particularly by local officials of Misgav using third parties to 

communicate with organizers from Britain (2006:42).  A nuanced understanding of local 

political relationships, which sometimes extends to how one local official feels about 

another personally, may not have rectified the situation, but could possibly have allowed 

them to work around the interpersonal drama altogether.  Finally, an awareness of the 

anomaly of girls’ participation in soccer could have led the U. K. organizers to 

                                                 
182 The British Council is a not-for-profit organization partially funded by the British 
Government involved in “connecting people worldwide to with learning opportunities and 
creative ideas from the UK, and building lasting relationships between the UK and other 
countries” (http://www.britishcouncil.org/israel-about-us-who-we-are.htm).  In Israel, the British 
Council partners with other organizations involved in human rights, arts, education, governance, 
science, environment, and technology.  Additionally the British Council provides services for 
Israeli students to take English tests and explore educational opportunities abroad. 



214 
 

specifically request that girls be recruited to participate in the program.  Over the 

following three years, experience and developing relationships between local and U. K.  

coaches and organizers alleviated some of these misunderstandings, and organization of 

the WSPP eventually became the domain of the British Council and the University of 

Brighton.  In 2003, Whitfield officially turned leadership over to the British Council and 

University of Brighton and the project became known as “Football 4 Peace.”  However, 

the commitment to eventual total administrative control at the “local” level remained a 

chief objective of the program. 

In 2003 the University of Brighton and the British Council decided to partner 

officially with the Israeli Sport Authority (ISA) (Nujidat 2007:142).  In addition to 

having access to government funding and a regular budget through the Ministry of Sport, 

the ISA was divided regionally and had direct access to municipal sports departments in 

the Galilee.  According to Sugden, “The ISA soon became the most important factor in 

developing and communicating with the growing network of participating communities 

and it is largely through them that the longer term sustainability of Football 4 Peace has 

been so much enhanced” (2007:8).  According to Ghazi Nujidat, director of the ISA in 

the North, “This appreciation of and respect for local customs and traditions and 

sensitivity to and openness towards local feelings and opinions is one of the main things 

which contributed to the respect that the local partners gained for the U. K. staff, 

especially the University of Brighton and the British Council” (2007:146).  Although the 

relationship between the British Council and the Israeli Sport Authority is one of a shared 

commitment to the projects’ goals of co-existence, fair play, respect, and equality, when 

it comes to gender and girls’ participation in the program, as will be demonstrated, 

Football 4 Peace’s “neutrality” and “hands-off” stance has very real implications for 

girls. 

The ISA’s infrastructure and access to funds made it a pragmatic and beneficial 

partner for the University of Brighton and the British Council.  Not only was the 



215 
 

relationship between the Ministry of Sport, ISA, and local sports departments already 

established, but the regional office of the ISA had intimate knowledge of how local 

politics works at the municipal level.  Nujidat, for instance, was more likely than U. K.  

organizers to understand why two municipalities might be more willing to partner with 

each other rather than another municipality.  Inter-municipality tension exists between 

certain Arab and Jewish villages, such as was the case with Sakhnin and Misgav, two 

neighboring villages in a constant struggle over land rights.  Additionally, because the 

regional office worked with sports directors for programs other than F4P, they had an 

idea of how to recruit particular directors to be involved with the program. As Nujidat 

told me, he is an Arab from a small village and this gives him more insight into the 

situation of the Arab minority and its “mentality” than British organizers would be 

expected to have.  For instance, when the U. K.  organizers wanted to bring young Israeli 

coaches to Brighton University’s Chelsea School of Sport for training and team-building 

between Jewish and Palestinian Arab coaches, Nujidat suggested, as a matter of respect, 

that the local, elder, community leaders and sports directors be involved first.  Not to 

involve them would risk alienating the community due to the leaders’ position within the 

community (Nujidat: 2007).  Additionally, the regional ISA office was logistically more 

able than the British Council to monitor how F4P funds were used by municipal sports 

departments and could aid in the organization of soccer pitches and equipment for each 

summer’s camp.  However, in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the ISA is 

not a “neutral” entity.  It is, after all, affiliated with the state government.  In a country 

where interpersonal relationships and reputation tend to structure action—whether 

business, social, or political—this relationship and each party’s perception of the other is 

key.   

As of 2007, the British Council, the University of Brighton, the Israeli Sport 

Authority, and the Deutsche Sporthochschule in Cologne, Germany, were the official 

organizers of Football 4 Peace project.  The tenuous relationship between the Palestinian 
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Arab minority and the Israeli government shaped the context in which “outside” 

organizers—the British Council, the University of Brighton, and the Deutsche 

Sporthochschule—promoted, organized, and implemented the Football 4 Peace program.  

Although Football 4 Peace organizers are obviously aware of the strained relationship 

between the Jewish and Palestinian Arab communities inside Israel, one of the main 

organizers of the project told me, “There is no official conflict between Jews and 

Palestinians in Israel.”  While this may be a technically factual statement in terms of there 

not being an “official” war between Palestinian and Jewish citizens of Israel, on-the-

ground perceptions of the relationship between the communities vary greatly.  As one 

man from Sakhnin told the crowd at a Football 4 Peace-sponsored friendly game between 

English and Palestinian Arab fans during the weekend of the Israel-England UEFA game, 

“Our country is at war with our nation.”  Additionally, within the Arab and Jewish 

communities in Israel, there is an array of attitudes and politics surrounding gendered 

behavior and identity.   What is “proper” behavior for Jewish and Arab girls in Israel 

generally depends on their religious upbringing, their family status, their socioeconomic 

status, their geographical location, or their parents’ level of education. 

Football 4 Peace—Foundations 

Competitive sports, such as soccer, do not immediately provoke images of 

conflict prevention, peace, or coexistence. On the contrary, soccer could be seen as an 

inherently divisive activity.  As Susan Birrell writes, “Sport is specifically structured to 

produce relations of dominance and subordination on a temporary basis. That is, the point 

of sport is to display publicly the processes of challenge and struggle between two sides 

alleged to begin on equal terms but determined to produce and sustain relations of 

dominance vis-à-vis one another” (1989:213). However, when Geoffrey Whitfield, the 

creator of what is today Football 4 Peace, first imagined such a project, he saw the 

potential of soccer to bring together children from divided communities and have them 
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play together on mixed Jewish and Palestinian Arab teams in order to learn how to build 

trust, and ultimately have fun with one another (2006:8).  The assumption underlying 

Football 4 Peace is that soccer is a “people’s game,” and “the most popular game in the 

world across nationality, gender, social and class boundaries” (Lambert 2007:16).   

Football 4 Peace’s motto is, “The game is not the thing, the child is.” Stemming 

from this philosophy and the project’s stated “core values” of neutrality, equity and 

inclusion, mutual respect, trust, and responsibility, Football 4 Peace has attempted to 

redefine soccer.  During the five-day soccer camp, competition and winning are not 

central to the game.  Fair play and the mixing between Jewish and Palestinian Arab 

communities are.  In this way, play rather than competition becomes the focus of soccer, 

ideally creating an atmosphere in which social relationships are redefined and enabled. In 

2004, John Lambert, John Sugden, and Gary Stidder from the University of Brighton and 

the Chelsea School of Sport codified the methodology and philosophy behind the 

Football 4 Peace camp (Lambert 2007). This “value based” coaching manual 

differentiates Football 4 Peace from other sports and social reform programs in Israel 

such as such as the New Israel Fund’s “Kicking Racism out of Football,” the Peres 

Summer Camp for Sport and Coexistence, and Peace Players International, a basketball 

program based in Tel Aviv. This value-based manual is different because it focuses on 

building relationships between Palestinian Arab and Jewish children who live inside 

Israel, rather than building relationships between Jewish Israeli children and children 

from the Palestinian National Authority.  The Football 4 Peace program attaches specific 

social values to various physical activities involved in learning how to play soccer.  The 

F4P manual now acts as the structural backbone for the project but is designed to be 

modified according to the needs of the local context or after local input.  

The Football 4 Peace Coaching Manual states the following four aims: 1) to 

provide opportunities for social contact across community boundaries; 2) to promote 

mutual understanding; 3) to engender in participants a desire for, and commitment to, 



218 
 

peaceful coexistence; and 4) to enhance soccer skills and technical knowledge.183  Each 

day of the camp is structured around the teaching of one of the core values. For example, 

on the second day of the camp in July 2007, the warm-up, main coaching period, 

scrimmages, and cool-down all revolved around the demonstration of “responsibility.” 

All participants wore the same Football 4 Peace T-shirts, to exemplify the values of 

“neutrality and inclusion.”  Players wore “dickies” over the shirts to differentiate teams 

during the game.  There were no referees, because the children were supposed to mediate 

conflicts on their own, with only minimal intervention from the coaches.  “Teams” were 

named after European countries to “dislocate” players from their Jewish or Palestinian 

villages.  Teams were named “France” or “England” in an effort to promote team 

solidarity and deemphasize differences or rivalries that may exist between the 

communities. However, despite these efforts and the intentions of the U. K.  participants, 

the Jewish and Arab coaches, and the manual, the structure of the Football 4 Peace 

program ultimately maintained and even underscored certain imbalances.  This was true 

particularly in the realm of the girls’ project, and it undermined the program’s 

commitment to “equity and inclusion.” While girls have long been included in the camp, 

their participation in terms of numbers is typically much smaller and their teams are 

slightly marginalized. 

