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followed me singing the chorus in the parlour, corridor and open air spaces of Dar al-
Jawhariyyeh. In the evening, I would give a repeat performance for the neighbours and 
guests who visited us. My mother  and sisters often took me along on their Ramadan 
evening visits to Muslim neighbours, like the al-Daoudi, al-Salihani, Qutaynah and 
other families. I thanked God that my dream had come true. At last, I owned an 
instrument which was an excellent one for a young boy, and I had also acquried a good 
understanding of music. When, the following summer, we went back to Beit Suseen, I 
presented Hajj Mohammad with a tobacco case which I had bought for him from some 
Indians in order to show my appreciation.

Learning to Play the Rebeck (Rababeh)

A farmer who, I believe, was from Ain Karem, happened to be working in the fields 
of Deir Amro, and I noticed that he played the rebeck (rababeh) rather well. He was 
widely known at the time by his nickname ‘Abu Sanduqa’. And so, I went to Persifon 
and suggested to her that he should teach me to play the rebeck. Indeed, Persifon 
did not turn down my request and at once, she met with the man who agreed to give 
me private lessons. She also bought me a rebeck which was made by Abu Sanduqa 
himself, as far as I believe, for eighteen Ottoman piasters. Abu Sanduqa taught me 
how to play the rebeck, and I worked hard until I had learned to play it well. Whenever 
Hussein Effendi came by and heard me play, he was rather impressed. I remember 
that he used to bring Abu Sanduqa food or a watermelon in person, so that he would 
take good care of me. Thus, within three months, I was able to play all the peasant 
folk songs, which I knew, such as Dakdookah, Isma‘u ya nas [listen, folks, to what 
the wise man has said], Abu jdailah, Akh mash‘al, Mijanah and Dal‘unah. When, in 
1906, I went back to Jerusalem, bringing with me my tanboor and rebeck, I began to 
play rather frequently at evening gatherings at our neighbours’, and in particular at the 
evening parties thrown by the famous Mitri Abdullah al-Muna’s family. I would sing 
and play the tanboor, then the rebeck, then I would dance the dabkeh for friends and 
family. I must have been eight or nine years old at the time. As I said above, my father 
offered me a lot of encouragement. He bought me a fake beard which was skilfully 
made of black hair, and which I could easily wear by slipping a string behind my ears. 
I would then play the rebeck, dressed in Arab costume. A lot of wonderful anecdotes 
involving this fake beard have happened to me at homes, and in school theatres.

Ramallah’s Capon

I was fortunate to meet Jumaa al-Shaair Nasser, a bright rebeck player and singer 
from Beit Jala. I met him through my sister Shafiqa who lived in that town for a long 
time in Ottoman period. He was, I believe, the godfather of one of her children, and a 
good neighbour, too, and owned a lot of property there, in the neighbourhood of the 
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Russians’ Maskubiah building. Jumaa told me that the following musical piece was by 
famous critic and poet Elias from the county of Bethlehem. It tells the true story of an 
incident he witnessed when visiting the North, Ramallah, to be precise. He said on the 
occasion:

[I once visited Ramallah, and I arrived there at dusk
Only to hear a rooster implore me for help
The rooster was later served for dinner 
It was said to be a ‘capon’, but was no richer than lent food
May you all be shot, people of Ramallah
Stingy and ignoble as you are]

على رام الله وهاديتش البلاد 		 خطر في بالي عن أدور شامة

والا هالديتش بيزعق وبيصاحي 		 وصلت رام الله عصير الماسي

إحميني من حسد المواسي بيزعق وبيقول بعرضك يا شاعر الياس	

وجابوا الهنايب والبواطي 		 ورحنا يا جماعة ع المضـافة

وقالوا عنه مخصي من المخاصي 		 وجابوا الديتش في وسط المخادم

وتاني هواي تشن طلعت خساسي مديت إيدي بلقمة تشن طلعت ملانة	

مثل الأعياد في أيام الغطاسي وثالث هواي فت واسبح يا شاعر الياس	

أكثرهم ما يموت إلا ]بلقواسي[ 	 وأنا داعي ع أهل رام الله كلهم	

وأكبر طبزية لهم في مداسي 		 حريقين والدين أكالين قطين

I sang this song beautifully and repeatedly at all of Jerusalem’s theatres. When I sang 
it at the al-Mutran (Bishop’s) School, in the presence of the late author Bulus Shehada 
who owned the Miraat al-Sharq newspaper, he protested angrily, for he was from 
Ramallah. When I removed the beard, however, he realised that the singer was only a 
schoolchild and at the end of the show gave me a kiss.

Once, at the time we were still living at Dar al-Jawhariyyeh, my father came home 
late, bringing along some of his friends, of whom I remember Mustafa [al-Jabsha], 
Mustafa al-Muawqat (al-Sariya) and Ibrahim Fadi al-Alami. He woke me up and made 
me wear the fake beard, having told his friends that a poet-singer from the countryside 
who was in Jerusalem pursuing a lawsuit and was staying at his home. I came in and 
sang this poem to their great pleasure. In the end, my father removed my beard and 
our neighbour Abu Abd al-Jabsha shouted: “My word, it’s Wasif!”

By luck, my father, God bless his soul, was able to buy me a rebeck of the type 
known as the ‘Indian rebeck’. He bought it from a Kurd who used to play it in the 
streets in return for some change. The instrument was made with unmatched precision 
using a coconut, a piece of leather and (two) beautiful hair (strings). My father paid a 
mere six piasters for it.

I recall on this note that when I needed some hair [for the strings], my brother 
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Tawfiq and I would go and stroll by the Jerusalem-Bethlehem horse carriages which 
used to stand at the Jaffa Gate, driven by Asserians from Bethehem. We would then 
tiptoe, unnoticed by the driver, and once behind the horse’s back, we would quickly 
grab its tail and pull the hairs that we needed.

The “Sword and Shield” Dance

As I said before, my brother Tawfiq was about two years older than me, but since we 
were  about the same height, foreign pilgrims could not tell which one of us was older. 
We used to accompany my father to the celebrations of Holy Saturday and watch some 
of the men perform the sword and shield dance on the rooftop of the monastery of the 
Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, after the Holy Light ceremony. Among these were Mitri 
Costandi al-Muna, Saba al-Harami, Khalil al-Hakim and Nakhla al-Hasha who was 
one of the more skilled performers. The most remarkable performers, however, were 
the Orthodox pilgrims who came from Aleppo to celebrate Easter in Jerusalem, and 
who excelled at performing this traditional knight’s dance, dressed in their elegant 
traditional Arab dress. Sometimes, my brother Tawfiq and I would imitate these 
dancers in Dar al-Jawhariyyeh, drawing the attention of our art-loving father who then 
decided to help us and made for each of us a solid wooden sword crafted to perfection 
with a black hilt and a light red blade, a zinc shield which he painted black, and a pair 
of white shirwal trousers, complete with a special belt, a black satin waistcoat and 
a cap. Father taught us as much as we could learn of the rules of this knight’s dance 
which he performed very well indeed, despite his old age. When his friends visited 
him, he would make us wear our costumes immediately and perform the dance for 
them, but although he admired our performance and enjoyed watching it, he never 
allowed his fascination to show, for fear that our smugness might cause the ‘natural’ 
style he taught us to become ‘artificial’, to put it in his own words.

Working as an Apprentice Barber

The late Matthia, a Jerusalemite Latin Christian, was a famous barber in Jerusalem, 
and a sort of a ‘doctor’, too. Those who wanted to have a suction cup treatment or any 
other traditional treatment would go to Matthia Abu Abdallah’s barbershop which was 
located in the Latin Patriarchate’s khanaqah, opposite the alley leading to the Christian 
quarter where Jerusalem’s Latin Christians lived. His partner, Ziyadah, was also a 
Latin Christian. My brother Khalil, who was a friend of Abu Abdallah, arranged for 
me to work at his shop as an apprentice for two months during the summer of 1907. I 
would hold the customer’s neck, while Abu Abdallah washed his head from the back 
so that water did not drip on his back. The customer would rest his head on a copper 
basin that curves around the neck, then water was poured out of a copper bucket which 
had a tap near the base. I was extremely delighted about this new skill. In the evening, 
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two of the bravest young men of Damascus Gate, namely my brother Khalil and 
Muhammad al-Maddah who had taught him bravery, would take me to the Bachelor’s 
apartment (Odah) in Damascus Gate where I would play the tanboor and sing for 
them.

During the day, I used to leave the shop and go to listen to Mr. Hussein al-
Nashashibi play the oud at Abu Manawaill’s barbershop, which was located near 
his father Sheikh Khalil al-Nashashibi’s olive press. His taqasim were indeed 
breathtaking; he had learned them piece by piece from the finest oud master of that 
time, an Egyptian. As I listened, intoxicated, to his fascinating playing, I wondered 
when I would be able to play the oud myself.

After school, I would take a detour to listen to Muhammad al-Sibasi and Abdul-
Hamid Qutaynah whenever they happened to be playing the oud at the shop of oud 
maker Farah al-Qaraa. The shop was situated right by the Eastern gate to the roof of 
the Holy Sepulchre, which leads to Khan al-Zeit. I felt overjoyed, and wished I could 
hold this instrument and talk to the players. Then, I would leave the shop and go home 
with all my thoughts infused with the sounds of the oud.

Translated by Nada al-Zeer

Wasif Jawhariyyeh (1898-1972) one of Jerusalem’s most illustrious citizens: composer, 
oud player, poet, and chronicler. Jawhariyyeh’s memoirs span a period of sixty years 
(1904-1968) of Jerusalem’s turbulent modern history, covering four regimes and five 
wars. 
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Jerusalem and Ramallah had a strong 
influence on me during my childhood years. 
How I loved those two cities! 

Jerusalem was the first city I ever laid 
eyes on. My father took me with him several 
times, always on Fridays when he went to 
buy things for the house and to pray. His 
identity would shift from that of a workshop 
boss in rough, khaki clothes to that of a 
village dignitary in an embroidered robe, 
wearing a white headscarf and a band on his 
head. He would regain his prestige, if only 
for one day each week, as though he must 
have yearned for his past when he had been 
the mukhtar of the tribe.

I was always thrilled when my father 
took me with him and we prepared to make 
the journey by foot. I would wake to the 
sound of trains whistling at the station not 
far from our house. Then we’d climb the 
peak of the mountain on our way to the city.

Childhood 
Memories of 
Jerusalem and 
Ramallah
Mahmoud Shukair 

General view of Jerusalem. Source: Khalil 
Raad collection.
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We’d take the road that ran alongside the High Commissioner’s palace. I would 
wonder at the silence blanketing the place, for there were no playing children to 
be seen, and no barking dogs. We would keep walking along the dirt path until we 
reached the al-Buq‘a neighborhood and Hebron Road. We’d cross Jawrat al-‘Anab and 
Birket al-Sultan, and then reach Hebron Gate, where the hanging café was. (This café 
was demolished by the Israelis following the 1967 war in order to construct a building 
and so as to continue erasing the original identity of the place.) My father would climb 
the steps leading toward the café overlooking Hebron Gate, with me leaping behind 
him, and sit on the balcony with the other men. The sight of the cars would mesmerize 
me, giving the city a special taste that I’ll never forget.

