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An online music video, popular in Palestine, 
opens with a passionate voice proclaiming: 
“With our mountains and our valleys, with 
our men and our horses, [we are] murabitin 
[defenders of the faith]. With our hearts, 
our eyes, and arms, [we are] murabitin.”1 
Animated images of al-Aqsa Mosque, the 
Dome of the Rock, Israeli soldiers, and 
settlers scroll across the screen. Muslims are 
present, too, protesting and being arrested. The 
introductory monologue ends and the refrain 
begins, “God, God, God, God is with us, God. 
[We are] murabitin to the day of reckoning.”2 
The animated images turn to video clips 
of similar scenes: Muslims and Jews in 
confrontations in al-Haram al-Sharif. The 
video had over 147,000 views as of October 
2017, but the number is hardly representative. 
Throughout the fall of 2015, the song played 
in Palestinian cafes and public spaces, and 
regularly accompanied local news broadcasts 
and programs. One Palestinian from Jerusalem 
put it this way: “Murabitat [female murabitin] 
are pioneers and heroes, the new virgins of the 
Palestinian resistance.”3

Who are the murabitin? How did they 
become pioneers and heroes? How might they 
be reshaping the way Palestinians articulate 
their resistance toward Israel’s settler-colonial 
practices in Jerusalem and beyond?

This article contends that the murabitin 
have fused innovative religious practices and 
discourse with the symbolic power of sacred 
space to redefine how Palestinian Muslims 
understand and articulate their resistance to 
Israeli settler-colonial practices, both at the 
Holy Esplanade and in Israel-Palestine more 
broadly. The foundation for the argument 
posits the notion of ribat (defending the 
faith) within the discursive tradition of Islam 
across time and space. Ribat’s emergence 
in contemporary Palestine is examined with 
relation to sacred space, the status quo, and 
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gender.4 Finally, the practices and discourse of the murabitin, and the changing socio-
political landscape which created space for this new phenomenon to emerge are described. 
The article concludes by arguing that Israel’s response to the murabitin helped crystalize 
the notion of ribat in the Palestinian conscience and contributed to its proliferation. The 
study is based on ethnographic data collected in Jerusalem between 2013 and 2016.5

Ribat through Time and Space

Murabitin is the masculine plural active participle derived from the third form (fā‘ala) of 
the trilateral root ra-ba-ta, meaning: “to be lined up, posted, stationed (troops); to line up, 
take up positions; to be moored (ship); to move into fighting positions.”6 The noun ribat 
describes the activity: ribat is what murabitin do. Murabitin protect what is being aggressed 
upon; hence, they defend the faith.7 The notion is firmly rooted in the Islamic theological 
tradition occurring in the Qur’an and Hadith literature.8 Morphological definitions, 
however, fail to capture the broad and diverse ways ribat has been used and understood 
historically. Jacqueline Chabbi affirms: “The word [ribat] needs to be constantly related 
to a context and a chronology since the sense has been very evolutive.”9 The earliest 
applications occurred in the western frontiers of the Islamic empire, describing coastal 
towns and the need to defend them from attack.10

Eventually, the term became associated with various Sufi groups who called their 
guesthouses and institutions of hospitality ribatat. Several ribat institutions of this type 
were established in Jerusalem in the Middle Ages. Yusuf Natsheh, director of tourism and 
architecture at al-Aqsa Mosque, affirmed that in Jerusalem ribat had been associated with 
these Sufi orders. The idea of protecting the city and al-Aqsa Mosque was also present, 
but historical occurrences were much different than the movement happening today.11

Ribat emerged in contemporary Palestine at the confluence of several interconnected 
historical, political, and religious streams. The earliest documented use of the term 
occurred during the first intifada, when the newly formed group Hamas (the Islamic 
Resistance Movement) referred to Palestine as the “land of ribat” (ard al-ribat) and 
Muslims as murabitun in several of its leaflets.12 Yitzhak Reiter also noted several 
instances in the 1990s where non-Palestinian Muslims referred to Palestine as the “land 
of ribat.”13  The late Yasser Arafat, chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization 
and later president of the Palestinian Authority, was known for quoting the Hadith which 
linked the people of Jerusalem to the notion of ribat. In each of these examples, ribat 
conveys the idea that since Palestine belongs to Muslims, some form of resistance toward 
Israel and its occupation are appropriate and necessary.