The 2007 Football 4 Peace Event (weeklong camp) 

Football 4 Peace is a week-long soccer camp that is structured around what the 

organizers refer to as “universal values” of neutrality, equity and inclusion, mutual 

respect, trust, and responsibility. Coaches from the University of Brighton in the U. K.  

and Cologne, Germany, pair with Jewish and Palestinian Arab coaches from the local 

(Israeli) communities to lead the children in soccer and team-building activities designed 

                                                 
183Football 4 Peace: A Coaching Programme for Conflict Prevention and Peaceful Co-existence 
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to teach these particular values. During the camp, Palestinian and Jewish towns are paired 

together and children from the towns compete with each other on “mixed” teams.  The 

week concludes with a program-wide tournament, bringing together teams made up of all 

the participating villages.  By 2007, all the girls participated together in an essentially 

separate program, concluding with a tournament held at a smaller field neighboring the 

boys’ soccer tournament, which was held at a field with stadium seating.   

I volunteered with Football 4 Peace in 2007 as an Arabic-English translator.    The 

first day of camp had a rocky start.  Girls’ teams showed up late.  Two Arab villages were 

present.  When the girls from the Jewish village arrived, a din of chatter hummed 

throughout the huddles of Arab girls.  The Palestinian, U. K., and German coaches tried 

to get the girls to separate themselves according to ability and to mix with other villages.  

This actually occurred rather painlessly, which surprised me.  The coaches were surprised 

to find that some of the girls from one of the Arab villages were actually in the 10
th

 grade, 

when the cut-off for participation was 8
th

 grade (13 years old).  After I translated for one 

of the German coaches, she asked me how I learned Hebrew, and I told her that I was 

speaking Arabic.  I realized at that moment that the German and U. K.  coaches probably 

had no idea who was Palestinian and who was Jewish on their teams, which probably 

aided in successfully “mixing” the teams and treating them equally. 

Much like my visit to Sakhnin’s high school and my interactions with Banāt 

Sakhnin, the girls who participated in Football 4 Peace were animated, scrappy, and more 

than a little talkative.  Often I found myself translating from English to Arabic and then 

the more outgoing of the Palestinian girls would translate my Arabic to a more fluent 

Palestinian dialect.  This made for comic relief and increased the feelings of solidarity 

among the coaches and the girls. Communication was both difficult and fun.  I found 

myself participating in many of the activities as we had an odd number of girls on our 

team.  The Palestinian Arab girls in the program outnumbered the Jewish girls by about 

2:1. Each day, the practice was held at one of the teams’ villages.  For instance, one day 
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we were in an Arab village, the next on a Jewish kibbutz.  Facilities and equipment for 

the girls’ teams were relatively sparse, which could have been due to lack of organization 

among coaches or local stadium managers.  Throughout the week, cliques began to form, 

and the Jewish and Palestinian girls continued to sit apart while the coach gave pep talks 

or explained drills.  However, by the tournament at the end of the week, the girls were 

hugging and laughing and exchanging email addresses with one another (Figure 22). 

 

Figure 22 Football 4 Peace teammates, Jewish and Palestinian, walk together after a 
game. 

During my participant observation of the 2007 Football 4 Peace project, I found 

that  the British Council’s and the University of Brighton’s definition of what is “local” 

and “grassroots” actually contributed to the ongoing marginalization of women and girls 

in the Israeli sports context.  Thus, girls’ participation in Football 4 Peace project 

remained elusive.   
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Challenges to Including Girls in Football 4 Peace 

After considering what I saw in 2007 and talking with Football 4 Peace organizers 

from the British Council, the University of Brighton, the ISA, and local municipalities, as 

well as participating, it became clear to me that the inclusion of girls was especially 

problematic.  I identify the key challenges as follows:  

1. Because girls’ inclusion in the project was originally taken for granted and later 

perceived to be a sensitive cultural and/or religious subject for certain 

communities, the extra level of intensity needed to recruit and encourage girls’ 

participation in the project had not been carried out.  Instead choices about girls’ 

participation were left to municipal sports departments. 

2. Israeli society, past and present, has regarded soccer as a male sport.  Even 

attendance at soccer games has generally been a male activity and even seen as 

“dangerous” for women to participate. 

3. Smaller towns, both Jewish and Palestinian, in northern Israel were sometimes 

unaware of a girls’ project in the Football 4 Peace program.  In some towns 

opportunities for girls to play on soccer teams in their own communities did not 

exist.   

Girls have been involved in the project since its inaugural summer in 2001, but 

their inclusion in the Football 4 Peace program has remained a constant challenge to 

organizers at every level of the project since its inception.  In fact, the very first day of 

the project in 2001, no girls arrived to participate, to the dismay of the U. K. organizers. 

After Whitfield quietly brought this to the attention of the local coaches from ʿIbillin, a 

small contingent of young girls (10-13 years old) arrived for the next day’s session to 

play with the boys (Whitfield 2006).  Three years later, in 2004, a separate girls’ project 

was created led by female coaches and translators who were involved in order to allay 

community concerns about young girls playing soccer with unrelated males in a public 

forum (Cauldwell 2007:98; Sugden 2007:9).   
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In 2005, Um El-Faham, a city known for its support of one of the Islamic 

movements in Israel, had planned to host the final tournament of that year’s Football 4 

Peace project. However, at the last minute, because of local complaints about young girls 

playing soccer in shorts and T-shirts in public, the municipality said that girls would not 

be allowed to play in the stadium alongside the boys. At that point, the Football 4 Peace 

organizers had to make a decision, choosing between their stated values of equity and 

inclusion and the wishes of the local community. Ultimately the U. K. organizers decided 

to move the girls’ tournament to a local kibbutz, and girls playing on boys teams had to 

be switched to new teams. This caused controversy among the U. K. and local female 

coaches. One of the Football 4 Peace organizers explained the decision this way:  “In 

some ways you have to push the boundaries of the communities that you’re working in, 

and in some ways you have to accept that maybe you can be most constructive by not 

pushing the boundaries.”  From the perspective of Football 4 Peace, inclusion of what 

they call more “traditional” communities outweighed realizing the principles on which 

the entire program is based.  Underlying this rationalization is the assumption that Um 

El-Faham’s decision to exclude the girls lay with “tradition” or “religion,” as was  the 

difficulty in getting girls to participate in the program.  While Football 4 Peace’s 

dilemma in balancing “equity and inclusion” with “respect of local customs and religious 

traditions” (Sugden 2007:9) is a noble one, it is entrenched in an overarching assumption 

that communities in the Galilee are “non-Western” or “Oriental” and, therefore, not ready 

for girls’ inclusion in soccer.  As John Sugden, a sports sociologist and key organizer, 

writes, “It can be problematic taking values germane to Western societies and attempting 

to articulate them through sports in Oriental and non-western cultures.  Even if desirable, 

crude attempts to impose self-defined ‘universal’ values are unlikely to work” (2007:9).  

In this quote Sugden recognizes that values often do not translate cross-culturally, but he 

ultimately oversimplifies the problem of including girls in the program as a non-Western 

or “Oriental” problem.  While fieldwork data demonstrates that soccer in Israel is 
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generally perceived to be a man’s sport, I would not argue that it is only in the “Middle 

East” that soccer is understood as a male sport.  In fact, soccer tends to be perceived as a 

male sport in countries such as Brazil, Italy, Germany, and Argentina, where soccer is 

perceived to be the “national” or “hegemonic” sport (Sorek 2006:5).184  Interestingly, 

five out of the top ten women’s soccer teams in the world are from countries where 

soccer does not hold this status.185  Furthermore organizers’ framing of Jewish and Arab 

communities as “Middle Eastern” in tradition or religiosity limits what they evenision as 

possible solutions.  However, this is not to say that religion plays no role in some Jewish 

and Palestinian communities inside Israel.    

Sugden’s and other organizers’ decision to create a separate girls’ project drew on 

community coaches’ and organizers’ feedback and evaluations, and most of them were 

men.  Ultimately then, information on how to design the girls’ involvement and 

recruitment into the project came overwhelmingly from men.  U. K. organizers’ basic 

assumptions about Palestinian Israeli gender politics were steeped in unnuanced 

perceptions of Islam and the Palestinian community in Israel (Cauldwell 2007; Mindry 

2001; Sugden 2007).  Gender politics within the Palestinian Arab minority in Israel is 

intertwined with nationalist and cultural politics vis-à-vis the Jewish majority, tensions 

between “tradition” and “modernity” within the region, and Palestinians’ place in the 

                                                 
184 Because of its massive popularity in some countries, soccer may be the de facto national 
sport.  For instance, in Brazil, capoeira is the “official” (de jure) national sport, but soccer has 
taken on more national significance and popularity, particularly in international competition 
(Lowell 1992). 