As we entered the old city markets, the many shops with all their goods, and types 
of food would dazzle me. I would turn and gape in all directions, leaning against my 
father who held onto my hand so that I wouldn’t get lost. One time I did get lost, 
however. My father had left me in Uncle ‘Ayed’s shop, which sold wheat, barley, 
lentils, rice, and preserved milk at the beginning of al-Wad Road. When people from 
our village went to the city, they always adopted a store as their base, piled their 
purchases there, and then went unencumbered to the al-Aqsa Mosque or elsewhere, 
returning again only on their way home. Uncle Ayed grudgingly accepted this 
overwhelming presence in his shop, the burden being lightened by the fact that the 
villagers purchased some of their shopping from him.

When my father returned to the shop, he found me in a far corner, asleep  on top of 
the bags of wheat and barely. He woke me up to return home, and I walked beside him 
through the throngs of people. But after a while I noticed that he wasn’t by my side 
and I searched for him but to no avail. It seems that he’d pushed his way through the 
crowd without noticing whether I was still with him or not. I was terrified. Suddenly I 
was alone in a crashing sea of people I didn’t know. I froze in my place and cried. But 
soon I spotted my father looking for me, and I clung to him as we continued on our 
way again, never letting go.

I nearly got lost another time when my paternal grandfather took us to the convent 
outside Hebron Gate where the people from our village had their children treated when 
they fell ill. On that day my mother took my sister to be treated by the nuns, and I 
went along with them.

There was a long corridor in the convent filled with women and children waiting 
their turn. The women were absorbed in vague talk about the country’s state of affairs; 
a tension filled the air. Then, a massive explosion was heard, terrifying us all. The 
nuns locked the large metal gate, and inside the wailing of women was mixed with 
the crying of children. We remained in this state for quite some time, until we heard 
heavy knocking at the gate and men shouting. My mother recognized the voice of my 
grandfather calling her.

My grandfather had hired a small truck, and many women, including my mother, 
climbed into the back. At the very last moment my mother suggested that I get out and 
ride in the front with my grandfather. The driver started the motor and I stood on the 
sidewalk, not knowing what to do. I called to my grandfather, who was absentminded, 



Jerusalem Quarterly 37  [ 59 ]

and he didn’t hear me. The car was about to leave, but then my grandfather noticed me 
on the sidewalk and I climbed in with him. 

When we reached the High Commissioner’s palace, it was heavily guarded and the 
road was blocked off. The British soldiers barred us from passing, and so the truck 
turned around and after a while we turned off towards the Abu Thur neighborhood. 
We got out there and walked to Bir Ayub, and then on to Jebel al-Mukabbir. I later 
learned that the explosion that had taken place while we were in the convent was set 
off by a Zionist organization. It was trying to blow up the King David Hotel, which 
was the headquarters of the British Mandate administration, with the goal of hastening 
Britain’s departure from the country. The idea of a national homeland for the Jews had 
become a reality that could no longer be postponed.

***
I watched as the bombs destroyed the buildings tightly packed within Jerusalem’s 
walls and as smoke filled the city’s sky. I didn’t understand the meaning of the war at 
that time, but I could grasp its injustice.

My grandfather, father, and uncles would gather near the water well and worriedly 
watch the shells falling onto homes and places of worship. Many people from our clan 
would come to watch, lingering until the sun set and it became difficult to see.

Since my grandfather was the head of the clan, the British Mandate authority gave 
him a radio with a burnished wood casing. During that period, his guest hall was 
always filled with men who came to listen to the news. None of them ever noticed any 
sign of the women of the family, for they hid from view to avoid inciting the anger of 
my grandfather, who was known for his merciless severity.

It was during that time that my oldest maternal uncle volunteered to fight in 
defense of Jerusalem. He came to our house from time to time carrying a Sten gun. 
People in my grandfather’s guest hall would ask him about news of the fighting, and 
he would give himself over to telling tales, some of which seemed to be figments of 
his imagination. He told them that there were Jewish women who had taken up arms 
and were fighting beside their men. This was puzzling to many of the members of our 
clan who kept their women locked up at home (and perhaps this was one of the signs 
of the imminent nakba, or catastrophe). This uncle gave me a great deal of attention 
and care, and brought me toys from the city that filled me with joy. But there were also 
some controversies about him that provoked the ire of the elders.

Once when he came to our house, I saw him approaching from afar and ran out to 
meet him. I walked beside him, and when we came across a donkey eating grass in 
a nearby field, he pointed his Sten at it and told me to pull the trigger. I was terrified 
and refused, either from fear of using the weapon or out of pity for the donkey. When I 
told my mother she scolded him, and he let out a long, unconcerned laugh.

Another time he came to our house with a young woman dressed in a manner out 
of place in our village. Part of her legs and arms were exposed, and her hair flowed 
freely down onto her shoulders. Before he reached our house I heard my uncle tell 
someone that she was his fianceé, and I heard her laugh and agree. I studied the 
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woman and the bare parts of her body, and saw my father frown as my mother tried 
to hide her discomfort and salvage the situation as best as she could. The woman sat 
in the house while my uncle stayed outside, trying to clarify the matter to my mother. 
I would return to the woman every once in a while and study her body anew. I heard 
my father whisper, “She’s one of the Banat al-Halal which means she is a prostitute,” 
although I didn’t know what that meant at the time. The reservations of my mother and 
father towards her visit made me afraid of approaching her, and so I spent the night 
observing her at a careful distance, until I finally fell asleep.

When I opened my eyes in the morning, I searched for the woman but could find 
no trace of her, for she and my uncle had left our house at dawn. My uncle didn’t 

On 22 July 1946 Menachem Begin, then the head of Irgun, ordered the blowing up of the south wing 
of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, which housed the central offices of the civilian administration. 
Ninety-one civil servants and civilian visitor were killed, of whom forty-one were Arab. Twenty-eight 
British, and seventeen Jewish. Source: Before Diaspora, Walid Khaldi.
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participate in the fighting for much longer after that, and yet no one ever heard about 
him again. He disappeared for such a long time that my maternal grandfather thought 
that he had died, but he later returned and didn’t pass away until many years later.

That was all before the battle on the mountain. The night the battle took place my 
mother woke me from my sleep in a panic. We gathered some of our belongings and 
left our house in a rush for the al-Jadira neighborhood, where stray bullets couldn’t 
reach. We spent the night there while the men left to fight with old rifles. The sound 
of explosions and gunfire continued all night long, and shortly before dawn a man 
came and cried, “The Jews are advancing!” We rushed toward the east and reached 
the homes of relatives in the al-Hazim neighborhood on the edge of al-Bariya. A few 
hours later we received news that two of our relatives had been killed. My mother had 
taken us to the house of one of them, and so we left again and hid behind a nearby 
boulder, spending the night outside and feeling humiliated. My father joined us two or 
three days later and we moved to a one-room house in Jebel Abu Mughayreh.We were 
nervous and unsettled there. One night, I was awakened by my father firing his gun. 
In the darkness he had made out the figure of a burglar trying to creep into the house 
through a window left open due to the summer heat. The sound of shells and bullets 
coming from the distant battle rang in my ears and I was frightened and couldn’t get 
back to sleep. Our house was close to the clash points and we couldn’t return to it.

***
My paternal grandparents didn’t leave the house at that time. The rest of the family, 
however, was displaced among numerous houses scattered here and there.

Since the circumstances prevented us from returning to our house in Jebel al-
Mukabbir, my father chose for us to temporarily live in a small house in the eastern 
section of our village. One morning, however, my older sister and I decided to visit  
our old house, perhaps we were led into the adventure by some sort of intuition.

We walked along a dirt road lined with thorns and dry weeds. It was a hot summer 
day, and so we stopped for a while at a large boulder on the edge of a hill. My sister 
and I stood there looking at the distance we still had to cross, and felt a little hesitant. 
Yet our desire to the see the house and our grandparents made us take the risk involved 
with continuing on. We descended towards the al-Shayah road (which wasn’t paved at 
the time), and walked along it a while and then turned left toward Wadi al-Dimas. We 
crossed the valley and then climbed up towards the Jebel.

The houses there had been deserted by their residents and seemed desolate 
and intimidating. There were lots of stones and thorns, and there were shady trees 
everywhere. We were filled with a vague fear of surprises too intense for our tender 
years, and yet despite this we walked on until we finally reached the house. 

Our grandparents were surprised by our visit, and when they realized that we were 
alone they were filled with worry and concern. The place was blanketed by silence, 
with no one there but our grandparents. I circled around the house and walked through 
its silent, open veranda. I studied the house’s closed windows and doors, and then I 
went back into the room my grandparents lived in. I was confronting a situation that 
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was unfair by all standards--we had a house in the Jebel, but we didn’t live in it and 
would never return to it.

My sister and I spent some time in the hospitality of our grandparents and ate some 
of the simple food they had. When it was time to go, our grandmother watched us 
leave. We hurried along the path, and our grandmother grew smaller the further we 
went. The house disappeared moments after we began our descent toward the foot 
of the mountain. When we reached the large boulder, I threw myself into its shade. 
I had a severe headache. My sister helped me up, and I later spent days in bed with 
sunstroke. 

That was in the summer of 1948, the year of the nakba that led to the collapse of 
Palestinian society and which hampered our project of modernity. Yet I didn’t realize 
these tragic dimensions at the time.

***
I was obsessed with reaching Jerusalem without my father, and agreed with some of 
my classmates to visit the city on an exploratory tour. We had just finished our third 
year of middle school, and took with us the reading and arithmetic textbooks we were 
no longer in need of since another student had heard that we could sell them at half-
price to a bookstore specializing in textbooks. We didn’t have any money, and so set 
our hopes on the piasters we could gain from selling the books in order to eat and 
drink some of the city’s treats. We entered Jerusalem from al-Mugharibeh Gate, after 
having walked an hour to get there.

One of my classmates promised that we wouldn’t get lost, for he knew how to 
cross through al-Mugharibeh Gate into the city and how to return to it again on our 
way home. I saw the markets overflowing with people, and stared with curiosity at 
the people standing at the shop fronts, bargaining with the shop owners before making 
purchases of all kinds. Suddenly I spotted my father sitting in one of the shops and felt 
ashamed, for I had come to the city without his knowledge. I hurried away. 

We went to several bookstores but never managed to sell any of our books. Hiding 
our shame, we went home, exhausted and starving, and never repeated our failure of 
an adventure again. Instead I made visits to the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa 
Mosque with my family.