According to several key informants, the term gained widespread traction among 
Palestinians after the Ibrahimi Mosque massacre of 1994, when Israel began imposing 
limitations on Muslim worship and mandating security screenings at the site.14 Muslims 
saw these interventions as a transgression of their religious rights and began using the 
term ribat to express their disapproval and resolve to guard the mosque against further 
encroachment.15
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Palestinian religious and sentimental connections to the Ibrahimi Mosque were strong, 
but Palestinian attachment to al-Aqsa Mosque was exceptionally intense. The term 
easily moved from Hebron to Jerusalem, given the aggressive intrusions of the Israeli 
settler-colonial project in both cities.16 Palestinians have been choked institutionally, 
politically, economically, geographically, and physically in Jerusalem, while Israel has 
more forcefully asserted its control over the city. Palestinians in Jerusalem have also grown 
deeply cynical about the real-world viability of achieving an independent Palestinian 
state with East Jerusalem as its capital and they are painfully aware of the unwillingness 
of international stakeholders to play a decisive role in resolving the conflict. All of these 
factors have created fertile ground for re-imagined articulations of their presence in the 
city and resistance toward Israeli settler-colonial practices. Ribat thus emerged in Palestine 
as an innovative and broadly appealing Islamic discursive mechanism to articulate and 
embody Palestinian resistance to Israel at this specific juncture in time.17

Sacred Space, Status Quo, and the Murabitin

Ribat at al-Aqsa Mosque has been inseparably linked to the notion of sacred space. After 
Mecca and Medina, al-Aqsa Mosque is the third holiest site in Islam. Jerusalem was the 
first direction of prayer (qibla) and the site of ascent during Muhammad’s Night Journey. 
The heavens above are considered the portal to the divine, and the location is holy. The 
space must, therefore, be guarded with utmost devotion.18 

The Status Quo has been “the product of tacit pragmatism, not formal understandings, 
since Jordan and Israel officially remained at war.”19  The Jordanian Waqf (Islamic 
endowment) continued to administer the site while Israel took charge of access and 
security. Since the arrangement is de facto, informal, and pragmatic, there has been 
little agreement about the specific form, content, or scope of these understandings. 
Each side accuses the other of transgressing its commitments when conflicts arise. The 
result is a tenuous and unstable situation, fueled by a potent mix of religious fervor and 
misunderstanding.20 One stark example was Israel’s transgression in the year 2000 when 
the Israeli politician, Ariel Sharon, entered the site accompanied by over a thousand 
security guards.21  The egregious transgression ultimately led to the outbreak of the al-
Aqsa intifada. 

Both sides, however, agree that the status quo permits non-Muslims to visit the 
site. People of any (or no) faith are allowed to enter between 7:30 am and 12:30 pm, 
Saturday through Thursday via Bab al-Maghariba, after first passing through Israeli 
security screening. Visitors are then free to walk through the compound, although they 
are forbidden from entering the physical structures.22

Among these visitors are far-right Israeli groups who actively advocate for a change 
in the status quo.23 These groups often have substantial ties to far-right political factions 
which had been on the political fringes historically and largely ignored. Today, however, 
they have representation in the coalition government.24 These groups lobby for increasing 
the number of Jews allowed to visit the site, and advocate for the restoration of Jewish 
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religious practices. Some have even attempted to perform prayers on the site.25 The 
more extreme groups call for the destruction of the mosque altogether in order to build 
the Third Temple.26 Despite the political ascendancy of these groups, some debate 
continues to surround the political and religious advisability of focusing on the Temple 
Mount.27 While the government might not officially support a change in the status quo, 
the importance of the Temple Mount has clearly been upgraded within Israeli society as 
a national-Jewish site.28

Palestinians are acutely aware of these dynamics and have countered the threat by 
affirming their presence in the compound. One strategy has been simply to increase their 
physical presence. The late Faisal Husayni, a member of the Supreme Muslim Council 
in Jerusalem and the Palestinian Authority’s Minister for Jerusalem Affairs, advocated 
learning circles at al-Aqsa Mosque for this purpose.29 In the past five years, these circles 
have become associated with murabitin practices.