185 According to the FIFA world rankings as of September 23, 2011, the United States was 
ranked first (FIFA/Coca-Cola Women’s World Ranking 2011).  The other four teams in the top 
ten I define as countries where soccer is not the de jure or stereotypical national sport.  They are 
Japan (baseball), Canada (ice hockey and lacrosse), Australia (Australian Rules Football and 
cricket), and North Korea (Arirang, a mass gymnastics festival) (Kelly 1998; National Sports of 
Canada Act,  SC, c 16  1994; Rugby Week 2010; Watts 2005).  
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Palestinian community outside Israel and among the Arab community in the region at 

large.  By moving the girls’ tournament to another location in 2005, Football 4 Peace 

ended up inadvertently embracing a particular viewpoint toward women’s participation in 

soccer that was not shared by all members of the Palestinian Arab and Jewish 

communities in the Galilee. Organizers’ attempt not to impose what some might refer to 

as Western feminist values inadvertently ignored the possibility that an active movement 

already existed to increase women’s involvement in sports.  The organizers found 

themselves in a difficult dilemma and I empathize with the choice they made in the 

moment.  However, from the privileged perspective of hindsight, I suggest that the 

conflict could have been avoided altogether had organizers more actively sought out 

Palestinian and Jewish women’s perspectives on female participation in soccer and how it 

might be more successfully implemented. 

Jayne Cauldwell, one of the U. K. coaches, interpreted the Um El-Faham incident 

in a way that underscores this view, as she explored the gendered experiences of the 

female participants at the 2005 project using feminist literature on Muslim women’s 

participation in sports (2007).  While she acknowledged the varied experiences of 

Muslim women, her conflation of “non-Western” gender relationships, Muslim 

experience, and the girls’ exclusion from the final tournament fell short of explaining the 

lack of girls’ participation in Football 4 Peace.  The relationship between Islam, gender, 

and soccer also did not explain the unequal treatment and preparation for the girls’ camp 

every year.  As I observed during the 2007 girls’ summer camp, actually more girls from 

Palestinian Arab villages participated than those from Jewish villages. Apparently this 

has consistently been the case and has also been the situation with the boys’ camp. 

According to one of the local male organizers at the girls’ project in Tamra, “Arab girls 

are just more into soccer.” More likely, according to Nujidat from the Israeli Sport 

Authority, the asymmetric participation by Jewish boys and girls could be explained by 

the relative lack of summer programs in the Palestinian Arab community, security fears 
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on the part of Jewish parents, and the fact that many Jewish communities charge to 

participate in Football 4 Peace, possibly discouraging poorer Jewish children from 

participating (2007:152).  Sugden has a complementary interpretation, citing the Jewish 

communities’ position as the dominant, hegemonic majority that may feel less incentive 

to participate in programs for coexistence (2006:233).  

Visibility of Girls’ Soccer in General 

During the 2007 Football 4 Peace project, only 40 out of over 1000 participants 

were girls—4% of the total (Figure 23). One of the local Palestinian female coaches, who 

coached a boys’ team, said there was nearly equal representation of male and female 

coaches from the U. K., Germany, and Israel, but she was unaware of the existence of a 

separate girls’ project.   

 

Figure 23 The entire girls’ Football 4 Peace program in 2007. 

According to an organizer from the British Council, her story is not unusual.  

Sports departments in the local municipalities in the Galilee are not required to offer 
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girls’ soccer.  While the ISA provides financial incentives to include more girls’ sports, 

some municipalities have a hard time recruiting girls.  In the case above, the female 

coach played adult women’s soccer outside her village, because the opportunity to play 

soccer in her hometown simply did not exist.  Sakhnin, a larger Palestinian Arab town 

near Misgav, is an exception.  Soccer in Sakhnin is not only common, it is revered.  

According to one of the organizers from the British Council, “Sakhnin is big because a 

lot of their friends are involved.  It depends on what becomes acceptable within the 

community.  You might have a few girls tucked away in Um El-Faham dying to play 

football, but there isn’t any movement within the community to get them out, and if it’s 

not something that their friends are doing, you know it’s hard.”186 

I had also asked a few of the players from the adult women’s team in Sakhnin if 

they had ever heard of Football 4 Peace, and while a couple had actually participated in 

the camp, most of the new team members were unaware that such a program existed.  

When I interviewed the organizer from the British Council in 2007, she said that Sakhnin 

stopped participating in Football 4 Peace a few years for political reasons that she did not 

want to disclose.  Piecing together snippets of rumors and veiled explanations, I came to 

the conclusion that Sakhnin likely backed out of the Football 4 Peace project because of a 

personal conflict between Abu ʿArab and the organizers.  Because Abu ʿArab is well-

known in the ISA, IFA, and School Sports Association as a municipal sports director and 

manager who knows how to promote girls’ soccer, his team’s absence is remarkable.  It is 

likely that Sakhnin’s backing out of the Football 4 Peace program had an effect on the 

popularity of the program among female soccer players and their coaches.  This speaks to 

the ways in which business, particularly sports, is conducted in places like Sakhnin—

interpersonal relationships and reputations are central.  If an organizer can comprehend 

                                                 
186 According to the organizer, who I interviewed in 2007, Sakhnin quit participating in the 
program a few years before, because of undisclosed political reasons. 
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these complex dynamics, they are more likely to successfully communicate and manage 

the situation in order to implement the project.  In short, there is a gap in communication 

and understanding between the U. K.  organizers, the ISA, and the local municipalities 

when it comes to including girls in the soccer program.  If the municipal sports 

departments already do not offer girls’ soccer, and the municipal sports departments are 

in charge of organizing community teams for the project, it is no wonder that there are 

not more girls playing in Football 4 Peace. 

Possible Remedies 

Football 4 Peace’s raison d’être is to develop Jewish and Palestinian Arab 

children into future adults who will be less prejudiced and fearful of the other 

community.  Football 4 Peace organizers would profit from seeking out the ways in 

which women and girls have already figured out how to play soccer and sports in their 

own or in other communities.  They need to partner with and support these organizational 

efforts rather than only relying on institutionalized mechanisms for organization, such as 

the Israeli Sport Authority and the municipal sports departments.  Reframing the way 

organizers conceive of “local” or “grassroots” has the potential to open unforeseen and 

locally relevant ways for implementing project goals.  Instead of working only with 

municipalities, most of which are patriarchal in their structure and led by men, Football 4 

Peace organizers both locally and abroad need to find ways to work with local women 

directly to raise awareness and eventually enthusiasm for the project.  Sakhnin is an 

excellent example of why it may be important to not only work with municipal sports 

departments.  By circumventing the municipal sports director in Sakhnin, who is also the 

manager of the women’s soccer team, Football 4 Peace could have recruited girls from 

Sakhnin to play through other means.  Possible partners in such an endeavor could 

include the multiple women’s and feminist non-governmental organizations present in the 

north of Israel.  There is even a women’s NGO in Sakhnin.  While this would have been 
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politically risky for the entire program, if done with finesse and a nod to local leadership, 

it could have been pulled off.  As it stands, Sakhnin’s girls were subsequently alienated 

from the program anyway because of the municipal sports director’s problem with the 

project. It is too simplistic to assume that the Israeli government is a homogeneous, 

repressive regime, and that women’s and feminist NGOs are without their own 

organizational politics.  Local women’s and feminist NGOs do have more intimate 

knowledge and expertise about women’s and girls’ status in the Jewish and Palestinian 

Arab communities.  Football 4 Peace and the ISA could have taken advantage of this 

knowledge to make connections to women within the communities in order to raise 

awareness of the summer program.  As William F. Fisher writes, “Change rests on the 

ability of individuals and associations to challenge the terms of governmental ‘truths’ and 

struggle to change the limits of what is ‘thinkable’” (1997:457).  Tapping into non-

governmental leadership that already exists in the women’s communities would be a way 

for Football 4 Peace organizers to gain access to girls who want to play soccer in a way 

that makes sense in the Israeli context without necessarily imposing a notion of “Western 

values.”  Additionally, Football 4 Peace organizers could interview young women who 

play soccer in the Israeli league to get a sense of how these women are recruited and how 

teams like Sakhnin have managed to maintain a lively team. 

Football 4 Peace does provide a forum for Jewish and Palestinian Arab children 

and adults to meet, work together, and make new friends.  But Football 4 Peace must 

continue to develop how it works with local communities to ensure that all children have 

the opportunity to engage in such a project.  Football 4 Peace is a program that is 

committed to working within a reflexive and critical framework in order to evolve and 

become more relevant to the local situation.  Program organizers understand that Football 

4 Peace’s role in building peaceful relationships between the Jewish and Arab 

communities may be small but significant in the long-run as these children develop into 
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adults.  Sugden writes that “F4P should be viewed as a modest attempt to do something” 

(2006:238).  As one of the local organizers commented: 

We have to look honestly [at the situation]. We have a 
paradise here. In the North it's cold, in the middle you have very 
good weather, in the South you have the desert. Any way you look 
at it, it could obviously be a wonderful life here, but we are making 
it so polluted and so disgusting. Through such projects we are 
trying to contribute in something. At least when we go back home 
we can say that we tried to do something.187 

Palestinian Women in Sports Conference 

In spring 2007, the director of the Mossawa Center, who was also my boss, 

approached me about co-organizing a women’s sports conference with a community 

organizer who used to work for Mossawa.  As I discussed earlier in Chapter 1, from May 

2006-July 2007, I worked as an international advocacy intern for the Mossawa Center, a 

Palestinian Arab human rights organization located in Haifa.  Because everyone there 

was aware of my own research, the director believed that I would be a good fit for the 

Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference project.  Nar, the community organizer, had just 

started his own online sports newspaper and had been working with a Nazareth-based 

feminist organization to develop a conference about women’s sports in order to raise 

awareness and financial interest in Arab women’s sports in Israel.  The central rationale 

for the conference was the idea that women’s sports needed to have the power to raise the 

status of women in the Arab community at large.  He started working on the conference 

in 2006, but the feminist organization lost steam, so Nar approached Mossawa’s director 

as a potential partner.   The director approached me, because he knew about my research 

and work with Banāt Sakhnin.  Nar and I met, and I agreed to help him write an English-

language grant proposal and co-organize the conference, the first of its kind in 

Palestinian-Israeli history. 