Sometimes I would go with my mother. The soaring height of the Dome of the 
Rock would draw my eyes up to the Qur’anic verses written in delicate lettering on the 
walls. I would linger over the stained glass windows, there as in the al-Aqsa Mosque, 
where there were numerous colorful panes. As I studied this ornamentation, I would 
sense a kind of peace wash over me. Sometimes I would go with my father to the al-
Aqsa Mosque, where I would struggle not to sleep but then eventually doze off while 
he was absorbed in reading the Qur’an.

I still remember some of the details of the celebrations held every April in the al-
Haram al-Sharif compound. All kinds of people would crowd the compound to dance 
dabka and sing, and then to walk in the procession to the tomb of Moses carrying flags 
and banners. We would return from the city with special sweets and devour the rations 
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we were allowed to eat. It was delicious, and compensated us for all the delicacies we 
were deprived of during those years of want.

(To this day, the sight of a wretched woman at one of the  year’s festivities remains 
with me. At that time, I still didn’t understand why women were mistreated. I saw her 
on the street leading to the al-Haram al-Sharif compound, near Suq al-Qatanin Gate. 
Her head was bowed and she was crying, and blood was flowing from her mouth and 
dripping onto the paved road. Her husband had hit her for some reason, and I was 
pained by the sight. He continued to threaten her as she stood folded into herself and 
crying. I heard my mother express her disgust with curses, and some other women 
intervened to protect the woman from her husband’s violence. Then my mother and I 
continued on our way to the al-Haram al-Sharif).

In my later childhood years I also got to know the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. I 
would walk through its silent halls and gaze at the hung pictures of Christ painted by 
European artists. The Church of the Holy Sepulcher taught me how to look at the truth 
from various perspectives.

*** 
My paternal grandfather became reclusive following the nakba. People say that in 
his youth he was intrepid, feared, and highly attached to earthly pleasures. Later in 
life, however, his only interest was in devoting himself to the worship of God. After I 
started school, my grandfather noticed that I wrote with my left hand, and he wasn’t 
pleased with this. He got some hemp twine, shoved my hand into a cloth sack, and 
then tied it tightly with the twine, saying “You must be among those of the right.” 
But I would trick him and undo the twine and write with my left hand anyway. I have 
remained left-handed all my life.

My grandfather would spend his time reciting the Qur’an in a loud voice, or 
reading another book about the tortures of hell and telling visitors about what he had 
learned. From time to time I would listen to snatches of his narratives. He would say 
that it was forbidden for women to ululate at any occasion, and that on the Day of 
the Resurrection that snakes would hang from their tongues. He would talk about the 
scorpions in hell that were the size of camels, and about terrifying snakes there that 
God would let loose on the infidels.

But my grandfather’s tales were not the only things that frightened me, for I 
had previously been terrified by many other events, most significantly the ever 
approaching war that brought with it death, destruction, and displacement. One 
evening, as my father and I were eating dinner together (women couldn’t sit with us to 
eat, although I didn’t know why), a bomb suddenly exploded near our house. Its sound 
shocked us and we couldn’t finish our dinner. We sought refuge in a windowless room 
on the western side of the house for fear that another bomb might go off and we could 
be killed.

The tales of my maternal grandmother also frightened me. She would come to 
stay at our house for several months each year, and was a simple and incredibly kind 
woman who I loved a great deal. I slept beside her at night, and she would tell me 
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stories and say how much she wished my mother would have many sons so that they 
could support me in times of misfortune. One night, when my mother was in the final 
month of pregnancy, my grandmother confided to me her fear that my mother might 
have another girl. She said she wasn’t pleased about this possibility, and then fell 
asleep and snored loudly while I stayed up thinking about her bewildering words until 
I finally fell asleep too.

She would tell me and my sisters about how she once woke at daybreak in a panic, 
thinking that the sun was about to rise above the mountain already and angry at herself 
for sleeping late. She strapped onto her back the metal containers from which she sold 
milk in the city, but as she walked into the open countryside away from the house, 
realized that she had been tricked by a false dawn. At first she considered returning 
home, and then wavered and decided to continue on her way to the city anyway. But 
then misfortune forced her to turn back when she saw two hyenas running close by, 
striking fear in her heart. The only thing that rescued her from their onslaught were the 
metal containers protecting her back.

Hyenas occupied a large part of the childhood nights and nightmares of my four 
siblings and me. My grandmother and mother conspired to frighten us whenever we 
disobeyed their orders to go to bed early, telling us there was a hyena behind the door. 
We would fall silent, freeze our movements, and go to sleep frightened. 

My grandmother constantly spoke to us of the jinn and about how they were all 
around us. She would forbid us from sprinkling water on the floor at night, for that 
angered the jinn, and she never did anything without intoning the name of God to 
protect her from their evil. She told us about Rasad, who lived in a well owned by one 
of the village’s families not far from our house. She said that she had seen him out at 
night, made visible by the light emanating from him as though he were a lantern, as he 
ran freely through the streets and then disappeared.

My fear would intensify whenever Rasad began to move within a few meters of our 
house, as his violent mood would sometimes drive him to do. For one dawn, a relative 
of mine killed his young wife after fighting with her. According to the family, she 
was always kind and well-behaved and didn’t deserve any kind of punishment. This 
relative had borrowed my oldest uncle’s dagger because he was going to the Dead Sea 
to fetch salt. As his wife was baking bread for his journey, he snuck up behind her and 
beat her to death with it. Then he fled the village and stayed out of sight until he was 
arrested. He only spent a few months in prison and then was released when the British 
ended their mandate over the country.

That morning, morbid curiosity drove me to the hut in which the murdered 
woman’s body lay. I peered from a distance, but didn’t dare to approach too closely. 
I heard women talking about the blood covering her body and filling the hut, and I 
remained frightened for many nights. British soldiers came and conducted lengthy 
questioning on the crime, and didn’t leave until the woman’s body had been moved to 
its final resting place. I so pitied our dog as he pulled his tail between his legs, folded 
in on himself, and scurried away from the clamor of the soldiers without daring to 
bark. (And how pained I was when that dog later died after stray dogs bit him in a 
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fierce fight and left him severely injured.)
My grandfather was among those most pained by the woman’s murder, for the 

crime had taken place near his house and he had to take care of the three children the 
woman left behind. He started to go frequenting to the al-Aqsa Mosque to pray. He 
lost interest in the radio that the Mandate authority had given him, and when it stopped 
working he didn’t bother to fix it. Another radio didn’t enter our home until many 
years later.

***
There are many stories of tragedies and sorrow, and many tales of displaced refugees 
living in tents.

We could no longer go to Jerusalem by way of the High Commissioner’s palace. 
But my young mind could only grasp a little of what I heard. Some of the teachers at 
our village school would digress from the usual class lessons to talk about unfamiliar 
topics, about what had happened and what kind of situation we had come to be in.

One evening, a car belonging to the British embassy brought a movie projector to 
our village. A large number of men and children gathered in the school courtyard to 
watch a film about the coronation of Queen Elizabeth and the role the British played 
in spreading modernity and civility among other peoples (so as to justify colonizing 
them). During the screening, older boys encouraged us to cry “Down with Britain! 
Long live Egypt!” We shouted this several times, and yet the film still played through 
to the end, and we in fact really wanted to see it. Later we found out that one of the 
teachers from our village had been the indirect instigator of the chanting.

My mind started to open up to new things I had never thought about before, although 
my specific interest in politics did not develop until later. I also went through minor 
hardships with my mother and father. For example, after the road passing from Hebron 
gate to Bethlehem was closed following the nakba, traffic moved in the direction of 
Jerusalem – Abu Dis – Wadi al-Nar – Beit Sahour – Bethlehem and reverse. (This is the 
same route that West Bank residents have to take today since the al-Mukabbir road and 
other byways have been gradually closed to them in the waves of seperating Jerusalem 
from the West Bank that began in 1993.) It so happened that my father worked in the 
Bethlehem area, which meant that every Thursday afternoon I had to travel a significant 
distance on our white donkey to meet him. I would wait for him until sunset near the 
village of Abu Dis until he got off one of the Bethlehem-Jerusalem buses. Then he 
would get on the donkey and I would walk home behind him.

Another example is when money was short in the years following the nakba and 
employment opportunities were few and far between. These were years of scarcity, 
when goods were not regularly available in the markets and their prices subsequently 
rose. Sugar, in particular, caused us great distress. Once my maternal uncle came to 
visit us, and as he was leaving, my mother suggested that he linger and have a cup of 
tea. I enthusiastically supported her suggestion and hung onto my uncle’s clothes to 
make him stay. He hesitated, and then my mother said with a gentleness I soon learnt 
was forced, “Let your uncle go.”



[ 66 ]  Childhood Memories of Jerusalem and Ramallah

He left with no idea of what would befall me. My mother was angry because we 
didn’t have any sugar and I had almost put her in an embarrassing situation. I hadn’t 
known we didn’t have sugar, or perhaps my mother’s sudden suggestion had simply 
made me forget.

Some weeks later my mother sent me to buy sugar from the distant village store, 
and I felt great responsibility as I returned home with it. Then the first drops of rain 
began to fall. I knew what would happen if the rain fell heavily--I’d return home with 
half of the sugar melted. I rushed, but the rain only drizzled a little and then stopped, 
and so luckily nothing happened to ruin that day.

Even after my father became the mukhtar of the clan in succession to his father, 
he never stopped working for the public works department whenever an opportunity 
to do so came up. He also grew wheat and barely on our land in the Sheikh Saad 
neighborhood. He and my mother harvested it, and then he threshed and winnowed 
it and stored it in sacks. From time to time he fell ill due to the immense energy he 
expended and the little care he took of himself. He would spend weeks on end in 
hospital, and during that time I would feel abandoned since only my mother, sisters, 
and little brother were at home with me. I would have a vague sense that I was 
responsible for them, even though I was only 12 years old.

***
I became a student in one of Jerusalem’s most renowned schools, the al-Rashidiya 
Secondary School. At the time, it was the only government school in which students 
could carry through to the final year. I enrolled in 1954, in the first year of middle 
school. I felt distinguished among my peers who had to go to the neighboring village 
school.

Every day I saw Jerusalem stretch beyond the walls of the old city as some of 
its neighborhoods were slowly built up. The Rashidiya School, which was located 
near al-Sahira Gate, was in a building inherited from the Ottoman period, a large, 
square, two-story structure with long windows ending in arches. Other buildings were 
constructed nearby that housed the library, the carpentry shop, and, when the student 
body began to grow, additional classrooms.

My knowledge of the school curriculum was good since I tended to memorize it 
by heart. Yet my general knowledge outside of the curriculum was rather weak. My 
grandfather always ordered me to read the Qur’an, and I would sit beneath the window 
of his room and recite it aloud, sometimes to please him and sometimes to torment 
him. Soon enough he would grumble and order me away. I read things that I didn’t 
understand, and the teachers taught us the Qur’an without an appropriate interpretation 
that explained its meanings and ideas. I don’t recall that I ever read another book 
outside of the school curriculum until I was in my first year of high school.

