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Book Reviews

Birthing the Nation: Strategies of Palestinian Women in Israel. By Rhoda Ann
Kanaaneh. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002, 300 pp., $60.00 (cloth),
$24.95 (paper).
DOI: 10.1177/0891243203251736

Land and bodies are at the heart of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Israel was founded by
the adherents of Zionism, a Jewish settler-colonial movement established in late-nineteenth-
century Europe believing that historic Palestine (which includes present-day Israel) belongs
to Jewish peoples. Given the existence of indigenous peoples on this land, the maintenance
of Jewish sovereignty has continued to require state ethnic-religious-racial projects that,
first, define who is/is not a Jew and, second, reduce Palestinian and increase Jewish bodies.
The latter project is not easy, given higher Palestinian fertility rates (partly explained by their
recognition of the demographic battle). In addition, not all Jews identify with the Zionist pro-
ject or, if they do, necessarily want to live in Israel or other territories under its military con-
trol. It is not surprising then that key sites of the struggle between Israel and the Palestinians
under its sovereignty are sexuality and reproduction.

Rhoda Kanaaneh’s very readable and compelling ethnography, Birthing the Nation:
Strategies of Palestinian Women in Israel, examines contemporary discourses and practices
regarding reproduction and sexuality in the Palestinian-majority Galilee area of northern
Israel. Kanaaneh demonstrates that the ubiquitous concern with reproduction among Pales-
tinians, and its fundamental importance to their definitions of self and other, can be explained
by the fact that this is “a central framework in Israeli definitions of self and Palestinian other”
(p. 105). Kanaaneh makes clear that Israel is not unitary in its goals or regulatory technolo-
gies, given that it must manage its identity as a democracy while maintaining Jewish hege-
mony. This situation provides openings for Palestinian resistance and appropriation. Power,
in Kanaaneh’s reading, is circulating and diffuse but never symmetrical between Palestinians
and the institutions, laws, and policies of the Jewish state. As is the case in most anticolonial
contexts, however, Kanaaneh finds that too often resistance inverts and to some extent mim-
ics the terms imposed by the colonizer, in a manner that delimits responses and reifies identi-
ties. At the same time, she finds Palestinian responses to be multidimensional, multiple, and
not necessarily bifurcated along gender lines.

The chapter titled “Babies and Boundaries” is a well-documented examination of mid-
nineteenth-century through twentieth-century history of the conflict that gives significant
attention to political arithmetic with respect to land, borders, and bodies in the region. This
chapter helps make this a useful text for interdisciplinary gender studies, anthropology, and
sociology undergraduate and graduate courses that are not necessarily focused on the Pales-
tinian-Israeli conflict or on the Middle East.

Later chapters address the ways in which commodity consumption and beliefs about
modernity (as civilization) and tradition (as primitivism) are interlaced with Palestinian
actions and assumptions about reproduction, methods of reproductive planning and control,
and the very definition of the appropriate family, including parental desires about the ideal
number of children and gender preferences for children. For many Palestinians, family
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planning, commitment to science as the basis for knowledge, narratives of bodily control and
management, and consumption of modern products (for example, birth control, dietary prod-
ucts and services, children’s products, and household products) are important signifiers of
modernity and a certain racial-cultural superiority. However, Kanaaneh highlights how even
these dominant narratives are challenged by other Palestinians who sometimes romanticize
pasts and traditions that are partially invented. Her conversations about sex and birth control
with men and women reveal widespread assumptions and practices premised on the idea that
sexual pleasure within heteronormative marriage is natural and necessary for all.

Theoretically, the text speaks to recent literatures on globalization (particularly in cul-
tural anthropology and cultural geography) that highlight multiple local responses and out-
comes of globalization processes. Within Middle East and North Africa studies, the book
contributes to a relatively new area of research focused on interactions between identity, cul-
ture, and politics that is interdisciplinary and assumes the legitimacy of multiple research
methods, sources, and voices in the final written product. The data consist of formal inter-
views, conducted by the author and a male research assistant; informal conversations and
interactions with friends, family, and acquaintances; and visual materials.

The book is written in a manner that acknowledges the author’s presence and impact in
the field and highlights patterns, polyvocality, individual meaning making, and contradic-
tions in the findings. In many places, Kanaaneh allows research participants to speak actively
to and challenge the audience(s) who will be reading her “science” about them. Illustrations,
photographs, and other visual materials interspersed throughout the book provide additional
grist for classroom discussion. I highly recommend this book.

FRANCES S. HASSO
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In Their Time: A History of Feminism in Western Society. By Marlene LeGates.
New York: Routledge, 2001, 406 pp., $85.00 (cloth), $24.95 (paper).
DOI: 10.1177/0891243203251737

Marlene LeGates, a historian of early modern Europe, provides a rich and highly readable
overview of challenges and challengers to gender norms within the past twenty centuries. In
her description of individual and collective struggles for better education and employment
opportunities, legal rights, and the reform of family life and sexual standards, she shows how
feminism is shaped by specific historical contexts, reminding students of social movements
of the concept of political opportunity structures as well as neoinstitutionalist approaches.

LeGates distinguishes between rebellious acts of individual women and conscious acts of
organized action on behalf of women. She thus divides the history of feminism into three
stages: first, an early stage in which women rebelled against gender norms on an individual
level (early Christianity, the Middle Ages); second, a stage in which institutions were seen as
human made and not as divine in which the emergence of feminist consciousness became
possible (Renaissance, Reformation); and third, a stage of the emergence of feminist move-
ments in the eighteenth century. In all three stages, LeGates examines how class, race, and
ethnicity shape women’s life changes and motivations to rebel against gender norms.
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