                                                 
187 Interview conducted in English. 
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Mossawa, Nar, and I agreed that we should partner with another feminist 

organization.   Palestinian Arab feminist organizations have close contact with female 

constituents, and co-organizing a women’s sports conference would add legitimacy to the 

conference, and inform the public of the services they provide.  Al-Tufula, an 

organization that works on “Early Childhood Care, Development and Women’s 

Empowerment,” agreed to join in the organization process.188  Nar was under the 

impression that he had the blessing of one feminist organization to go ahead with the 

project.  Thus, the proposal I wrote emerged from ideas outlined in the original grant 

proposal.  After collaborating with Nar and sending the proposal to a few potential 

donors, the feminist organization heard that the conference was going to happen, not only 

without them but, in fact, with one of their “rival” women’s organizations.  The feminist 

organization was very upset that their work was being used by Mossawa and that 

Mossawa would potentially get credit for it.  The charges were serious, and Mossawa 

offered a partnership with the original organization.  This caused an internal political 

storm with both women’s organizations threatening to leave the conference.  Finally, 

after multiple phone calls and meetings, they both agreed to participate; however, the first 

feminist organization backed out after the first organizational meeting.  The final partners 

were Donia Sport Life (Nar’s online sports newspaper), the Mossawa Center, and Al-

Tufula. 

Similar to Football 4 Peace, coaches’ and managers’ input were integral to the 

organization of the conference.  However, unlike Football 4 Peace, the idea to promote 

women’s sports in this way fully engaged the Palestinian Arab community’s media, 

human rights, and feminist organizations.  Additionally, coaches and managers were 

intimately involved in the conceptualization of the conference itself.  Coaches and 

                                                 
188 Al-Tufula website.  Electronic Document:  http://www.altufula.org/media-
eng/articles/82/Welcome-to-Al-Tufula-Center/ 
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managers questioned whether or not to include Israeli governmental sports institutions at 

all.  For the first time, a Palestinian Arab citizen was the Minister of Science, Culture, 

and Sport.  This created much excitement within the Arab community and for most of the 

coaches and organizers, provided an excellent opportunity to push the agenda of 

promoting Palestinian women’s sports.  Additionally, a Palestinian Arab Member of the 

Knesset (MK) was on the Knesset’s sports committee.  However, one of the managers 

argued that the government should not be included at all, particularly since the Minister 

was working under Ehud Olmert’s government.189 The majority of the managers agreed 

that it was crucial to include the Sports Ministry, as they have direct influence over the 

budgets of the women’s teams. The group reached a compromise and decided to invite 

the Minister and MK, but not to include them on a panel, whereas representatives from 

the Ministry directly involved in women’s sports would be included in panel discussion.   

Another point of contention involved whether or not to call the event a “conference” or a 

“study day,” as one manager saw this as a crucial distinction.  To him, “conference” 

suggested extensive scientific research and inquiry (kbaḥth ʿalma baḥth) whereas, from 

his perspective, the event should raise awareness and explore options for improving 

Palestinian women’s status in sports. 

In the process of meeting as a unified group, coaches and managers of different 

sports and teams were able to compare notes.  At one meeting in particular, rather than 

focusing on conference organization, the coaches told stories about their interactions with 

the Israeli Sport Authority and their local municipal sports departments.  A question arose 

about why one basketball team’s budget was significantly larger than another’s.  At first, 

the managers assumed that it was because one team paid more to Hapoel, while the other 

                                                 
189 Prime Minister of Israel from 2006-2009 and leader of the Kadima party, Ariel Sharon’s off-
shoot of the Likud Party, which is the party of Menachem Begin, known as a right-wing politician 
and head of Irgun .  The Kadima party emerged as part of Sharon’s plan to disengage from the 
Gaza Strip, which split the Likud party.   
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team was associated with Maccabi.  The debate between managers and coaches at the 

conference organizational meeting got so heated that someone actually called someone 

else, probably a Jewish Israeli sports official, judging by the use of Hebrew, to settle the 

dispute.  It turned out that one team was paid more because they were in a higher league. 

An advantage to including so many stakeholders in the conference planning phase 

was the access to their contacts in the sporting world.  Indeed, much of the direct funding 

for the conference came from Palestinian Israeli and Israeli organizations and companies, 

such as Megasport, the ʿArrabeh Municipal Department of Sport, and the New Israel 

Fund.  Megasport donated embroidered duffel bags to be handed out to all the athletes at 

the conference.  A disadvantage to coaches’ and managers’ inclusion involved 

logistics.190  The dates of planning meetings and the final conference were continually 

postponed until finally the conference was held September 11, 2007. 

Conference Proceedings 

In order to accommodate all the athletes, the conference was held in the late 

afternoon after the school day was over.  Over three hundred athletes, public officials, 

and interested guests attended the conference, which was held at a large restaurant in the 

village of ‘Arrabeh, near Sakhnin.  Large tables dotted the main hall, with a long table 

and podium placed at the front of the room.  Tables were assigned to particular teams.  

As participants entered the hall, they were presented with a flower and a folder which 

included the program, information about the conference organizers, and working papers 

                                                 
190 By involving multiple people from multiple villages and sporting background in the planning 
stages of the conference, organizers had to navigate the many scheduling conflicts, reminding 
coaches and managers to show up for meetings, find appropriate and central locations for 
meetings, and deal with managers and coaches not keeping appointments, a habit which I found 
to be common when scheduling interviews with various Jewish and Palestinian people.  The date 
of the conference had to be continually pushed back because of scheduling conflicts with 
weddings, familial obligations, or other social engagements.  One date had to be rescheduled 
because of my own participation in my friend’s wedding in the United States. 
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about the status of women’s sports.  The athletes were given sports duffel bags donated 

by Megasport.  The atmosphere was jovial and celebratory, more like a banquet than a 

conference.  Members of the Arabic press attended in addition to Al Jazeera Sport, which 

filmed much of the conference and interviewed a few of the organizers, including myself.  

Most of the athletes were dressed formally, heavily made-up and wearing skirts and 

trousers.  I sat at a table with Mossawa colleagues and a few of the players from Banāt 

Sakhnin. 

The director of the Mossawa Center opened the proceedings and welcomed 

everyone to the conference.  The first panel included representatives from the School 

Sports Association, the Director of the Development of Women’s and Popular Sport for 

the Ministry of Sport, the President of the ‘Arrabeh local council and the manager of 

Banāt Sakhnin.  The panelists talked about the current status of women’s sports and how 

women’s sports are structured at the ministerial and school sports association levels.  

Interestingly, representatives from the Israeli Football Association did not attend, which 

is the body that officially oversees Banāt Sakhnin.   

Except for the two Jewish panelists, who spoke Hebrew, the entire conference 

was conducted in Arabic.   Despite the microphones, it was difficult to hear the speakers, 

due to the chattering and laughing happening at each of the tables.  The players seemed to 

be more excited about sitting next to each other and snapping photographs than listening 

to the panels.  Multiple times coaches and organizers had to “shush” the players.  The 

scene was reminiscent of my day at Sakhnin’s high school.  It made me wonder how 

much they were getting out of this and if the players might not be the target audience.  As 

most of the attendants, except for the media, were already deeply involved in women’s 

sports, I began to wonder if this conference were simply “preaching to the choir.” 

The second panel, entitled “Women’s Sports: Impact and Potential” included a 

former Palestinian female Olympic runner, Municipal Sports Directors from ‘Illabun and 

‘Arrabeh, a former basketball player for Hapoel Banāt Taibeh, and a local Arab 
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businessman.  Conference participants discussed ways to encourage community and 

corporate support of women’s teams, as well as how to fight for fair and equal budgets 

from local municipalities and the national government.  The former athletes talked about 

how participation in sports affected their lives and what they saw as ways to improve 

women’s status in sports.  The basketball player, who is now a lawyer, spoke about her 

experiences as a female Palestinian athlete.  She thanked the men who had coached and 

supported her and who were now coaching younger women, but she also said that the 

sports need female coaches and managers.  Indeed, only one coach among the entire 

group was female.  The Municipal Sports director and women’s basketball manager for 

ʿIbillin delivered a presentation and subsequent working paper outlining the budgetary 

concerns and realities of Arab women’s teams in Israel. 

During the break, the Minister of Science, Culture, and Sport finally arrived to 

much fanfare.  Surrounded by security guards he created a buzz of excitement among the 

attendees and particularly the media.  The director of Mossawa reconvened the 

conference, speaking pointedly to the young women, explaining the importance of this 

conference.  He then used the Olympic athlete who became a lawyer as an example of 

what the young women could become.  Next, the Sports Minister delivered a key note 

address.  Using “Ping Pong Diplomacy” as an example, he centered his speech on 

women’s sports’ potential to combat racism and inequality.191  He also encouraged the 

athletes to continue their participation in sports and promised to encourage policies and 

ideas to develop women’s sports, including being involved in another conference of this 

kind the following year. 