 Once, when I was still a student in the village school, our teacher gave us stories 
illustrated with color pictures. We joyously snatched them up and devoured them. 
My story was about  a person called al- Arandas, who got a fish stuck in his throat 
while he was eating. One of his friends gave him a hard knock on the back and the 
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fish popped out, saving him from choking to death. Then the teacher collected all the 
books from us, and this wonderful occurrence was never repeated again.  

When I was young, my father never told me about his own hardship and concerns, 
and yet he did me a real service by taking me with him to the work stations set up 
to forge roads between the cities and villages. I met all kinds of people at them and 
listened to many stories and tales. One time I went with him to a small village in the 
Hebron area where the fertile land was full of vineyards and figs. A woman from the 
village went out one morning to collect kindling from the valley, and there she met a 
sheepherder, either through an arranged meeting or by coincidence. They withdrew 
into seclusion together, but by chance someone saw them and the woman was forced 
to fidget beneath him and to cry out, giving the impression that she was being raped. 
Everyone was talking about her at the time, and the incident shocked me. Years later, I 
used it as material when I wrote the story ahl al-balad (The villagers).

I also went with my father to the village of Artas near Bethlehem. There was a 
monastery there at the foot of the mountain that granted the village special prestige. It 
was served by a number of monks and nuns, and it had a spring there that the villagers 
drank from. Young girls would go there carrying jugs on their heads to fill with water, 
and the sight of them in their embroidered peasant dresses filled me with joy. I often 
watched them eagerly, wishing that one of them would dare to look at me and see 
the longing in my eyes. The village was extremely conservative and girls didn’t have 
many opportunities to express feelings that might lead to romantic relationships that 
may or may not end in marriage.

I didn’t acquire any particularly trustworthy knowledge from the men who worked 
with my father, for they typically had only completed a few years of schooling. Yet 
they would often embarrass me with their knowledge that seemed superior to mine. 
Some of them would try to show off what they knew, surprising me with questions 
I couldn’t answer and shaming me before my father, who thought I was extremely 
clever and that I remembered everything.

Within the family, my mother and my grandmother Mariam often told us folk tales 
before we went to bed. These tales were our only cultural intake. No newspapers ever 
entered our house, and neither did another radio after my grandfather’s broke. Instead, 
my grandmother and mother pulled me into the world of folk tales. And whenever I 
accompanied my father to the work stations, I made sure to return with new stories I’d 
heard the workers to tell to my father and their workmates in the evenings.

One of my maternal uncles excelled at telling stories. Yet he also went further than 
that, for he told my mother all of his personal concerns, just like my other maternal 
uncles did. She was their only sister, and following the death of my grandmother she 
played the role of mother to them. But this particular uncle went even beyond that, 
telling my mother about his adventures with women in distant villages, sometimes 
in a whisper and at other times in a loud voice. I was puzzled by the tales he would 
shamelessly tell her, and later found that women of all kinds and in all situations 
formed a primary focus of my own story writing.

My mother would add to the folk tales stories taken from her own experience. Once 
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she told us about a mad woman she had come across in Wadi al-Dimas. She had seen 
the woman from a distance sitting in the valley with her hair hanging loose, and so 
she’d joined a group of men and women from al-Abidiya village returning home from 
Jerusalem. She walked with them until they passed the woman, who kept staring at her 
in particular as though she wanted to pounce on her. The only thing that protected her 
was being part of a large group of people.

When they approached al-Harathan, the people turned off towards al-Abidiya 
and my mother left them because she was going to al-Bariya to visit her father. They 
advised her to walk quickly so that she wouldn’t be followed by that woman, who had 
lost her mind when her brother had been killed in 1948. And so my mother hurried 
along. I would curl up in my bed, frightened by the thought of what could happen in a 
chance encounter with that woman or others like her.

My mother often spoke to us of the bitter suffering she’d undergone in the years 
after she’d left al-Bariya and gone to live in our new house in Jebel al-Mukabbir. At 
that time, ten years before the nakba, the Jebel still didn’t have many houses. A tall, 
lean woman would appear near our house every dawn, her tense height rearing up 
like a restive horse. She’d angrily yell at the house’s occupants because they were 
still asleep, and shout at them to wake up. Once she had fulfilled this mission she’d 
disappear, and no one ever knew why she insisted on doing this.

Back in those days, my siblings and I would gradually acquire my mother’s fears. 
She would tell us about the vague mumblings of men she heard during the late hours 
of the night coming from a large cave only a few dozen meters from our house. 
Reality mixed with fancy in my mother’s mind.

My grandmother Hilweh also frightened me from time to time, for she specialized 
in treating the family’s children with fire branding whenever they had stomach aches 
or diarrhea. Typically the terrifying scenario would begin with catching me once I 
had complained of a stomach ache. My grandmother, mother, and oldest sister would 
cooperate to get a hold of me, and then my grandmother would take the large needle 
that my mother used to sew up burlap sacks of wheat and barley and place it in the 
flame of the gas stove. She would leave it there until its head glowed red, and then 
she would raise it and bring it down on my stomach, causing a pop and giving off the 
smell of burnt flesh. Then she would put it back into the flame while I screamed and 
twisted in agony, unable to escape the strong grip of my mother and sister until after 
my grandmother had duly finished her job. Then I would get up, furious, and leave the 
house to collect stones I would throw at her. She would avoid them and laugh softly 
through to the end of her stay.

***
I had never thought about going to the cinema due to the counsel of my family, who 
described it as a waste of time. But one night and without prior planning, I went 
to al-Hamra Cinema to see a film of Senuhi al-Masri. (I later read about his life in 
Mustafa Murad al-Debagh’s book, and learnt that he had come to Palestine as a 
political refugee in the 19th  century (before Christ), fleeing a new Pharaoh. He lived 
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in Palestine for several years and married a Palestinian girl and later returned to Egypt 
after the Pharaoh allowed him to do so.) Following this initial experience, the cinema 
became a source of learning and great pleasure for me. 

Sometimes, during the school lunch break I would go to the al-Musrara quarter 
and hire a bicycle with savings from my allowance. After numerous attempts I learned 
how to ride bicycles, and considered this a real advantage to studying in the city. I 
showed off to my peers who went to middle school in the neighboring village of Sour 
Baher. 

Sometimes I would have lunch in my uncle’s shop. I would buy a piece of halva 
and a loaf of bread from a nearby store and then sit at the shop’s door or in Mona 
Cafe, just opposite my uncle’s shop, and watch the people passing through the market. 
Then I would return to school and pass the time remaining until we could go home.  

The city’s markets became familiar to me, and sometimes my mother would entrust 
me with buying things for the house. She would scold me when she found a damaged 
tomato or a withered sweet potato, and urged me to look carefully when buying 
vegetables. She couldn’t be convinced that merchants wouldn’t let a boy my age pick 
out his purchases on his own.

Yet I did not suffice with these ventures, and from time to time I went to the Dome 
of the Rock and al-Haram al-Sharif. Sometimes I would pray the noon prayer and then 
study as I walked to and fro through one of the courtyards. I would return to school via 
al-Mi’dhana al-Hamra Street, which led to al-Sahira Gate, or via al-Wad Road leading 
to al-Amud Gate. I learned the names of the markets, alleys, shops, restaurants, and 
cafes, and when I would return to the village, I’d talk about the city. 

In the mid-1950s, my generation was influenced by the nationalist uprising against 
Western colonialism and its allies. We began to pay attention to the role played by 
Egypt in this regard following the July 1952 revolution.

The political developments that swept the region led my father to think about 
buying a radio. I went with him to a store in the Khan al-Zeit Gate area, and we 
bought a radio that ran on dry batteries. It had several buttons and a glass panel filled 
with numbers and needles that indicated the radio stations. It also had a glass knob 
that lit up when you pressed the power button, and so we thought it was incomparably 
superior to my grandfather’s old radio. My father started to spend the evenings 
following the news. Cairo, and then the Voice of the Arabs, were the most important 
stations he listened to. Whenever I had the opportunity, I would sit next to the radio to 
listen to the singers of those days, such as Muhamamd Abdel Wahab, Farid al-Atrash, 
and Abdel Halim Hafiz. 

When the tripartite forces attacked Egypt, the patriotic songs of Fayda Kamel and 
others drew my attention most. I would get highly worked up when I heard the song, 
“God is mightier than the tricks of the aggressors,” the anthem “My country, my 
country,” or the song “Peace has returned, oh Nile,” which filled our ears after the war 
ended.

I started to follow Egypt’s news and was enthusiastic about the activities of 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser. When the Suez Canal was nationalized, I was gripped 
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by the zeal that filled everyone’s hearts. When the tripartite forces attacked Egypt 
starting with Israel’s invasion of Sinai on 29 October 1956, my heart was with Egypt 
just as everyone else’s was. I followed the news of fighting on the front and of the 
popular resistance in the Canal Zone cities.

***
I often sat in Uncle Ayed’s shop waiting for the right moment to head to the gate of 
Schmidt College. Lucy would walk through in a throng of girls, and I would watch 
on from the opposite sidewalk. Then the girls would break up into a few groups and 
disperse in every direction. Lucy and her friends would walk toward the taxi station 
near al-Amud Gate, go down the few steps, and then cross through the massive 
entrance to the old city. A few friends and I would follow them, sometimes walking 
across from them at a distance and sometimes approaching them. Their procession 
would continue to Khan al-Zeit Gate market, where we’d get closer to them using the 
crowdedness of the market as a pretext. They’d try to avoid our wary brushes without 
acknowledging us, and their laughter and graceful movements would fill us with 
suppressed joy. We would only distance ourselves from them again once we’d reached 
the beginning of al-Khanqa al-Salahiya Street, which leads to the Christian quarter.

The crowds thinned out there and the groups of girls would began to disperse. 
One girl would disappear into an alley, and then another would take a different back 
street toward her house. Only Lucy and a few of the other girls would remain to cross 
Haret al-Nasara market. They’d climb a few stairs at the end of the market, at the 
intersection with the bazaar, and walk towards the Armenian quarter, where they’d 
split up and head to their homes. I’d climb the stairs and take a few steps along the 
narrow, deserted Mar Morcos Street and then return, filled with desire for Lucy to pay 
attention to me, maybe by exchanging glances or even returning the feelings I had for 
her. Yet I never noticed any change in her behavior; she always remained indifferent 
despite the numerous times I followed her from the school gate practically to her 
house. At last I despondently let go of her, convinced of my defeat.

That took place when I was a young teenager in middle school. I never would have 
thought about chasing girls if it hadn’t been for my relative who studied with me in the 
al-Rashidiya School. He was two years ahead of me, and opened my eyes to the matter 
while he was chasing a girl from Schmidt College. Just like with my girl, he had no 
success in swaying his. It seems that he wanted to compensate for that, for he told 
me about romantic adventures with other girls that he and his friends who were older 
than me had experienced at celebrations in the city. To this day, I still don’t know how 
much truth there was to his stories.

