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This book has tried to produce a discourse from a position of marginalization and silence, with the
objective of creating a new consciousness towards one of the most important medical issues today—
an issue treated as natural, embryonic, and heritable, as opposed to being seen as tied to processes
that are enacted and engineered onto the body. This work considers the rethinking of this issue
to be a human necessity, to be a crucial step in revealing the intersections of violence practiced
on marginalized bodies—a violence considered a “natural” part of life that, in turn, organizes their
death on a daily basis, while at the same time subsuming them under elitist discourses which treat

their suffering as a topic of research, and as a matter of political deliberation.
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The third chapter, “The Sexuality of the Body: Authority Over Women’s Daily Lives,” deals with the
gender identity of women with breast cancer, showing how these women’s relationships with one
another and with their own bodies is a gendered relation—that is, the relationship is imbricated
in cultural expectations and norms around “femininity.” Whenever these feminine categories
are upset, women shift from being a “fully feminine” woman to a woman that is “insufficiently
feminine.” The chapter also defines the gender identity of breast cancer patients as being tied to
two primary metrics relating to the extent of their physical loss of femininity, namely the removal
of the breasts and hair loss. Through these women’s stories, I analyze how they internalized these
expectations, to the extent that they become a primary component of their gender identity. They
are transformed, in other words, from “victims” of those expectations and social structures as they
relate to constructing the conception “femininity,” into active participants in their own oppression.
I address how these expectations around women’s physical bodies are enacted after the moment of
loss, which results in the imposition of gender identity norms on women’s physical bodies through
the very same institutions that represent authority—in other words, the family, schools, and all

other institutions in society.

The fourth chapter, “Pain and Silent Suffering,” analyzes how stories about women’s pain are the
essence of the tortured voices of these agonized subjects. They are at once feeble and strong, brittle
and weak, stories filled with choked sighes fragmented amongst scattered words. These whispered
voices, which quiver in these women’s vocal cords, exist in a prevailing social culture which
considers cancer to be an end to life, a kind of “death.” Illness, here, is treated not as a temporary
aberration, but as a state of embodied death. Cancer is qualified in terms other than its own name,
variously termed as a “malignant illness” or “that disease”—in other words, as “that” thing that
must remain outside of the body, even discursively so. The book shows that the battle with extreme
pain is itself an encapsulation of the larger battle with cancer, one which is no longer the regular
conflict between two visible opposing forces, but rather an internal and invisible battle, a battle
waged between parts of the body and pain—a battle of non-resistance, of moments spent waiting

and enduring pain. Indeed, moments spent waiting that rival hell itself.
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The second chapter, titled “From Revolution to Institutionalization and Military Targeting,” analyzes
how the Palestinian healthcare system has always been targeted for destruction, either by military
bombardment, raids, marginalization, or closures. This was later followed by a slew of neoliberal
practices in conjunction with continued bombardment, specifically in the Gaza Strip. The chapter
argues that this destruction of medical spaces is tied to the objective of saving or repairing the body.
The chapter then goes on to argue that the revolutionary event carried within it the idea of solidarity
between people. The doctor, for instance, is not a person that lives far away from others, but is rather
a part of the battle—indeed, on its frontlines—not as a bearer of arms, but as a savior of lives. I
argue that after the establishment of the Palestinian healthcare system with the Oslo Accords,
the sector was institutionalized as part of a hierarchical bureaucratic structure and a monolithic
administrative system. It subjected the ability to acquire decent healthcare to the laws of the market
and capital, transforming medicine from a tool for liberation into a job. Throughout this process, the
community of donors and superpowers, as well as the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund, all contributed to the design of a Palestinian state-building project and the priorities that fell
within it. In addition, the World Health Organization made developmental recommendations for
the healthcare sector, neglecting to call into question the colonial apparatus and its policies on the
ground. All of this created a feeble Palestinian healthcare system incapable of dealing with the main

diseas that afflict society—the most important of which are cancer and heart disease.

The chapter discusses this through addressing the absence of a recognized protocol in Palestine for
understanding when women should get tested, diagnosed, and treated for breast cancer. This led to
many undiagnosed cases that are only found out due to coincidence, metastasization, or errors in
treatment plans. The chapter also shows how there is no collective imaginary that might allow those
women to visit a specific place for conducting those tests—every participant in this study sought to
diagnose her growths in places she had heard of, or places recommended to her by family or friends.
I also examine the lack of trust that arises among women with cancer in government services due
to the lack of oncologists specialized in dealing with these cases up until the beginning of 2020, in
addition to a general shortage in medical professions, including oncologists, radiologists, surgeons,
etc...as well as the scattered and far-flung locations that patients must visit. Often doctors are in
one building, the lab is in a second, and the radiology center is in a third, and women are expected
to navigate from one building to another in their quest for treatment, which in turn has led to
the proliferation of long lines and faltering medical services. All of this occupies the collective

imaginary of women when they consider seeking treatment in the public sector.
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The first chapter, titled “Zionist Colonialism: Reframing the Context,” calls in its theoretical
intervention for a “return to context” in understanding the narratives of women suffering from
cancer. By “context,” I mean the existential conception of the Zionist project, which I argue targets
Palestinian bodies as part of a policy of erasure that reached its zenith in the disaster of 1948. This
eliminationist policy is best described as “a structure, not an event,” as it has been elaborated upon
in the field of settler-colonial studies. Throughout these genocidal practices, there is no place in the
public sphere for these “states of exception”—that is, the bodies of Palestinian women with breast
cancer. The book analyzes this through the women’s narratives of how their bodies were subjugated
by interlocking and institutionalized colonial policies as they attempted to secure treatment. By
treatment, I am specifically referring to radiation therapy, since it is not available in the West Bank

or the Gaza Strip.