The Islamic Movement of Israel has also redoubled their efforts at al-Aqsa Mosque 
in response to the changing dynamics within Israeli society, engaging in restoration 
projects, awareness raising, and resistance activities in Jerusalem with the slogan “al-
Aqsa is in danger.”30 They too have adopted the idea of murabitin to mobilize support 
for their activism.

The murabitin of al-Aqsa Mosque emerged at the nexus of Muslim religious sentiments, 
a tenuous and eroding status quo, and changing socio-political dynamics in Israeli society. 
They see themselves as the guardians of al-Aqsa Mosque, protecting it from Jews who 
seek to change the status quo on the site. Murabitin are typically older people or youth. 
Key informants accounted for these demographics in two ways: first, they noted the 
increased availability of older people and youth who tend to have more free time; more 
significantly, they discussed how Israeli forces typically treat older people and women in 
general less severely than men. Unfortunately, gender and age have not prevented Israeli 
forces from using force against these people.

Practice and Discourse

The following quote exemplifies multiple themes within murabitin discourse and practice:

Ribat is work, work for Almighty God, pure work for Almighty God. . . We 
are present at Bab al-Maghariba, this gate that the occupation forces have 
seized control over and through which the [Israeli] extremists enter. We are 
there at that gate. We are on the front line. We are on the front of the line 
of jihad. We are on the front of the line of ribat. This is our mosque. We 
will not give it up. We are murabitun, every day at al-Aqsa Mosque. Ribat 
is for Almighty God.31

At its core, murabitin view their activity as a work for God – a form of worship. It is not 
for family, community, or nation: ribat is for God alone. It has strong and direct ties to 
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personal perceptions of piety and faith, which, the murabitin argue, relate to the political 
context but are not governed by it explicitly. Some deny the political context outright; 
their dismissal highlights an authenticated and sincere self-perception, which validates 
their pious perceptions. Regardless how one interprets the overlapping and interrelated 
notions of religion and politics, ribat, as practiced and understood by these individuals, 
is fundamentally about worship.

Ribat as an act of worship manifests itself in a variety of forms. Key informants 
discussed the correlation between ribat and i‘tikaf (the practice of spending extended 
periods of time in a mosque for prayer, meditation, scripture reading, and devotion). 
Palestinians practice i‘tikaf most widely over the last ten days of Ramadan. It is a non-
compulsory practice Muslims view favorably. The defining element of i‘tikaf is the 
intention to dedicate oneself to God. In this sense, i‘tikaf and ribat are similar: both acts 
include the explicit purpose of dedicating time to God. They differ in that ribat also 
includes the intention of guarding the mosque against an external threat.

Once inside the mosque and the intention of dedicating one’s time to God is established, 
murabitin engage in a variety of religious practices, the most prominent being learning 
circles (masatib al-‘ilm).32 As the name implies, Muslims gather to study sacred texts, 
attend religious lessons, and discuss religious topics. They range from informal encounters 
among friends to groups with formalized educational tracks. In some cases, participants 
are even awarded certificates of participation and accomplishment.33

The murabitin affirm that non-Muslim visitors to al-Aqsa are acceptable; the exception 
is Jewish groups affiliated with the far-right organizations with explicit intentions to 
change the status quo. The murabitin easily identify these groups because they enter 
accompanied by Israeli security forces, as several murabitin explained:

We sit and study outside of the Qibli Mosque near Bab al-Maghariba. . 
. . The Jews enter from this gate, and they provoke us, saying and doing 
inappropriate things. Maybe they do it with their face or their hands, making 
movements that are despicable. . . . They always have seven or eight [security 
guards] around them. When the women [murabitat] hear this, they say, 
“Allahu Akbar.” The settlers keep walking, and we stay sitting. We don’t 
move.34

This sequence of events has repeated itself on multiple occasions,35 as some degree of 
ritualized engagement between the various actors. 