I didn’t see Lucy in later years; it seems that she finished her schooling and left for 
somewhere else. Then in my final year of school I got involved in a quiet love story. 
It was with a girl from my village, a girl I had seen when I was ten or eleven. We 
boys and girls would gather in an open area and tease her, sometimes with shocking 
words, until she cursed and threw stones at us in her fury. Then she would run off with 
all of the other girls. This scene was repeated many times, and was later followed by 
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encounters at weddings that took the form of an innocent pursuit she never avoided, 
although she always remained somewhat shy. I found an odd pleasure in this. But soon 
enough I was cut off from her and then forgot about her, and she must have forgotten 
about me too. It was simply one of my first romantic attempts to approach the world of 
girls. They were innocent, naïve, and shy attempts.

***
As for Ramallah, the first time I went there I was 16.

We spilled out of the bus arriving from Jerusalem at the final station near Dunya 
Cinema, which shut down when the first Intifada broke out as though cinemas and the 
Intifada were incompatible. Its owners demolished it a year ago and opened a car park 
in the empty lot created--another abuse of the city’s architectural heritage and attack 
on memories of the city.

From the Dunya Cinema that no longer exists, we would continue on foot. Or 
rather, I would continue on foot, as would my worker cousins who accompanied my 
father. My father, however, had created a rather comfortable custom for himself. A 
worker from the village we were going to, would be waiting for us with a saddled 
donkey, which my father would ride while we followed on foot behind him. 

We went to Ain Arik village, which was not far from Ramallah but which cars 
couldn’t reach. It was my father’s mission to make the village accessible by car; he 
supervised the forging of a road connecting the village and the city during the summer 
of 1957. I was still in school, and my father had been taking me during summer 
vacations to work with these projects for a few dinars each month. 

We rented a house in the village to stay in all summer long. It was the first time that 
my father didn’t stay in a tent like he had at all the other work stations. This particular 
house was nothing more than a large room with long windows that let in the refreshing 
night summer breeze. I would sleep in great comfort, and visions of the girls I would 
pass in the village’s alleyways and gardens would often visit me in my dreams. I 
sensed that my life was opening up to new directions, and the Ramallah countryside 
was in some way or another at least partly responsible for that.

***
The following summer I got even closer to Ramallah. My father set up his tent and 
work station in al-Tira, on the site where Dar al-Mu‘alimat now stands and near the 
road my father was working on to connect Ain Qiniya village to Ramallah. He was 
no longer in need of a donkey to pick him up near Dunya Cinema at the start of each 
week, for the site was nearby and could be reached on foot in a matter of minutes. 

My father had a metal bed that he took with him everywhere as he traveled from 
one village to the next forging roads. The value of this bed became apparent in al-
Tira. Every night I would spread blankets on the dirt floor of the tent and then look all 
around before putting out the soft light of the lantern. I had to do this for the sake of 
safety, for my personal safety that is. My father’s assistant would lie upon his blankets 
across from me and do the same thing for the sake of his own personal safety. Even 
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my father, lying up high in his bed conducted the same surveillance. Luckily our 
enemy targets were easy to spot.

We’d grab our shoes and use their heels to strike at the scorpions crawling 
everywhere, taking pleasure in crushing them. Then we’d sit and wait until other 
scorpions appeared out of the red soil, and I’d long for the spacious room with long 
windows in Ain Arik. Yet sleep would come in the end, for we simply couldn’t stay 
up all night long waiting for scorpions to appear in order to kill them before they bit 
us. My father’s assistant would recite the Verse of the Chair in a loud voice as though 
doing so would protect us all from the threat of the scorpions. I’m sure my father 
recited it as well without us hearing him, as one night there was a scorpion on the tent 
roof right above his head. I hadn’t memorized the verse of the chair, and so I’d recite 
the Chapter of Daybreak three times in a row before I went to sleep.

It was from this rural location in al-Tira that I began to form a plan to invade 
Ramallah with all of its intriguing secrets. (At the time, I hadn’t yet read the plans of 
Mao Zedong to invade the city from the countryside.) I formed the plan on my own 
without my father’s knowledge, as he would have considered it an unnecessary luxury. 
Yet my desire to invade the city wasn’t random and unplanned. 

I had grown accustomed to seeing throngs of young women and girls, a little older 
than me or more or less around my age, walking down the dirt path from Ramallah 
in the afternoons. They would be wearing city clothes that revealed their shapely legs 
and comely arms. The radiant sight of them would light up my imagination, and I 
grew convinced that Ramallah was filled with wiles, for it was sending these throngs 
of young girls to the vineyards in the lazy, late afternoon for me, for me! Stationing 
myself on the corner became one of my daily missions. I would observe the girls close 
up, taking pleasure in their beauty and listening to their pretty speech punctuated with 
delicate laughter.

It never crossed my mind to follow them to the vineyards and fig orchards in the 
valley, for that would ruin my plan by making my father realize there was a crack in 
the wall he’d built around me. To avoid questioning about my stationing on the corner, 
I’d take with me a novel by Muhammad Abdel Halim Abdullah. I loved reading him 
at the time, and I’d take with me “After Sunset” or “The Tree.” My father was always 
glad to see me reading any book, just as long as I was reading. In his mind, all books 
were related to school, and it was school that would grant me the diploma that would 
get me a civil service job and enable me to help him with the costs of the large family. 
The novels of Muhammad Abdel Halim Abdullah, with all of their fanciful romance, 
filled me with fervent emotion and a desire to be like the civil servants who were their 
heroes. Like them, I wanted to rent a house in the city, and for circumstances to lead 
me to fall in love with the woman awaiting my arrival.

I longed to go to Ramallah and walk through its streets and quarters. Perhaps a tall,  
slender, beautiful girl was awaiting me there, waiting for us to fall in love with each 
other. Muhammad Abdel Halim Abdullah was largely responsible for this dream, but 
the opportunity to fulfill it arrived thanks to my cousins who worked with my father. 
They were the first to suggest that we go to Ramallah to hire bicycles. And so I went 
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for that reason, since there were others besides me who had made plans to invade the 
city.

***
And thus I made it into Ramallah and tried to familiarize myself with it first hand. By 
getting to know the city, my self confidence grew, and I sensed that many surprises 
were awaiting me in life. I don’t know where my father learnt the saying, “Whoever is 
serious gets what he wants.” Of course by this he didn’t mean riding bicycles through 
the city streets; he meant constantly studying my schoolbooks and never letting my 
attention shift to anything else. But I reinterpreted my father’s saying to suit my own 
tastes without ever discussing it with him, for he wouldn’t put up with discussions.

There were cars of all shapes and colors coming and going through the streets of 
Ramallah. From time to time they would honk, blaring for no apparent reason. That 
might have been annoying for those seeking perfect calm, but I considered it one of 
the city’s many advantages over the village. It didn’t cause me any annoyance; on the 
contrary, in the past I had loved to slip into a stopped car and press the horn, right in 
the center of the steering wheel, and make it issue that loud, melodic sound.

Men and women walked along Ramallah’s sidewalks. There were women of the 
same kind I had seen going to the vineyards, women in traditional clothing, and old 
women being guided along the sidewalks or appearing at windows and the doors of 
houses. Then there were girls of the kind I longed for, standing coquettishly at balcony 
railings. I tried to send burning glances like those of the heroes in the novels I read, 
but mine didn’t receive any responses. I would walk through the city streets with my 
cousins, who turned all about themselves just as I did. 

The city had its own special magic, one that spread slowly into my heart and 
saturated my senses. It wasn’t crowded, and that granted me a sense of familiarity 
from the very start. It was a small city with no complications or disturbances, seeming 
to have sufficed with its men and women and those who came from the neighboring 
villages to work and shop or sell, or just to enjoy a visit and an outing to its restaurants 
and cafes.

We combed Ramallah for a shop that hired bicycles and I focused all my attention 
on riding through the city streets. I sensed that that would satisfy me, bringing me 
sufficient pleasure and fulfillment during my initial forays into the city. My obsession 
with riding a bicycle even made me temporarily forget the idea of trying to be like the 
heroes of Muhammad Abdel Halim Abdullah. Or perhaps I felt that having my cousins 
with me would limit the possibilities of getting to know a girl I could fall in love 
with. And maybe I also realized the need for other requirements like those possessed 
by Abdel Halim Abdullah’s heroes–a secure job, a house rented in a well populated 
neighborhood, and an appropriate age that would allow for the possibilities of love 
and marriage on the one hand, or, on the other, a crisis of confidence with one’s 
sweetheart and the subsequent destruction of love. So, there were requirements then! 
I was inexperienced, and my heart still bore the pain of failure caused by that girl in 
Jerusalem. And so I turned, with all my wounds, to riding bicycles instead.
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We crossed al-Mughtaribin Square and walked a little along the street that led to 
the Ramallah Secondary School, where we found the store we were looking for. We 
saw the bicycles lined up against the store’s walls, and each of us four cousins hired 
one. Then we drove through the city streets, especially the ones that didn’t have much 
traffic. We drove along the street leading to the high school, a beautiful street lined 
with trees. City residents strolled along it, especially the intellectual elite in their 
distinctive, modern dress that signified wealth.

The first time, we drove the bicycles with care and rarely distanced ourselves from 
each other. On subsequent occasions we drove more fearlessly through the city streets. 
We’d enter al-Mugharibin Square and head towards al-Manara Square, and drive down 
al-Irsal Street which was also lined with trees, almost all of which are now gone. We’d 
circle the street and return to al-Manara Square, and then go down the main street 
leading to Dunya Cinema. We’d almost reach the dirt road leading to al-Tira, and 
then return again to Dunya Cinema and then al-Mughtaribin Square and from there to 
the street that led to Beitunia village. We’d cross the street lined with red tile-roofed 
buildings that had fenced gardens. We’d stay on our bicycles until the edge of the village 
and then return to the city center and take the bicycles back to the shop owner once our 
time was up. Then we’d go back to my father’s work station in such a good mood that 
nothing could spoil it except for the roar of planes flying east over Ramallah.

Then the revolution in Iraq took place. That’s what the radios said, but we didn’t 
have a radio in the tent. During the day my father would sit under the shade of a 
tree and watch the workers slave under the searing heat of the sun. He’d ask passing 
villagers for the latest news and in the evening, everyone would gather at his tent 
entrance and listen to him comment on the news he’d heard, all of it hopeful. After 
that we’d listen to tales of women as told by my father’s assistant, who loved women 
and spoke about them whenever he could. My father seemed to harbor reservations 
about this kind of talk, probably in fear for my impressionable young mind, but he 
never tried to silence him for he probably wanted to listen.