The chapter details how colonial policies contain a Zionist political ideology which legitimizes
punishment under the rubric of “Israel’s security” or “the security of the state.” Therefore, the
Shabak (the Israeli secret service), is employed for this purpose, through its ties to an institutionally
colonial hierarchy whose purpose is to surveil Palestinian bodies in excrutiating detail, to determine
whether they are “disciplined” and “good” Palestinians as per the colonial viewpoint. It is based on
this calculus that the Shabak judges whether Palestinians may enter the lands colonized since 1948,
as well as parts of those lands that were colonized in 1967, where such radiation therapies can be

found.

The chapter also addresses the guidelines, or lack thereof, of colonial categories relating to human
life, specifically regarding the conception of “quality of life” and “saving a life.” In Gaza, cancer
patients are categorized in this way without paying any heed to quality of life; in practice, it means
entering into another protracted struggle over the conditions of this treatment, which do not

consider quality of life, but rather reduce treatment to “saving a life.”

The chapter then goes on to clarify that violence done to female cancer patients’ bodies—or to those
of their companions—is practiced in the public sphere. It is done through routine body searches, the
possibility of strip searches, depriving the body of food and water, or requiring it to be “acquiescent”
and “compliant” during searches that strip them bare. It is done when compliance and acquiescence
are forced upon the body when it is tortured and abused, or else it will receive further punishment—

and punishment, here, is the deprivation of treatment from the colonizer.
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This work also seeks to advance a change in knowledge production, shifting from a reliance on “the
system,” or the “ego,” which represents the voice of “the expert” and his elitist positionality, to an
adoption of knowledge production through the viewpoints of the women themselves. This entails a
search for the truth, and not merely an image of the truth. To do so, I have adopted the ethnographic
method, the importance of which lies in the ability of this methodology to write the history of
“marginalized actors”—to write their living history, surpassing conventional academic writing by
placing us in many diverse and complex positions. It enables us to understand the experiences of
women, in all of their multifaceted dimensions. Having been a part of the group covered by this
study due to my accompaniment of my mother throughout her own illness—during which time I
documented all of my observations—I engaged with my interlocutors during the interviews through
interactive and discussion-based sessions between two sides that have gone through the same
experience. We endeavored, as women, to work towards deconstructing the structures of oppression
enacted on our “silent bodies”—that is, on bodies upon which the violence of colonial practices,
social influences, and the pain of illness, have been enacted. These bodies are first subjugated as
bodies in need of treatment when they must escape colonial policies on the ground in order to secure
the right to treatment; they are then subjugated as bodies that are forced to seek this treatment by
standing in long queues and moving between spaces; they are further attuned as bodies to hide the
physical effects of the illness, such as the loss of certain body parts, for fear of social ostracization
and being treated as unfeminine; and finally, they master the ability to silence the pain that they
feel within their bodies, which they experience as their own personal battle. The attempt to hear
their voices, therefore, is an attempt to break the silence, to provide a platform for these women’s
narratives. These women, upon whose bodies these oppressive practices are realized, have had
their narratives subsumed under hegemonic discourses. Indeed, in every Palestinian temporality,
that hegemonic discourse swallows up the experiences of normal people. It subsumes their daily
worries and travails under political and military struggles, under grand slogans and soaring hopes.
Thousands of stories have been buried in the name of that grand narrative, that overriding discourse.
What, then, of our narratives of illness? Of graves and pain, of stones and cold mortuary fridges?
Instead, these narratives go silent, and their proper place is to be subsumed under the hegemonic

discourse.
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Summary

This book is concerned with the voices of Palestinian women suffering from breast cancer. The
study is based on the claim that breast cancer cannot be reduced to its medical and “biological”
dimensions, but rather necessitates further investigations into the silent and “quotidian” structures
that both constitute and engineer the oppression of women’s bodies through illness as they try to

exercise their right to seek treatment.

While these structures have been deconstructed in the context of sovereign nations, analyzing
them in relation to their political, economic, and social dimensions, I have endeavored to use this
deconstructionist framework in the Palestinian context. I describe these structures as tied to a
colonial context that has produced a politics of oppression, one that is practiced on the bodies of
Palestinian women suffering from breast cancer. I do this by deconstructing the context both as a
“totality” and as manifestations of “the particular”’—both in theory and in practice. Along the way,
I analyze the following structures: firstly, the colonial context and its attendant policies; secondly,
social influences manifested in two domains, the Palestinian medical system, and what I call the

sexuality of the body; and thirdly, symbolic violence, or “pain.”

My methodology in this study has included conducting in-depth interviews with women from
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, in full knowledge and recognition that focusing my interviews on
these two geographic units is, in effect, to deal with entities that are themselves unnatural and
the product of settler-colonial practices in Palestine, and which have been further entrenched by
intra-Palestinian divisions and disputes. I justify this focus, however, due to the stark similarity of
structures and policies to which women with breast cancer are subjected throughout their attempts
to secure diagnoses and treatments for their disease in these two places. Each of the two areas, of
course, fall under the control of Israeli settler-colonialism, which practices various forms of erasure
and elimination on Palestinian bodies in their daily lives. These very same bodies are also subject
to the aforementioned social influences, which include health in Palestine and the sexuality of the
body. Finally, Palestinian bodies are also subject to “a politics of pain,” which is a form of “invisible
violence” enacted upon women’s bodies. We are able to employ these concepts in our analysis due to
the similarities in how these structures enact themselves upon Palestinian bodies in both of these

constructed geographic units.