Declaring God’s greatness in the presence of these Jewish visitors is a prominent 
feature of murabitin activity and discourse. Informants explained that it could be said 
spontaneously by individuals or by groups in unison who chant according to the prompting 
of a leader. The leader calls out takbir (“Say ‘Allahu Akbar’”) and the group responds, 
“Allahu Akbar.” The expression is deeply rooted in Islamic tradition, ubiquitous and 
inextricably linked to religious sentiments and practices. The Encyclopedia of Islam 
defines the formula as “the briefest expression of the absolute superiority of the One 
God, [it] is used in Muslim life in different circumstances, in which the idea of God, 
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His greatness and goodness is suggested.”36 In this context, the purpose is to express 
their disapproval toward the presence and actions of Israeli extremists. One participant 
explained, “It is a call, a declaration that this place is a mosque, not a synagogue.” 37 
Others described it as an inevitable response: “What can we do? We can’t do anything 
except say ‘Allahu Akbar’ because of the oppression we experience.”38 

Murabitin also view “Allahu Akbar” as a weapon, as this woman explains: 

The takbir is the only weapon we possess in al-Aqsa Mosque. They are afraid 
of the words “Allahu Akbar” in al-Aqsa Mosque because they are entering 
a place that is not theirs. “Who is more wicked than the men who seek to 
destroy the mosques of God and forbid his name to be mentioned in them, 
when it behoves these men to enter them with fear in their hearts?”39 They 
enter this place, but [they are] afraid. Because of that, they are unjust to us. 
It’s not just injustice. It’s more unjust than injustice. They are preventing 
us from entering our beloved mosque. We’re prevented from entering our 
Aqsa.40 

“Allahu Akbar” is a weapon because it evokes fear. The murabita’s voice is a weapon of 
protest. She supports her claim with a Qur’anic verse: the fear of the Jewish invaders is 
more than a human response to the proclamations of God’s greatness, it stems from the 
transgression of divine principle.

The use of “Allahu Akbar” is also related to jihad and the ethical sensibilities of the 
murabitin. Palestinians have debated extensively the use of violent and non-violent means 
of achieving their national aspirations. What forms of resistance are religiously defensible, 
ethically justifiable, and politically efficacious? One shaykh employed by the Palestinian 
Waqf explained the ethical sensibilities of the murabitin in contrast to suicide bombers: 

If someone wears an explosive belt on their chest and goes down to blow 
themselves up, this is refused in religion. In principle, if you’re supposed 
to protect your life, you can’t die like this. Religion compels you to defend 
al-Aqsa, but you can’t blow yourself up . . . but other means are permitted. 
Religion will tell you to go sit in al-Aqsa and die. It’s no problem because 
they [soldiers] are the ones assaulting you. It’s no problem. . . . Religion tells 
you that it’s forbidden to turn your back. Don’t blow yourself up – just stay 
standing. If he kills you [while in this position], it’s no problem. . . . If you 
understand [your religion correctly], you will know that you are supposed 
to remain standing. If you don’t know, maybe you will get an explosive belt 
and explode yourself.41

The shaykh is arguing that ribat is an ethically and morally defensible means of resistance, 
which correlates with its validity as an authentic expression of Islam.

While the trope “Allahu Akbar” can be emotionally or psychologically provocative to 
Jewish groups, the murabitin emphasized that the groups were in no physical danger. They 
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view Islam as a religion of peace and “Allahu Akbar” as a nonviolent means of resistance. 
The murabitin’s peaceful resistance is one of the main reasons their guardianship became 
such a potent force in Palestinian society so quickly.42

Some murabitin, however, have taken their response a step farther and confronted these 
Jewish groups. The Jewish groups have felt physically threatened and Israeli security has 
intervened, with the situation deteriorating into violent clashes.