                                                 
191 “Ping Pong Diplomacy” refers to the exchange of United States and Chinese ping pong 
players during the 1970s.  This is credited with alleviating tensions between the United States and 
China and leading to President Richard Nixon’s subsequent visit (Houlihan 1994:5). 
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After the Minister’s speech, the third panel finally piqued the interest of the young 

athletes, because their colleagues were the panelists (Figure 24).  The panel, “Women’s 

Sports: Difficulties, Challenges and Achievements,” was organized as a roundtable 

discussion.  A coach mediated the panel, saying that the day [of the conference] marked a 

new day in the history of women’s sports. Young women from basketball, volleyball, and 

the soccer team talked about the current environment in women’s sports and their own 

feelings about being a female athlete in the Arab community.  The mediator commented 

on how strange it was to see married athletes in the audience and how this was a good 

thing.  Souad, a player from Banāt Sakhnin, talked about how difficult it was to play 

soccer, because it is seen as a “man’s sport.”  When the mediator asked her if she was 

married, she replied, “Al-ḥamdullilah (Thank God), no!”  The crowd erupted in cheering 

and applause.  The women on the panel who were married or engaged talked about 

balancing family life with their sports life. 

 

Figure 24 Female athletes discuss during roundtable session at the Palestinian Women's 
Sports Conference, 2007. 
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The final panel, also organized as a roundtable and question and answer session, 

included journalists from local Arab radio and newspapers, and Al Jazeera Sport.  Nahed, 

Mossawa’s media coordinator and my field assistant, mediated the panel.  Of the panels, 

the discussion between journalists, coaches, and players was the most heated, because of 

the overall lack of coverage of women’s sports.  One of the journalists said “Ma fīsh 

riyāḍa nissaʾ! (There are no women’s sports).  He went on to say that there are women 

who play basketball and tennis, but there is no “thing” called “women’s sports.”  It was 

not entirely clear what he was getting at, but it provoked disgruntled responses from the 

crowd.  Finally, the director of Al-Tufula, who is also one of the board members of 

Mossawa, stood up and tried to get the girls fired up.  She told the journalists that they 

had “never read a book.”  This, of course, angered the journalists who began yelling 

back.  The room erupted into momentary chaos.  The director of Mossawa finally hushed 

the crowd, and discussion continued.  In short, the journalists’ position was that there was 

not enough interest and, if the coaches and managers wanted them at the games, they 

needed to let the journalists know about the games.  The manager of ‘Illibin’s basketball 

team asked, “Why must I from Hapoel ʿIbillin, 1st league send journalists a fax. Does 

Ibnā Sakhnin (Sakhnin men’s soccer team), a big team, have to send a fax?!"  The format 

of this panel allowed audience participation and created a line of communication that had 

not existed until now between sports journalists and Arab women’s teams.  The 

conference concluded with a barbeque dinner of lamb and chicken kebabs, hummus, pita, 

falafel and mezza.192   

The Aftermath 

The day after the conference I joined Banāt Sakhnin at their new practice fields 

built next to Doha Stadium.  Overall, the reviews from the girls were positive.  Muna said 

                                                 
192 Small plates of salad and relishes, which often accompany meals at Arabic restaurants. 
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the conference was helu (sweet) and Hoda thought it was bejinnān (fabulous).  However, 

Amieh was a little more critical, pointing out that the conference was nice, but a little too 

long.  I was mildly surprised by the players’ reactions, considering how little they seemed 

to pay attention to the speakers during the conference.  In general, they seemed to 

appreciate being recognized for doing something relatively groundbreaking for women 

and mostly invisible in their community.  Abu ‘Arab seemed particularly inspired by the 

conference and said he wanted to meet with Nar, the original organizer of the conference, 

to talk about follow-up planning and ideas stemming from what was learned at the 

conference.  

Outside of Banāt Sakhnin, the conference’s impact was barely visible.  My co-

workers at Mossawa were pleased with the turn-out.  I was asked to write a press release 

and newsletter article about the conference on behalf of the Mossawa Center, neither of 

which made it to press.  Mossawa’s English-language newsletters often take many 

months to years to produce, and many other events probably overshadowed the 

conference. By the time their newsletter was published in 2009, the Jewish-Palestinian 

riots in Acre had erupted, fighting had escalated in the Gaza Strip, and Benjamin 

Netanyahu had been elected Prime Minister.193 The local Arabic-language newspapers 

reported the conference as an event, but there was little follow-up.  Al Arab newspaper 

published a “play-by-play” of the conference with the headline “Conference of Arab 

Women in Sports” under their “Sports and Youth” section online (September 17, 2007).  

It is noteworthy that the newspaper published the story not under their general sports 

section but under “Sports and Youth,” ostensibly maintaining the marginal status of 

women’s “professional” sports in the Arab community.  However, not all coverage of 

women’s sports endeavors is relegated to the youth section in Arabic-language 

                                                 
193 Mossawa News. Haifa, Israel:  Mossawa Center, 2009. 
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newspapers.  In 2008, the International Advocacy coordinator at the Mossawa Center 

contacted me about writing a report on Palestinian women’s sports that would be passed 

on to the British Embassy which was thinking of focusing on women’s sports in the lead-

up to the 2012 Olympics.194  I expressed interest but, between my own schedule and that 

of the organization, nothing emerged.  In 2011, my field assistant told me that the 

Palestinian Women’s Sports conference in 2007 was the only one to have taken place. 

It seems that this particular grassroots movement to promote women’s sports in 

the Arab community has been placed on hold.  This is a place where many Arab NGO 

and civil society organizations’ projects end up, particularly those projects not directly 

addressing national concerns such as racism, violence against Palestinian Arab citizens, 

or discrimination against the Palestinian Arab minority.  In light of very pressing issues, 

such as house demolition, riots, and threats of transfer by government officials like those 

made by Tzipi Livni (then Minister of Foreign Affairs), issues facing specific groups 

within the Palestinian Arab minority, particularly those issues facing women and girls, 

tend to get pushed on the back burner despite best intentions (Haaretz Service and News 

Agencies 2008).195   

Feminist and women’s organizations like Isha l’Isha, Kayan, Al-Tufula, and 

Women Against Violence work hard to promote women’s rights and address concerns 

like domestic violence; however, they also find a significant portion of their time and 

assets focused on programs where they partner with human rights organizations such as 

Mossawa or Adalah that address the concerns of the Arab minority in general, which also 

                                                 
194 Personal communication. 

195 Avigdor Lieberman, member of the Russian-majority Yisrael Beiteinu (“Israeli is our 
Home”) party who is currently the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Deputy Prime Minister, has 
made similar comments, suggesting that the state swap land from the Triangle area (land 
occupied by Palestinian Arabs bordering the West Bank), with Jewish settlements in the West 
Bank (Raved 2008). 
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affect women.196  As the director of a local Palestinian Lesbian organization said, 

women’s organizations on their own in Israel tend not to have much power: “Because 

women are women in the eyes of many in the community.  And what they say is not 

really taken seriously.  Like, we have been talking against violence against women for 

many years and it is only growing.”  In talking about the difficulty women’s 

organizations face in directly addressing women’s issues, the director goes on to say: 

But if I look at the women’s struggle within the Palestinian 
community inside Israel, I find it very similar to the human rights 
movement [in Israel].  They’re always in struggle, in struggle for 
working for their own main goals and they’re also falling into that 
trap of the nationalistic struggle.  I think nationalism is needed in 
this time and in such a climate. If you ask me, I’m not a 
nationalistic person, I wouldn’t want to focus my struggle into any 
nation, but sometimes you’re forced to do so. I think in many 
human rights organizations you are being forced to do so because 
of the political context you are living in. The thing is, when it 
comes to women’s rights, it’s very much needed in the Palestinian 
community because of the women’s status in the community, but 
you cannot ignore the fact that the nationalistic struggle is affecting 
that. Also the situation of Palestinians is affecting women’s rights.  
Sometimes you cannot take yourself out of that in order to focus 
exactly on the main problem.  And the main problem is patriarchy.  
The main problem is equal opportunity for women. And I find that 
a lot of women’s organizations are having difficulty saying that out 
loud. My problem is not really the Israeli state.  My problem is 
how men treat women, how women are being led, okay?  Now 
somebody will argue with me and tell me, “Well if we were in our 
own country, the situation would be different and then you can 
really take this struggle as your main call without out taking into 
consideration the occupation and blah blah blah,” all that bullshit. 
Well, this is really legitimate thing, but come on! Look around the 
whole world. It’s the same situation for women. It’s not about 
occupation. It’s about patriarchy. I don’t really care about 
occupation. I don’t want to give it legitimacy by any other partner. 
And you lose your battle if you do that. Nobody will listen, 
because [according to them] the nationalistic struggle is the main 
issue.  It’s taking all the matters under its wing, and it’s a trap. And 
in order to do something about it, you need to have more parties 
joining you. . . In the meantime this is what’s happening, or for 
everybody, it’s like, “We’re working now on the national struggle 
and when we fix that then we come to fix other things,” but it 
doesn’t work like that. It will never work.  We have many 

                                                 
196 Isha l’Isha is Hebrew for “women to women.” 
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examples to show us that this doesn’t work. But it’s like the story 
of the egg and the. . .I don’t know if. . .if I really focus on this and 
start to talk about it, it’s really depressing, because fuck I don’t 
care! I just want to live my life and fuck everybody else!197 

Tellingly, the director’s statement reveals the complication of having multiple 

“main problems.”  Human rights, women’s, and feminist organizations constantly have to 

juggle and prioritize issues, deciding where to direct their limited funding and with whom 

to partner in order to initiate a project with results.  Unfortunately, as with the Palestinian 

Women’s Sports Conference, more immediate problems arise requiring more initiatives 

and more projects before any kind of follow-up can be executed on the first project. 