The planes, as the radio said, belonged to the British air force and were heading 
to Jordan  to protect the powers there from any agitation like that which had taken 
place in Iraq. (Many years later, other planes would fly in Ramallah’s skies and empty 
their missiles upon the headquarters of the Palestinian National Authority, during the 
al-Aqsa Intifada. The helicopters looked like the scorpions we used to crush with the 
heels of our shoes, and they terrified the children of Ramallah and other cities.)

***
To me, Ramallah is the city of late childhood, one of dreams and wishes.

Translated by Jennifer Leigh Peterson.

Mahmoud Shukair is a fiction writer and has published several books, he lives and 
works in Jerusalem.
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“My heart is Palestinian, my passport is 
Jordanian,” answered M’hmed, an 11 year-
old refugee boy, as I was asking a group 
of Palestinian children and adolescents in 
Jordan what was their nationality. Khaled, a 
twelve year old also a mukhayyamji1, said “I 
am a Palestinian registered2 refugee with a 
Jordanian passport.” Others from the group 
offered similar replies. It was remarkable 
that these youngsters3 were able to express 
in a cogent fashion the complex status of 
Palestinian refugees in Jordan. 

This article, based on data collected in 
two Palestinian refugee camps4 in Amman 
during fieldwork conducted in 2004-
2005, explores the relationships between 
(ambivalence of) identity, discourse 
of children’s rights, and children and 
adolescents. These three topics emerged 
from my research gravitate around history, 
memory, nationality, citizenship and 
Jordanian’s politics of assimilation. 

Western anthropology has seldom been 

Childrens’ 
Rights Discourse 
and Identity 
Ambivalence 
in Palestinian 
Refugee Camps
Laure Bjawi-Levine

Side alleys in al-Emir Hassan refugee camp, 
Amman, Jordan. Source: Laure Bjawi-Levine 
collection.
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interested in children and childhood, and anthropological scholarship about Palestinian 
children remains limited. Palestinian children have mainly been studied in connection 
to health, psychological and legal issues. In Palestinian refugee camps, children and 
adolescents represent the majority of the population. Large families are the norm. 
During the two Intifadas, Palestinian children made history by occupying center stage 
nationally and internationally. As agents of resistance, they readily became iconic 
heroes among their community and peers. 

In the past thirty years, the notion of childhood has considerably varied; the child 
has not only emerged as being an agent but has also acquired new rights. These new 
rights are now part of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child which, although 
problematic in several regards, has been largely ratified and gradually reached many 
countries and cultures. Children by having rights have become full human beings, also 
interacting with society. In recent social studies of childhood, the child is no longer 
seen as a universal category, but recognized as a full agent. As British sociologists 
Alison James and Alan Prout and Chris Jenks suggest, the child is now constructing, 
as well as being constructed by, her/his circumstances, an actor to be analyzed in 
relation to class, gender and ethnicity.5

This essay shows how young Palestinian camp refugees in Jordan make sense 
of their unusual national identity – refugee and citizen – in the specific context of 
their predicament, and how education on children’s rights has had an impact on their 
perceptions of selfhood. It aims to contribute to a nascent literature on children as 
agents of social change and to anthropological research on Palestinian children. 

Girls and boys and their educators at the Jordanian Women’s Union Center in al-Wihdat refugee camp 
where they participate in children’s rights education programs. Source: Laure Bjawi-Levine collection.
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The experience of young Palestinian camp refugees in Jordan, who are sheltered 
from military violence, is different from that of Palestinian children in the West Bank, 
Gaza, or inside Israel. However, these children and adolescents share a common 
history, a sense of imagined community and a strong Palestinian identity shaped by the 
long-term effects of the Israel-Palestine conflict. The young heroes of the two Intifadas 
have inevitably influenced their peers from the refugee camps in Jordan. 

Historical Processes 

The intertwined Jordanian and Palestinian histories, largely circumscribed by their 
colonial past, are rife with division, expulsion, migration, nation building, and politics 
of assimilation. Not surprisingly, identity in Jordan presents many complexities, which 
have been well documented6. The context in which the young “mukhayyamjieh” that I 
met construct their identity is largely influenced by such historical circumstances and 
the uniqueness of the space of the camp. 

In his work on nations and nationalism, Ernst Gellner7 conceived of nationalism 
as engendering nations and not the other way around. In Jordan though, the nation 
was constructed before nationalism was born. Transjordan, as a state, preceded the 
birth of Transjordan, as a nation. The new nation-state would soon include two major 
powerful, rival ethnic groups in Jordan, Bedouins and Palestinians, holding their own 
diverging loyalties. On the one hand, Transjordanians of Bedouin origin, keep their 
allegiance to their tribe, and have become unquestionable new citizens of Jordan. 
On the other hand, Palestinians8 – who pledge theirs to Palestine, have become 
citizens “with-conditions” in Jordan. Such conditions include in some cases a two-
year passport, which does not guarantee full permanent citizenship. The short-term 
traveling document intensifies the transient condition of camp refugees, who strive for 
security and protection in their yearning for total assimilation. 

In this regard, the most important policy established in 1949 by the Hashemite 
monarchy grants Jordanian citizenship to Palestinians refugees. However, as noted, 
this measure carries limitations for several among them, namely refugees from Gaza; 
also those who remained in the West Bank after 1967 and later came to Jordan; and 
finally children of Jordanian women married to non-Jordanians, not eligible for 
Jordanian citizenship through matrilineal descent. This climate of exceptions has 
fostered inequality and competition between the two main ethnic groups. Basher, a 
Palestinian refugee working for an NGO, describes the situation. “Today, Bedouins 
feel threatened by Palestinians who outnumber them. Bedouins are afraid they could 
lose their privileges to Palestinians.” Those privileges are translated into positions in 
the Jordanian army and government. There are indeed several Palestinian-Jordanians 
in the army, but they rarely come from the mukhayyam. It is the dream of many 
young mukhayyamjieh to be enrolled in the army, because of the job security it offers, 
compared to the precarious character of life in the camp.

The many fore mentioned shifts and ruptures in history over a relatively short 
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period of time – only a few decades 
– have elicited subsequent changes 
of rules and laws concerning refugee 
status and citizenship among Palestinian 
refugees. They have raised the question 
of who is Palestinian or Jordanian, and 
created significant divisions – class 
notwithstanding – among Palestinians 
living in the Hashemite Kingdom. 

In the camps, the majority of 
Palestinian refugees in Jordan hold 
Jordanian citizenship, and falls under the 
umbrella and control of both UNRWA 
and DPA9. Referring to organized 
spaces, such as hospitals, prisons, 
(or refugee camps, for that matter), 
Michael Foucault10 calls “dividing 
practices” where several processes are in 
operation. When these institutions seek 
to circumscribe and bound the space 
according to their own agendas. 

In a context of fragmentation, the 
specificity of the space of the camps 
of Al-Wihdat and Al-Emir Hassan 
and their culture are central to the 
experience of young refugees. The camp 
has epitomized for four generations 
the Nakba, the loss of land – hence of 
dignity, the abrupt social change from 
fellah to urban proletarian, the enduring 
hardship and liminality of the refugee 
condition, and the unresolved Israel-
Palestine conflict. It is not only a habitat 
for refugees, but more importantly a 
bastion of Palestinian memory and 
identity. Its invisible boundaries delimit 
two distinct worlds in the eyes of 
camp refugees: Jordanians outside and 
Palestinians inside. Accordingly, the 
children expressed their perceptions of 
these different spheres in a binary, poor 
inside and rich outside. Their black and 
white view sounded like a class issue in 

A refugee camp mother with her children in al-
Wihdat refugee camp. Source: Laure Bjawi-Levine 
collection.
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that it excluded a large Palestinian population generally well assimilated – who lives 
“outside” the camp and usually looks down upon camp refugees as lazy, poor and 
guilty of producing a culture of poverty.11

Outside the camp, the grass is greener, as Zohra, a twelve-year-old camp girl, 
indicated: “Jordanians have better water than we do in the camp.” While for Furat, 
a fifteen-year-old camp boy, “Jordanians can go to university and we cannot.” His 
remark points to a deep concern of many young camp people about their education, as 
only a very small percentage of camp refugee children12 make it to college. 

For many camp dwellers and their children, the temporary quality of the refugee 
camp defines three core principles: the right of return, the will to go back, and 
a declared resistance to permanent exile and oblivion. By remaining in a virtual 
homeland, a home away from home, has helped to marginalize the refugees who view 
the camp as an embodiment of Palestinian opposition to political and cultural forces 
from Jordan, which wants to integrate them, and from Israel, which rejects them. 

 

Making Sense: 
Paradoxes, Ambivalent Loyalties and Politics of Assimilation 

In such a context of instability and fast-changing historical circumstances, how do 
these children shaped by the Palestinian refugee camp predicament make sense of 
their complex historico-political environment and national identity? Psychologists 
working with children in conflict zones have observed that they are capable of develop 
a sense of their country’s political history.13 Palestinian children have shown they were 
able to construct their personality in relation to nationalism14. Adolescents, especially, 
build their identity in fusion with the Palestinian nationalist struggle. 

Inside and outside the camp, many Palestinians nourish feelings of exclusion 
and hold conflicting views of Jordan. Their resentment is partly fueled by the 
government’s projected national cultural identity, which is Bedouin-Jordanian. Camp 
refugees pointed out time and time again that the Bedouin-Jordanian minority is 
favored by government policies and practices to the detriment of the Palestinians who 
form the majority of the population. The paradox of Palestinian demographics and 
Jordanian cultural and political representation was often underlying our conversations. 
Interestingly, the camp refugee lens appeared to focus exclusively on the Palestinian-
Jordanian dyad disregarding other Jordanians belonging to ethnic groups such as 
Circassians, Syrians, Chechens, or Armenians, who remained consistently absent 
from our conversations. As minority groups, they may not be considered powerful 
competitors by camp refugees.

Another paradox lies in the legal situation of Palestinian camp refugees – 
simultaneously refugees and citizens of Jordan. While Jordanian citizenship brings 
them a legal status and recognition, it also carries tensions when it intersects with their 
refugee status. As mentioned, the complex policies of citizenship have created a divide 
among the camp population and, according to the benefits granted, feelings of being 
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discriminated against because of unequal and inferior standing. Within the camp, 
these “dividing practices” are tangible as they determine membership and exclusion 
through a system of registration cards of different color differentiating refugees from 
the displaced. 

Such categories have constituted a formative aspect of the quotidian life of the 
members of the refugee camp community, including children, who have developed 
accordingly flexible and ambiguous identities. Children often expressed a lack of 
Jordanian nationalism, describing Jordan as merely a place of citizenship: “my 
passport is Jordanian.” A passport is only a piece of paper, a travel document carrying 
no affect; it is not a part of the body, like the heart which belongs to Palestine. Several 
children I interviewed were familiar with the concept of passport, for their father or 
a member of the family worked abroad. Although a passport may not be a marker 
of citizenship as hawiyya, the ID card and both are crucial for camp refugees. The 
latter brings economic help, and the former freedom to travel. Freedom to travel is 
extremely limited for camp refugees and their children, considering that attending a 
funeral of a family member in the West Bank was often problematic. Some children 
were using either term, inscribing them in what Joseph Massad15 calls the “juridical 
discourse”. He argues that in Jordan “the law produces juridical national subjects,” or 
conversely national identity is a product of the law. That is what the young refugees 
had just illustrated. 

