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Women and the Holy City

Jerusalem’s Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif is the holiest place in the

world for Jews, the third-holiest place for Muslims and a constant feature

in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Yet the gendered dimensions of inter-

communal disputes over sacred space in Jerusalem, as well as in other holy

places around the world, have been largely neglected, as have women’s

roles in these site-specific conflicts. An implicit association of women with

peaceful politics and syncretic religious practices has obscured the fact that

women are often key actors in inter-communal contestation of holy places.

This study looks to three contemporary women’s movements in and

around Jerusalem’s Sacred Esplanade: Women for the Temple, a Jewish

Orthodox movement for access to Temple Mount; the Murabitat, Muslim

women activists devoted to the protection of al-Aqsa Mosque from Jewish

claims; and Women of the Wall, a Jewish feminist mobilization against

restrictive gender regulations at the Western Wall. Lihi Ben Shitrit

demonstrates how attention to gender and to women’s engagement in

conflict over sacred places is essential for understanding what makes

contested sacred sites increasingly “indivisible” for parties in the inter-

communal context.

lihi ben shitrit is Associate Professor in the School of Public and

International Affairs at the University of Georgia. She was a fellow at the

Harvard Kennedy School’s Middle East Initiative (2018–2019), the

University of Pennsylvania’s Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Studies

(2017), and the Women’s Studies in Religion Program at Harvard

Divinity School (2013–2014). She is the author of Righteous
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Religious Right (2015) and her current book project Women and the

Holy City won the American Council of Learned Societies and the Luce

Foundation’s distinguished Religion, Public Affairs and Journalism

Fellowship.
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Note on Language

I use a highly simplified transliteration format for Arabic and Hebrew,

given that this book draws on interviews and texts in a mixture of

Hebrew, colloquial Arabic of various Palestinian dialects, andModern

Standard Arabic. The transliteration does not include distinctions

between long and short vowels, or hard and soft letters.
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