Conclusions 

Even among non-governmental and grassroots organizers, successfully including 

women and girls in soccer programming has remained a challenge.  I have suggested that 

this is because of the continued perception of soccer as a man’s sport.  This creates a 

situation in which raising awareness about the existence of women’s soccer in the first 

place becomes a challenge.  For instance, although Football 4 Peace provides separate 

venues, coaches, and tournaments for young girls, few show up to participate in the 

week-long camp.  I think that this is partially due to a lack of awareness of the program 

among young female athletes.  Football 4 Peace could work through local feminist and 

women’s organizations recognizable to community members in order to let people know 

of the opportunities available to young girls through their program.  Rather than relying 

on normalized organizational channels, e.g. the Israeli Sport Authority, which remains 

highly patriarchal, the British Council and University of Brighton could aggressively seek 

input from alternative community leaders.   

In spite of organizers’ efforts to promote a grassroots initiative, in partnering with 

the ISA, Football 4 Peace could be seen as paradoxically reinforcing a top-down power 

                                                 
197 Interview conducted in English. 
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structure when it comes to promoting sports and coexistence in Israel (Fisher 1995:455).  

From the perspective of the organizers from the U. K. , the Israeli Sport Authority and 

local sports leaders would have local knowledge of the sportscape in Israel.  What I 

propose organizers did not fully appreciate, however, was the extent to which this local 

knowledge was particularly was affected by an Israeli Jewish and Palestinian Arab male-

centered perspective. At the same time, engaging women’s activists, non-governmental 

organizations and Jewish and Palestinian Arab feminists is no easy task, as I discovered 

when involved in the organization of the Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference.  

Navigating human rights and feminist organization politics in Israel is in and of itself 

tricky business, because of the varying interpretations of what appropriate women’s 

rights are, what the definition of feminism is, and how women’s rights can be 

implemented in a way that makes sense in the context of Islam, Judaism, or Christianity 

in Israel (Mohanty 1988).  When these discussions and debates are happening among 

women’s and feminist organizations inside Israel, it is understandable that Football 4 

Peace organizers would be hesitant to pursue the development of a girls’ soccer program 

actively.  As outsiders, the British organizers face a conundrum between working under 

their own notions about gender and reconciling them with highly nuanced gender politics 

in the Palestinian Arab community.  On a positive note, the very fact that these debates 

are happening demonstrates fluidity in women’s positioning inside Israel, which opens 

potential opportunities for change.  In short, the problem of including girls in the Football 

4 Peace program is not easily solved by simply adding on a girls’ project.  Rather than 

relying on institutional (patriarchal) sports organizations, organizers must actively reach 

out and engage with local organizers who directly work with young women and girls. 

The organizers of the Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference worked with the 

input of coaches, managers, and feminist organizations.  In using a format recognizable to 

community leaders and advocates in the Palestinian Arab community, participants in the 

Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference were able to openly discuss a subject that a few 
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years ago would have been unimaginable, namely, the idea of women playing soccer at a 

professional level.  Football 4 Peace could take advantage of such conversations and 

occurrences happening at the grassroots level to seek out alternative partners in trying to 

implement girls’ participation in the project.  Yet, although the day of the Palestinian 

Sports Conference was deemed a success, little has developed as a direct result of the 

conference.   I suggest that this is because women’s issues, particularly issues involving a 

subset of women, women in sports, take less priority than what are perceived as national 

concerns faced by the Palestinian Arab minority, such as citizenship rights, 

socioeconomic discrimination, racism, and violence.  It is also likely that projects that 

address these national issues, such as developing an Israeli constitution that specifically 

addresses concerns of the Palestinian Arab minority, carry more prestige.  That is, those 

organizations that are publicly recognized in local and international media and within the 

Arab community as actively fighting for these rights may begin to be seen as leaders in 

the struggle.  Indeed, finding funding from international organizations for the Palestinian 

Women’s Sports Conference was much more difficult than finding support from local 

organizations. 

One may ask, why bother including girls and women in soccer if the communities 

involved do not even think that women could play.  Or, one could claim that issues such 

as discrimination, violence, and racism perpetrated against the Arab minority are more 

important than whether or not women’s sports receives equal attention and funding as 

their male counterparts.  Those directly involved with women’s organizations and 

women’s soccer have argued that teaching girls and women how to play soccer develops 

not only their bodies, but also their confidence, leadership, and autonomy.  According to 

Shoshana, who headed the Unit for the Advancement of Women in Sports for the Sports 

Ministry, “I think [women’s participation] is a very necessary and important tool to get a 
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lot out of the sport.  You get confidence.  You get all kinds of skills that you don’t get if 

you’re not in the sport. . . .It’s kind of the development of a human being.”198  The 

former head coach of the Israeli National Women’s Soccer Team also describes soccer as 

a way to build healthy, confident women.  Likewise, Abu ‘Arab the manager of Banāt 

Sakhnin, says that he jumped at the opportunity to build an adult team because he saw 

soccer as a way to educate girls to be stronger, more confident women, which would 

ultimately improve Arab society as a whole.   

While the aforementioned organizers of women’s soccer highlight the importance 

of sports to individual women’s development, a notion that girls in Israel, particularly 

Arab girls, are underdeveloped underlies their comments.  In reference to the financial 

and social difficulty faced by the women who play for Sakhnin, Shoshana responded, 

Think of the girl that doesn’t do the sport.  They have much 
less [experience] compared with [girls who do not play sports].  
They are not going on tour.  They are not going abroad.  They have 
a lot—much more than they will have if they don’t do the sport.  
You think if they don’t get money, they don’t do this and that, it’s 
nothing.  But to compare with what they [Arab girls] came from, 
it’s much more.199 

 In other words, if Palestinian Arab women are allowed to play and thrive at soccer, they 

will become empowered women demanding gender equality, which will make them more 

able to belong and become modern citizens in Israeli society.  According to the Sports 

Minister and the director of Mossawa, promoting women’s inclusion in sports is a way to 

fight discrimination toward the Arab community at large.  Interestingly, the conference 

was directed internally toward the Arab community in terms of women’s sports being a 

way to strengthen the Palestinian minority in Israel rather than as a way to integrate the 

entire community into the purportedly more developed state.  

                                                 
198 Shoshana is a pseudonym.  Interview conducted in English, October 2007. 

199 Interview conducted in English. 
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Some, such as the national coach and a coach for a Jewish women’s soccer team, 

believe that it is up to women’s themselves to promote the sport. Accordingly, women 

and young girls need to take positions of authority, leadership, and power in the 

organization structures that govern women’s sports at the coaching, managing and 

governmental levels.  As a coach for a Jewish team put it,  

The women should stand up and say, “Here, we deserve rights, you 
give the men this [support for soccer]. We also want that.  Give us 
the same.  We deserve attention.”   So the women should be first to 
fight for their rights, and I expect women would like to be in the 
football association. By the way, in Turkey there is a football 
association, and in this association they founded an association for 
women. An independent association that has its own budget, the 
president is a woman and the vise-president is a woman, and they 
try to make women coach the national team and in the leagues, and 
that’s how they develop this matter.200   

This is not to say that all women are feminists or all women have better ideas than 

men when it comes to sports.  However, in the Jewish and Palestinian Israeli context 

today, women and men are generally perceived to be fundamentally different, particularly 

when it comes to sports.201  It would be helpful if athletic stars, such as Sylvie Jan, 

widely recognized as the best female soccer player in Israel, would publicly represent the 

promotion of the sport.  Women’s public authoritative presence in soccer programs that 

                                                 
200 Interview conducted in Hebrew, December 2007. 

201 During 2006-2007 in Sakhnin, gender expectations for men and women, girls and boys, were 
different.  Unrelated males and females did spend time together, but usually in groups or in the 
workplace.  Female-only and male-only spaces were a part of everyday life.  For instance, Abu 
Hakam, my host father, would often host elder men in the village to his home treating them to 
brewed sadā (a strong coffee).  Um Hakam and I would stay in the background and eat our 
breakfasts.  Um Hakam and I and many of the women in our neighborhood would bake bread, 
watch TV, or gossip together.  Often there were would be young boys in attendance, but generally 
this was a time for women to gossip.  The young women of Banāt Sakhnin were discouraged by 
parents and Coach Ghalib from “hanging-out” with young men without supervision.  Indeed, 
much of the time I spent with my host sister and her friends were among girls only.  I rarely 
observed the soccer players interacting with young men, even at their soccer games.   
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include female athletes can work to subvert hegemonic male ideologies associated with 

soccer in Israel. 