The official government discourse, however, has been one of unity and assimilation 
heralded by the government slogan “Jordan First” through a wide national campaign. 
Jordan seeks to project an image that encompasses its various ethnic groups by 
overlooking any underlying issues of identity at play. Its colonial legacy has largely 
contributed to fostering additional loyalties among “all” Jordanians, regardless of 
their ethnic groups. Thus, just like Bedouins and Palestinians have their allegiance, 
minorities, like Circassians or Armenians and others, also do to their own respective 
ethnic group. 

The “Jordan First” campaign has unveiled salient issues of identity and tensions 
among Palestinian camp refugees who sharply reacted by saying that “Jordan First” 
were empty words and that the reality was a far cry from the official discourse. Abu 
Khaled, a camp refugee parent, compared Jordanian national identity to a saber, 
a cactus pear, with nothing inside. Although many in the camps shared his views 
of Jordanian identity being an empty shell, the campaign, however, enabled camp 
refugees to define and reaffirm their Palestinian identity against the “others”, the 
Jordanians. 

On the world scene, Jordan’s stability is perceived by the international community 
as crucial, in a region of high tension. While the measures of assimilation adopted by 
the Jordanian government are deemed to build a stronger nation-state, they are framed 
by the broader international political and economic processes. These are consistent 
with the government’s projected image of a country at the “forefront” of the Arab 
world on issues of democracy, human rights, women, children and social development. 
Thus, in order to tackle these issues, the Jordanian government has facilitated the 
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implementation of many education programs, such as the one on children’s rights, 
from UNICEF, and international and local NGOs. 

Construction of Selfhood and Influence from Children’s Rights

Much has been written about selfhood and many approaches and theories of the 
individual have been proposed by social theorists16. Other scholars of human rights 
and children’s rights have questioned the validity of a single concept of identity and 
childhood, applicable across cultures.17

From a young age, camp refugees are socialized in Palestinian refugee camp 
culture. Everyday life in the camp and family narratives reinforce their identity. 
Notably, the Arabic term Hawiyya18 means both identity and identity card. For camp 
dwellers, however, Hawiyya [the identity card] has primarily been connected to their 
UN refugee status and hence their welfare. Recently, children’s rights education 
programs provided in the refugee camps, have exercised another strong influence on 
their sense of self, beside family environment, school and television.

Such programs, based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child model, 
although locally adapted, purport new concepts of childhood and children. These 
concepts, conceived through the western lens – per the UN Convention, are translated 
from English into Arabic. As a result, educators and students construct new meanings 
and understandings which, though somehow confusing, they are able to negotiate by 
keeping or rejecting what is compatible with their culture, or not.

At this point, the issue of language is essential to my discussion. By becoming a 
vehicle of new ideas which filters newly acquired concepts such as identity, self, or 
citizen, the English language creates power and subjection. Asad19 similarly contends 
of historical projects translated from one site to the other or from one agent to the 
other. Thus, a dialectical relationship between English and Arabic has stemmed from 
the teachings and perceptions of children’s rights which has helped localize the UN 
discourse of children’s rights.

I do not intend here to describe the problems of the UN Convention of the Child 
model in relation to local cultures. I do not dismiss them, but they fall beyond the 
scope of this article. The new ideas represent a significant shift from the traditional 
perceptions of the camp family, where children more often than not are subjected to 
strict patriarchal authority20. 

By many children’s accounts, rights are empowering. Hakim, a ten-year-old boy, 
said, “I am happy and feel strong to know that I have rights.” The awareness of having 
rights empowers him. Children’s rights teach children to think about themselves as 
individuals and encourage them to become agents of social change. Sahar, nine-grader, 
told me “children’s rights teach me to depend on myself.” The sense of independence 
characterizes the modern individual. 

Anissa, a twelve-year-old, declared, “my rights will shape my personality.” True, 
children may not fully understand the concepts they are uttering, but their remarks 
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demonstrate the influence of children’s rights to help define themselves. I also asked 
camp children and adolescents how they perceived themselves as individuals. They 
answered by talking about karamah, or dignity, and related it to children’s rights. 
When I asked what was meant by dignity, Ahmed, a fourteen- year-old, explained, “it 
is to know your own value,” which I interpreted as self-esteem. For Furat, a fifteen-
year-old, it was, “not feeling like a second class citizen in Jordan.” Other young 
people also invoked honor21 when they described their understanding of children’s 
rights. 

These responses are strongly influenced by the programs of rights education 
that use various methods of empowerment. In the UN schools of both camps 
where I worked, children’s rights had been integrated in the curriculum and part of 
social studies, religion and Arabic courses. In addition, UNICEF and local NGOs 
organized hold separate workshops for parents and children. They provided parents 
with counseling and helped them in raising and adjusting to their children by using 
children’s rights principles. Similarly children’s workshops were teaching young 
people how to improve their social skills and self-awareness when dealing with issues 
related to taboos including body anatomy, sexuality, or female reproduction.

A local NGO was also offering a special program to show children ways to protect 
themselves from domestic violence and abuse. Children were taught not to fall victims 
of their parents’ abuse and speak out. They feel empowered knowing there are ways to 
take action, explains Abla, a social worker for the NGO. They learn skills to help them 
manage their anger, boost their self-esteem and protect themselves. She encourages 
“self discovery” by teaching camp children expressive art like painting, drawing or 
drama. “Most children are not aware of themselves and their inner feelings. Those 
programs teach them to identify and express those feelings,” she says.

Another scheme of empowerment is the children’s parliament22. It promotes gender 
equality by having equal representation of boys and girls, including children with 
special needs. Adolescents, from 13-18 years old, who participate in it are elected for 
two years and are able to communicate their concerns to the Jordanian government. 
The parliament aims to create a group of Jordanian children who actively support the 
promotion of children’s rights while they are children, and also commit to do so as 
adults. Several children parliaments have been established in the main governorates of 
the country. 

Peer to peer learning, is also a method used in some UNRWA classes to develop 
peer relationship, and empowers students in sharing knowledge. But the most 
spectacular example of empowerment method is the Human Rights Day Celebration 
organized by UNRWA which I attended during my fieldwork. It was a cultural 
performance in which some children and adolescents were actors performing on 
stage short plays connected to human rights and children’s rights; while others in the 
audience sitting with parents and teachers, were parading UNRWA T-shirts and caps 
reading “Human Rights Jordan.” 

Children rights discourse plays a mediating role in refugee camp society as it 
significantly shapes young minds and subsequent sentiments. These revolutionary 
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shifts in perceptions of selfhood involve the entire extended family as well. Inevitably, 
the changes are not taking place without struggles and ambivalence from camp 
refugees parents. They are simultaneously reluctant to let go off their parental control, 
and at the same time, look up to their children and invest them with strong hopes of 
saving the nation, and the heavy responsibility for change. Accordingly, many boys 
said they wanted to become pilots or doctors. They project themselves in the future as 
liberators and saviors.

Umm Mahmoud, a local NGO worker in Jabal Nasser, camp involved in children’s 
rights education programs, explained how important it was “to raise the awareness 
of the youth in the camp.” She defined awareness as “a sense of who one is.” For 
Ossama, a 15 year old from Jabal Nasser camp, “children’s rights give children a role 
in society.” Children’s rights discourse allows youngsters not only to be self-reflective, 
but also socially engaged. Although rights are not laws, they confer individuals a sense 
of entitlement for justice. 

In contrast, other young camp people expressed frustration and pain at “having 
no rights at all in the Middle East, and not being valued as full individuals.” They 
reported feelings of exclusion. Data shows that a sense of self has developed through 
several structural sources, including children’s rights education programs, whether 
these are embraced or not. It further reveals that self-identity presents less tension at 
home for young boys than girls, as several girls reported. 

 

Conclusion

Concepts like citizenship and nationality, which stem from state and nation, are 
complex and have often been conflated23, as I found I asked a group of Palestinian 
camp refugee children and adolescents in Jordan about their “nationality.” The 
ambivalent identity they expressed, as M’hamed conveyed at the beginning of the 
article, reflects the problematic character of selfhood and identity in contemporary 
society. 

The entangled histories of Palestine and Jordan have engendered entangled 
identities. This essay has highlighted the dilemma young camp refugees face: on the 
one hand, to be assimilated to Jordan, while resisting and denying such assimilation, 
and on the other hand, to remain loyal to Palestine. My research has shown that their 
dilemma is articulated through a newly acquired sense of selfhood that children’s 
rights’ discourse helps them develop.

Children’s rights provide Palestinian camp refugee children with a space in which 
they perceive themselves in different ways than the ones they have learned from their 
family and the Palestinian community. Rights education also helps them negotiate 
their ambivalence, and acquire the confidence of articulating their claims of inclusion 
in the ruling group. 

The Israel-Palestine conflict deeply permeates people’s daily lives in Palestinian 
refugee camps in Jordan. The Intifada is indeed a central feature for youngsters who, 
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unlike their peers in Palestine, live outside the combat zone, but watch it on TV and 
constantly hear about it. While they are safely protected from fire, they are also unable 
to directly participate in collective action. Like an albatross, they cannot fly. Their 
complex position gives way to deep feelings of frustration.

The oscillating movement between nationalistic emotions at the core of their 
identity (“my heart is Palestinian”), and the anxiety of being validated as citizens by 
the other, namely Jordan, is destabilizing for young camp refugees. Further, some 
aspects of children’s rights discourse may seem abstract and hard to grasp for children, 
thus adding more confusion. In examining the relationship of Palestinian children and 
the discourse of children’s rights, one may wonder about the merits of such rights. 
What about the children in Palestine – as in Gaza – who are at the front line of armed 
conflict, and fall victims of blatant violations of their rights? Or the camp refugee 
children in Jordan, who are aware of their rights, protected from war trauma, and yet 
cannot exercise them and thus suffer from frustration? 

However, under the grim socio-economic conditions of the camp, with limited 
social upward-mobility, most camp children praise the challenging power and 
potential agency for social transformation children’s rights provides them, as they 
carry hope, which is a promise for change.

I have argued elsewhere24 that the notion of rights used by UNICEF and NGO 
education programs to socialize Palestinian camp refugee youngsters into young 
individuals is inherently laden with power. While it constructs children as empowered 
subjects, it may also essentialize them as “subjects” tout court, in ways made to fit the 
hidden political arrangements of these institutions. 