Actions and Reactions

When clashes erupt, Israel has used various crowd dispersal methods, including tear 
gas, physical force, and arrests. Palestinian responses have been particularly spirited for 
two reasons: they have been angered by Israeli interventions at their sacred site and they 
are infuriated by Israel’s forceful treatment of vulnerable people, particularly women. 
Many murabitat reported being hit and insulted by soldiers while being arrested. In some 
cases, soldiers removed women’s veils. These transgressions were a stark violation of 
women’s bodies and their dignity. Some altercations were recorded with mobile phones 
and spread on social media.43 News and images of such incidents sparked widespread 
protest. Palestinians saw Israel’s actions as flagrant abuses of women’s sacred honor and 
were enraged. The murabitat were also admired for their courage, defending the mosque 
at any cost.

On a second level, Israel began implementing a system of physical displacement 
and prohibitions of the murabitin, starting as early as 2014.44 When the murabitin were 
forbidden (or delayed) entry to the mosque they would protest, shouting “Allahu Akbar.” 
Thus, al-Aqsa’s gates also became locations for ribat. From the gates, the murabitin would 
also see exiting the compound Jewish groups who occasionally prayed and danced just 
beyond the threshold of the gate. The murabitin would be infuriated, and confrontations 
would result, an interaction that occurred on multiple occasions. Israeli security assaulted, 
arrested, and physically removed the murabitin from the area. Some were banned from 
the mosque altogether with no formal charge or expiration date for their suspension.45

Eventually, the murabitin began gathering just beyond Bab Hutta on the Via Dolorosa 
north of al-Aqsa, a publicly conspicuous location conducive to assembly. They continued 
their practice of learning circles – praying, taking lessons, and reciting sacred texts. When 
threatening individuals and groups passed by, they would shout “Allahu Akbar.” After 
several months, Israel forbade them from assembly there, too, accusing them of harassing 
tourists and disturbing the peace.

Israel’s third level of response was to outlaw the Northern Branch of the Islamic 
Movement in Israel and its affiliated murabitin and murabitat organizations.46 The 
prohibition coincided with confrontations at the Holy Esplanade when Eid al-Adha, the 
Muslim holiday of the sacrifice, occurred one day after Yom Kippur, the Jewish day 
of atonement. Israel argued that the murabitin and murabitat were intimidating Jewish 
visitors at the Holy Esplanade by shouting “Allahu Akbar.” Ribat was vilified as a form 
of incitement initiated by the Northern Branch of the Islamic Movement, which, Israel 



Jerusalem Quarterly 72  [ 33 ]

argued, had financial and ideological ties to terrorist organizations such as Hamas and 
al-Qa‘ida.47 Israel’s response dramatically raised public awareness for the murabitin, and 
Palestinians were infuriated by the prohibition. Palestinians saw Israel’s portrayal of the 
murabitin as fundamentally flawed, exaggerating the institutional role of the Islamic 
Movement in Israel. As one Jerusalemite explained: 

Jerusalemites don’t see it [murabitin] as an organization. Everyone is one. 
It’s not just a religious category; it became a tool to defend – a religious and 
political defense mechanism. Palestinians also see it within the context of 
peaceful resistance of occupation. This is why it fell into place so quickly. 
This is indicative of a larger trend; women were seen as less threatening. 
But when these women were attacked, it was so repulsive.48

In similar statements from Palestinians, the groups were described as informal networks, 
if organizations at all. Some argued that if the murabitin were, indeed, receiving money 
for their work, their worship was mercenary and therefore invalid. They emphasized the 
group’s nonviolent approach as the basis for its legitimacy and Israel’s forceful treatment 
of women as justification for the strong reaction.

In this way, the murabitin have fused innovative religious practices and discourse with 
the symbolic power of sacred space to redefine how Palestinian Muslims understand and 
articulate their resistance to Israeli settler-colonial practices in Jerusalem and beyond. 
Israel may be able to prohibit specific individuals and organizations, but they will remain 
incapable of controlling how Palestinians understand and articulate their faith. It is 
common to hear in mosques during Friday prayers the phrase, “O Muslims, o murabitun,” 
multiple times over the loud speakers. This is why one informant claimed that every 
Muslim upon crossing the threshold of al-Aqsa Mosque prays: “O God, I have intended 
ribat.”49 And finally, why one Jerusalemite summed it up this way: “Those who go and 
stay in al-Aqsa, they are the true murabitin. But now, we are all murabitin.”50
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