As the only Palestinian team in the Israeli women’s league, Banāt Sakhnin is at 

the center of debates about the advantages or disadvantages of women’s and girls’ 

participation in soccer.  They mark a generation of young women who began playing in 

junior high and have continued through early adulthood.  They could be the women 

leaders that coaches and officials from the ISA, IFA, Ministry and School Sports 

Association long for, and indeed, a few of the players are and want to further their sports 

education to become coaches and teachers.  For now, the young women are balancing 

dreams of careers, marriage, and soccer stardom with obligations to their community and 

families to be dutiful daughters and wives.  It is too soon to tell whether this group of 

women will bring about any real changes either in women’s soccer or women’s position 

in the Palestinian Arab minority, but it is a start. 
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CHAPTER 8:  CONCLUSION 

Banāt Sakhnin is made up of a team of “ordinary” young women doing something 

extraordinary.  They play for the only Palestinian Arab women’s soccer team in the 

Israeli league.  Between the ages of 16 and 22, the players of Banāt Sakhnin resemble 

many other teenage women I know.  They text constantly.   They talk while they’re 

supposed to be listening.  They talk back.  They are a little annoying to adults.  

Extraordinarily, they live in a country and a world that does not expect this kind of 

behavior from Palestinian, Arab, or Muslim women.   Women’s soccer in Israel defies 

expectations, because soccer in Israel is perceived as a man’s sport.  Palestinian women’s 

participation in soccer in Israel is doubly interesting, because not only are they women 

playing soccer, but they are doing so in a state that sees them as cultural and political 

“outsiders.”  Banāt Sakhnin as a team is interesting because the players are not from 

large, urban centers inside Israel, but are generally from smaller towns and villages that 

have a reputation among urban Palestinian and Jewish Israelis as being more conservative 

and “traditional.” 

Multiple dynamics affect Palestinian and Jewish women’s access to soccer in 

Israel.  The difficulties coaches, managers, administrators, and players have in 

implementing Palestinian women’s soccer in Israel is culturally, politically, and 

historically situated.  Looking at local circumstances reveals the variability within which 

women are able to play soccer not only in the Middle East, but worldwide.  Among 

Middle Eastern women specifically, limited participation in soccer has been explained by 

scholars as being somehow related to Islam, either in terms of religious practice or 

Islamic fundamentalism.  The experiences of players for Banāt Sakhnin constitute 

evidence that much more than religion affects whether or not women and girls play 

soccer.   
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As teenagers, these players occupy a social space between girlhood and 

womanhood, and the roles those statuses assume.  On top of that, they have chosen to 

play a sport that until 10 years ago was not available to women.    Their choices are 

caught in a complex of competing discourses about “modernity,” “femininity,” and 

Palestinians’ cultural and political position within an Israeli Jewish state, and this limits 

the extent to which the players can fully participate in soccer.  Their experiences and their 

participation in soccer provide a way to observe how young women interpret, resist, and 

conform to competing notions about what it means to be a Palestinian woman in Israel.  

Amalia Sa’ar (2007) analyzes Palestinian Israeli women’s position in their families, the 

Palestinian Arab minority, and the Israeli state and the ways in which women find 

“loopholes” or room for maneuvering between “multiple patriarchal regimes.”  I have 

argued that the people involved in women’s soccer, from the players to the manager, have 

used institutional mechanisms, such as the Israeli women’s soccer league, to implement 

not just a soccer team, but new ways of being a young woman in a Palestinian town in 

Israel.     

Limits to Palestinian Women’s Soccer in Israel  

 The young women who play for Banāt Sakhnin are Palestinian citizens of a 

Jewish state.  Their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents are members of a 

minority who remained in Israel after the 1948 war.  Although they have Israeli 

citizenship, they do not share the same social, cultural, political, or economic privileges 

as their Jewish counterparts.  Because Israel defines itself as a Jewish state, Palestinian 

citizens also do not fully belong to the state’s conception of the “nation.”  As national 

outsiders, their access to sports facilities or programs is sometimes more difficult or 

hindered because of relatively less financial wealth than Jewish municipalities.  

Paradoxically, for Palestinian women, their access to soccer exists in large part because 

they are Israeli citizens and the state offers programs for women’s sports. 
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Sakhnin in particular has had a significant relationship to the Israeli state in terms 

of struggle for Palestinian Arab rights and in terms of soccer.  On the one hand, because 

of Land Day and the October 2000 protests, Sakhnin has a reputation for protesting 

against perceived discriminatory state policies toward the Arab minority.  On the other 

hand, Sakhnin is home to the only Arab team to win the Israeli State Cup, one of three 

championship titles awarded annually for men’s soccer.  Sakhnin’s position as a 

Palestinian Arab municipality in the Israeli state resembles the in-between position of the 

Palestinian Arab minority in general.  In some contexts they are accepted as citizens; in 

others they are seen as a threat. 

Banāt Sakhnin is the only Palestinian Arab women’s soccer team, and the success 

of Sakhnin’s school teams have made it a model for how to implement girls’ soccer in the 

schools.  Yet, Banāt Sakhnin has difficulty keeping young women on the team past a 

certain age.  In Sakhnin and among much of the Palestinian Arab community in Israel, 

after high school, young women are expected to marry or continue their studies at 

university and then marry.  The players described their parents’ and communities’ 

expectations of them in terms of “tradition,” or “Arab custom.”  Some of the players said 

that they hoped to continue with soccer after marriage, but said it would likely depend 

upon their husband’s opinion.  This means that Banāt Sakhnin has a higher rate of 

turnover compared to Jewish Israeli teams.  However, it also means that Banāt Sakhnin’s 

average age is consistently younger than the teams they play.  They have less experience, 

but their youth may also give them a competitive edge against players in the mid to late 

thirties. 

Banāt Sakhnin is not alone in their struggle to establish and develop women’s 

soccer in Israel.  The entire league suffers from a lack of adequate funding, interest, and 

awareness among soccer fans.  This is largely because of soccer’s image as a “man’s 

sport” in Israel.  Additionally, the implementation of a women’s soccer team is 

something that was imposed on the IFA by FIFA.  FIFA requires that all member 
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organizations must offer men’s and women’s soccer.  Arguably the IFA does the bare 

minimum to maintain compliance.  However, administrators in the Ministry of Sport and 

Culture are committed to developing women’s sports, but face bureaucratic barriers, 

particularly when the Israeli Sport Authority’s home gets moved from ministry to 

ministry depending on the current Prime Minister.  In Sakhnin, those who know about 

Banāt Sakhnin know that Abu ʿArab, the team’s manager, is the central force behind the 

team.  Yet, the association of women’s soccer with “Israel,” “Jewishness,” and “Europe" 

might also affect how community members perceive their young Palestinian women’s 

participation in the sport.  For some people, soccer is a way to develop and empower 

Palestinian women, but for others it can be seen as yet another form of assimilation and a 

loss of “tradition.” 

Football 4 Peace and the Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference are examples of 

two different programs that struggled to include or promote girls’ participation in soccer.  

The first year the girls played on co-ed teams, but this was not acceptable to most 

communities.  In order to have more communities participate, Football 4 Peace started a 

separate girls program, yet the number of girls who participate is markedly less than the 

number of boys.  I have suggested that the lack of girls’ participation is partially because 

of the channels of communication used by the outside partners (British Council and the 

University of Brighton) to promote the program and recruit participants.  Because soccer 

is still assumed to be a male sport, most municipal sports directors are not likely to 

actively recruit girls to participate, especially if there is not an established girls’ team in 

their schools or towns.  If Football 4 Peace had contacted women’s groups or established 

girls’ teams, it is possible that they would have been able to reach more girls.  Knowledge 

of local politics and attitudes toward women’s soccer is essential to understanding how to 

best include girls in the sport. 

The Palestinian Women’s Sports Conference is an example of an initiative started 

within the Palestinian Arab community.  The goal of the conference was to raise 
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awareness of women’s sports, develop interest in women’s sports among potential 

funders, and  find ways to encourage more media coverage of women’s athletics in the 

newspapers and on television.  The assumption behind the event was that the successful 

inclusion of Palestinian women in sports could result in more equality for the Palestinian 

Arab minority in general.   Although the event was enthusiastically attended by 

government officials, athletes, coaches, and journalists, little was done in terms of follow-

up.   This is likely because on the scale of challenges faced by the Palestinian Arab 

minority, women’s sports take relatively less priority.    

Inside Israel, Palestinian women’s inclusion in soccer is inextricably linked with 

tensions between the Palestinian Arab minority and the Israeli state, local politics within 

the Arab community, gender and notions of womanhood within and among Arab 

families, and the players’ own notions of what they want to do with their lives.  It is 

impossible to reduce the struggles faced by Palestinian women’s soccer players to one 

explanation.  The young women who play for Banāt Sakhnin have different stories about 

how they came to play the sport.  Some families were more supportive than others.  Some 

of the players had brothers or older sisters who played organized soccer.  It is also 

impossible to say that Palestinian women’s soccer is only beleaguered by challenges.  

The women who play love soccer, and their coaches and manager support them and 

women’s soccer with passion and determination.  It is impossible to know at this juncture 

what effect their participation in soccer will have on future generations of young women. 

Female Autonomy and Palestinian Women’s Soccer in 

Israel. 

Feminist scholars of gender in the Middle East have written against the idea that 

men are unilaterally dominant over women.  Lila Abu-Lughod (1999), Deniz Kandiyoti 

(1988), Rhoda Kanaaneh (2002), Leila Ahmed (1982), Fadwa El Guindi (1999), 

Elizabeth Fernea and Robert Fernea (1979), Amalia Sa’ar (2007, 2006), Susan Kahn 
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(2000), and others have provided ample evidence that relationships between men and 

women, including men’s and women’s differential access to power, are complicated and 

intertwined with other structures of inequality, such as class, race, religion, nationality, 

and ethnicity.  As Cynthia Nelson  has argued, scholars’ assumption that public positions 

of power, power by domination, or power by force are examples of “real,” or “formal” 

power overlooks the ways in which influence, gossip, and coercion can be used by people 

to creatively manipulate situations to meet their own ends (1974:552).  James Scott 

(1987) has called this phenomenon “weapons of the weak,” by which he means those 

actions that people in subordinate positions take to make their own situations more 

tolerable or to sabotage those in power.   Additionally, the concept of “individual 

autonomy” does not really make sense in the Palestinian Israeli context, where family is 

one of the main organizing features of daily life (Joseph and Slymovics 2001).  Men are 

not free to do as they please, but must also perform certain duties to maintain their 

families’ reputation and position in the community.   

I argue that it is more useful to consider how the players for Banāt Sakhnin 

balance their own desire to play the sport with their need to meet familial expectations.   

The girls who convinced their parents to allow them to play were partially able to do so 

because the team was organized in a way that makes sense with Palestinian Arab ideas 

about propriety.  The players are chaperoned and supervised by trusted adults, some of 

whom are relatives.  Additionally, the players found ways to use soccer to do other 

things.  Many players told me that they never would have been able to travel to other 

cities or countries “on their own” if they had not been on the soccer team.    Many of the 

players used their extra “freedom” outside the home to hang out with friends after home 

games or to call boyfriends on their cell phones on the way to away games.  The players 

are also able to use their bodies and show their physical strength in public in ways that 

had previously not been available to Palestinian Arab women in Israel. Although the girls 

ultimately end up leaving the sport by the time they are in their mid-twenties, I suggest 
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that to say they have no agency is too simple.  Soccer has provided them with 

opportunities they would not have had through other activities, and there is not enough 

evidence to determine how their involvement on the team has shaped the choices they 

make off the field.   

Exploring Women’s Soccer in the Middle East 

To the casual observer or fan of women’s soccer, the idea that women play soccer 

in the Middle East seems implausible, if not impossible.  What little has been written 

about women’s participation in soccer in the Middle East has been framed in terms of 

players,' organizers,' and societies’ relationship to Islam.  The story of Banāt Sakhnin 

shows that women’s access to soccer is limited by ideas about gender, modernity, and 

nationality that may or may not have anything to do with religion.  While the states in the 

Middle East may have more in common in terms of history, culture, and politics 

compared to other regions in the world, it would be a mistake to assume that there is very 

little variation within and among societies in the Middle East.  For instance, in Iran and 

Saudi Arabia the state government and religion are legally intertwined.  Women are 

compelled by law to veil in public.  In other countries, such as Turkey, Lebanon, and 

Jordan, this is not the case.  Research about women’s soccer teams in other Middle 

Eastern countries could highlight cultural specificities, which could break down 

generalizations about women in the Middle East as uniformly oppressed or ruled by 

religion.  Comparative research could also reveal similarities among young women in the 

“Middle East” and the “West.”  In what ways do teenagers in the age of the Internet, cell 

phones, and international travel actually face similar problems and concerns? 

Additionally, in-depth ethnographic research on women’s access to soccer and 

cultural political representations of women’s soccer could uncover why soccer is seen as 

a man’s sport in so many places.  One could explore how the gendered character of 

soccer is related to law, national imagining, colonialism, or economic circumstances in 
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specific places.  On the surface, it seems that soccer’s status as a national sport is tied to 

its characterization as a male sport.  What does this have to do with the national character 

of the state sharing characteristics perceived as male?  Nation-states generally want to be 

seen as strong, assertive, mighty, or autonomous rather than compassionate, emotional, or 

dependent, which are characteristics attributed to females in many cultural contexts.  The 

introduction of soccer in certain societies may be related to the populations to which it 

was introduced.  In the United States, soccer was introduced in elite universities, and 

soccer was a sport offered to university women to remain in compliance with Title IX.  

What makes some sports “male” and others “female,” and what could this tell us about 

cultural conceptions of gender? 

Jewish Women’s Soccer in Israel 

Outside of cities or larger “mixed” municipalities, daily face-to-face interaction 

between Jewish Israelis and Palestinian Arabs is generally limited to those who commute 

to work in a larger city, study there, or work there.  Another area where this interaction 

happens is soccer.  Every team Banāt Sakhnin competes with inside Israel is “Jewish.”  

This does not mean that no Palestinian Arabs play for teams other than Sakhnin but, 

rather, that the majority of players on other teams in the league are Jewish.  Soccer 

provides an extended period of time for Jewish and Palestinian Israeli women to interact 

in an activity that is culturally viewed as a hobby or entertainment, rather than as overtly 

political or violent. This dissertation focuses almost exclusively on Palestinian Arab 

female soccer players, because I was unable to spend extended periods of time with 

Jewish Israeli female soccer players.  Even if I had focused my research on a team from a 

mixed city such as Haifa or Jerusalem, I would have had to live in different 

neighborhoods to get a sense of the daily life of the players off the field.   

Nevertheless, a comparative study of Jewish and Palestinian Israeli women’s 

soccer would be fruitful.  Like Palestinian Arab women, Jewish Israeli women are not 
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expected to play soccer.  A study comparing the daily lives of players for a Jewish team 

with that of Banāt Sakhnin has the potential to reveal similarities or differences of 

attitudes toward women’s soccer in Israel. 

Among some in the Arab minority, women’s soccer is seen as a state-imposed, 

women’s liberation project.  State-imposed projects are often associated negatively with 

state impositions that have resulted in increased discrimination and humiliation of the 

Palestinian Arab minority.  Women’s soccer might be perceived as a cultural imposition 

by the Jewish majority.  Presumably, soccer’s status as a man’s sport would also affect 

how Jewish female soccer players are perceived by society, but possibly in subtly 

different ways than the Arab minority. 

Living and working with Jewish Israeli soccer players could reveal multiple 

factors that shape women’s involvement in soccer.  Do Jewish women face similar 

pressures to give up soccer after marriage?  If not, how do they balance marriage, 

motherhood, and other careers with soccer?    Comparing the management and 

organization of Jewish teams relative to Banāt Sakhnin might also uncover similar or 

different attitudes toward women and women’s soccer.  This could reveal if soccer is 

perceived as a hobby for women throughout Israel, or only among the Palestinian Arab 

minority.  It would also be interesting to explore how many Jewish women try to make a 

living playing soccer and what the cultural and familial implications are if they choose to 

play abroad. 

Another avenue for researching the interaction between Jewish and Palestinian 

Israeli women in soccer would be to study the Israeli national team.  One could look at 

the strategies employed by national coaches and players to create a sense of team unity in 

the face of linguistic, cultural, and political barriers. What sub-groups form and are these 

easily recognizable as “Jewish” or “Arab,” or do other cultural similarities and shared 

interests between women take precedence?   
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Epilogue 

In October 2011, I called Abu ʿArab to see how the team was doing.  Abu ʿArab 

excitedly told me that Banāt Sakhnin had won the Israeli championship the year before.  

When I asked about three of the older soccer players, he said, “If you come back to Israel, 

you will not recognize our team anymore.  They are all new.”  

Everything has changed, yet much remains the same.  Abu ʿArab is still the 

manager, Brahim is still the coach, and young women are pressured to quit soccer after 

they reach a certain age.  Many of the young women I interviewed who played for Banāt 

Sakhnin wished they could continue to play soccer but knew that they might be expected 

to give it up to get married, go to university, or raise a family.  What they predicted has 

come to pass.  They are married, engaged, or studying at university, and they are not 

playing soccer. A new generation of 16-22 year-olds has taken their place on the team. 

When I asked why the players left, Abu ʿArab said that people still think it is not good for 

them to play soccer as adults.  He said, “The community and their parents think that 

soccer is a social thing.  It is not for the women. It is for the men.”  Unfortunately, I was 

not able to reach any of the soccer players.  They did not have the same telephone 

numbers, so it is impossible to know why and how they made the decision not to continue 

with soccer. 

  On the surface, it seems that soccer did not have much impact at all.  The women 

who played for Banāt Sakhnin may be doing what their mothers did before them.  

However, how the women came to make their life decisions or what they believed to be 

possible could be different.  To find out, one would have to interview ex-soccer players 

to determine whether they believed that soccer played any role in shaping them into the 

women they have become.  It would be interesting to see how many of them are still 

involved in soccer as a journalist, coach, sports administrator, physical education teacher, 

or soccer fan.  Will they encourage their daughters to play soccer?  Are they still in 

contact with their teammates?    One could ask the players what, if any, effect playing 
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