Ultimately, camp refugee youth in Jordan find themselves in a bind. Their strong 
feelings of national identity are of the “wrong” kind: Palestinian instead of Jordanian. 
Although Jordanian assimilation is officially encouraged, and part of a national 
project, from a camp refugee child perspective, it has failed to produce true equality 
between Palestinians and Jordanians. After six decades of residence in Jordan, it has 
enabled Palestinian identity to remain deeply rooted in the camps, as the children 
expressed. 

Laure Bjawi-Levine is a cultural anthropologist who teaches at Santa Clara 
University in Santa Clara, California and whose research is based on ethno-religious 
identities, nationalism, migration and displacement.
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This paper is an ethnographic exploration 
of popular Palestinian-Israeli-international, 
village-level protests over the Israeli 
wall and its encroachment on Palestinian 
territory, rights, and resources in the West 
Bank. This paper retrieves Mary Douglas’ 1 
now classical anthropological formulation of 
“matter-out-of-place” and mobilizes current 
conceptualizations of cosmopolitanism to 
frame the protests and suggest why they 
elicit an aggressive response from the 
Israeli Defense Forces (IDF). Douglas’ 
analysis of matter-out-of place assumed a 
socio-cosmological world structured around 
a series of binaries. While such binaries 
have been vigorously critiqued, there are 
instances where binaries are a desired and 
tangible reality. In Palestine/Israel discrete 
binary categories are violently crafted, 
policed, and maintained by an occupying 
military force and thus do take on a highly 
visible and experiential reality. 

Spatializing Differences and 
Differentiating Space 

Village protests can be contextualized 
locally, regionally and globally. In the 
past five to six years, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Palestine, and Lebanon have been sites of 
intense conflict. A regional re-mapping of 
the region is part and parcel of the ‘war 
on terror’ and what US Secretary of State 
Condalezza Rice referred to in the midst 
of the 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon as the 
“birth pangs” of a new regional order. In 
Palestine/Israel, as in other areas, difference 
is a spatially constructed and space itself is 
simultaneously constituted through these 
categories of difference. Difference is also 
enacted physically, politically, discursively, 

Cosmopolitanism 
and the 
Subversive Space 
of Protests
Julie Peteet
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and legally and is consistently monitored and policed. The Israeli impulse to 
territorialize – to separate, segregate, and miniaturize – proceeds through the regime 
of closure which includes confiscation of Palestinian land, over 500 checkpoints in 
the West Bank, the erection of a projected 400 mile long, 25 foot high wall of cement, 
in some places fencing, a Byzantine system of permits governing mobility, residency, 
and work, and life in confined spaces all of which are dramatically re-landscaping 
Palestine and re-territorializing Palestinians in novel ways. 

Spatial fracturing of the West Bank is integral to the imposition of an ethno-
religious hierarchy of access to natural resources, sovereignty, and human rights. 
The spatial binary is neither equal and nor stable – indeed it is highly uneven and in 
constant motion. As Israel expands settlements and carves out their requisite by-pass 
roads2, Palestinian land is expropriated and access to these roads and land resources 
are denied. In other words, while everyone has an assigned space, Palestinian space 
shrinks as Israeli space expands. In addition, Palestinian immobility is hitched to 
a nearly unhindered Israeli mode of mobility. Thus once space has been defined as 
Jewish, and Israeli sovereignty has been extended, the binary becomes more or less 
fixed. So space is simultaneously fixed and fluid, the edges shifting and policed as 
settlements expand and Palestinians are spatially confined in well-defined enclaves. 
Israeli spatial strategies of segregation have reified the idea of difference and thus 
rendered it a fact on the ground. 

Over the course of 40 years, the occupation has spatialized and vigorously 
policed ethnic, national, and religious differences3. In the early 1990s, the occupation 
forces signaled the beginnings of closure when Israeli checkpoints mushroomed 
around Jerusalem to control Palestinian access to the city. A decade later, a host of 
mechanisms physically separate and limit contact between Palestinians and Israelis 
and confine the former to highly de-limited areas. Closure refers to Israeli restrictions 
on the movement of Palestinian goods, labor, and people into Jerusalem, between the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank, between them and Israel and within the West Bank. 
Illegal settlements and closure, with its wall, by-pass roads, the permit system, and 
the checkpoints, form an interlocking set of controls over Palestinian mobility. They 
facilitate the continuing acquisition of Palestinian land and natural resources, impose 
economic crisis, and incorporate significant tracts of the West Bank into Israel. In 
effect, closure, a strategy of separation, control, and confinement, crafts spaces where 
a particular form of power is wielded and a vision of the ethnic, sectarian, and national 
composition of space is enacted. 

Mobility in Palestine-Israel is strikingly uneven. Z. Bauman dubs this “most 
powerful and coveted stratifying factor” an “unequally distributed commodity”4. 
Checkpoints fragment Palestinian territory, divide communities and individuals, and 
severely obstruct mobility. Invariably, they signal an unmediated sense of immobility, 
highlighting in stark physical form the inaccessibility of spaces once known and 
accessible. Palestinian mobility is a scarce commodity, almost completely under Israeli 
control, a tangible thing that Israelis have and Palestinians are denied.
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The wall is another component of closure designed to keep Palestinians in 
their spaces and police their mobility as they near its shifting edges. Israeli spatial 
policing and punishment for transgressions aims to ensure that everyone is in their 
assigned place yet it is highly contradictory because as Israel expands deeper into 
Palestinian territory it continually re-maps zones of interdiction and mobility. The 
rules of immobility work largely to remove Palestinians from the settlers’ line-of-
sight, contain their resistance to settler mobility, and facilitate continuing expansion. 
At a time in history when walls were falling, an eight meter (around 24 feet) high 
concrete wall built deeply into Palestinian territory5 was rising to impose separation. 
The dramatically stark slabs of upright concrete form a massive barrier that snakes its 
way through populated urban areas and villages punctuated by watchtowers and firing 
posts every 300 meters or so. At nearly 25 feet high and at an estimated 400 miles 
(700 kilometers) in length, it is significantly longer and taller than the 12 kilometer, 8 
feet high Berlin Wall.

As justification, Israel argues that it will prevent Palestinians from carrying 
out militant attacks inside Israel which amounts to collective punishment. Yet the 
mantra of security is challenged by an open discussion of the “demographic” issues 
it can resolve on the one hand and by Israel’s long-range military weapons and 
dominance of the skies on the other. Designed to extend Israeli sovereignty, obstruct 
a geographically contiguous Palestinian entity, and draw a unilateral border that 
incorporates vast swathes of settlements, the wall is the material enactment and 
enforcement of a regime of segregation, separating people and imposing a visible and 
highly unequal allocation of space, mobility, juridical status and human rights along 
ethnic/national/sectarian lines. 

While imperial and colonial projects transfer wealth and resources from the colony 
to the metropolitan arena or Empire, they affect the distribution of people as well. In 
other words, we need to be mindful of local demography and arithmetic of colonialism 
and how mass population movements are conceptualized, made policy, and materialize 
under relations of domination. Settler colonialism, in particular, requires removal in 
order to re-populate regions and mine their resources.

Concerns about a potential Palestinian demographic majority in the area between 
the Jordan River and the Mediterranean have been driving the impulse to separate. 
Israeli geography Arnon Soffer6 argues that “initiated separation” offers the best 
solution to the “demographic crisis.” He echoes a “principle of segregation” that was 
“accepted by all parts of the Zionist movement, with a very few exceptions”7. 

 In order for transfers of wealth and people to occur with minimal Palestinian 
violence, pervasive segregation must be normalized. Based on an entrenched ideology 
of separateness, or an ethnic/national/religious enclave for everyone and everyone in 
their enclave, that are monitored and heavily policed, seems to be the order of the day. 
In 1994 Rabin declared that Israel was adopting “separation as a philosophy.”8 Notions 
of separation (hafrada) are hardly uncommon in Israeli Jewish society9. A lexicon 
of “separation” has replaced “peace” as a goal and closure was the enactment on the 
ground10.
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Matter-out-of-Place and Cosmopolitanism

Over the past few years, joint Palestinian-Israeli-internationals protests have taken 
place in a number of West Bank villages constituting situational and fleeting 
cosmopolitan spaces and moments. The constitution of these heterogeneous spaces 
of resistance can be framed at the theoretical intersection of Douglas’ formulation 
of matter-out-of-place, cosmopolitanism, and the spatialization and policing of 
difference. Crafting and imposing homogeneity on space engenders the violence 
of expropriation and displacement as well as constant surveillance and policing. 
When Israelis enter Palestinian spaces, not as settlers in a project of domination, 
but as supporters in the struggle to end closure or the occupation, they challenge the 
prevalent Israeli moral and political narrative of separation and segregated spaces. 
This resonates with Douglas’ proposition that the classificatory order of space and 
what constitutes matter-out-of-place, or dirt, is an analogy “for expressing a general 
view of the social order.” Dirt is “essentially disorder” which “offends against order 
and convention.” Eliminating it is “a positive effort to organize the environment” and 
make it “conform to an idea.”11 

Douglas’ concept of matter-out-of-place provides a theoretical framework 
for exploring colonial constructions of spatial separation and the violence their 
transgressions activate. Her notion of matter-out-of-place coincides with a vision of 
fixed national belonging and spatial categorization and ordering: Jews in Israel and its 
settlements and on by-pass roads, Palestinians in walled enclaves with severely limited 
mobility. I insert the phenomena of mobility or shifting-ness to Douglas’ formulation; 
in Palestine, the spatial is simultaneously fixed and in motion as Israel’s eastern border 
expands through the settlements while Palestinian territory simultaneously contracts12. 
As Israel incorporates and populates Palestinian territory, it becomes cleansed of ‘dirt,’ 
that is matter-out-of-place, and then redefined as Jewish. Where there is no longer 
matter-out-of-place (that is, Palestinians) Israeli space can thus be constituted by 
dwelling, arming (settlements are para-military outposts), extending sovereignty, and 
policing Palestinian mobility. 

When Israelis cross over to the Palestinian zone to protest the expansion of Israeli 
space and sovereignty they undermine these spatial arrangements and their ideological 
underpinnings. The concept of matter-out-of-place is not enough as a framework 
for understanding spatial transgression; it describes but doesn’t take into account 
the existing structure of power and the way people reject categorization. One way 
to frame these issues is by fleshing out the relationship between matter-out-of-place 
and cosmopolitanism. Cosmopolitanism is a deeply problematic concept. However 
flawed, it may be a concept, like culture although certainly not as widespread in usage, 
which we cannot do without. In simple terms, cosmopolitanism registers a sense 
of belonging to a world wider than that constituted by narrowly defined primordial 
religious, ethnic, and nationally territorialized communities and identities13. It suggests 
belonging to a wider world of differences. B. Turner contends that vulnerability 
and the embodiment of suffering are common features of the human condition that 
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by transcending culture and time form the basis of a shared humanity and thus the 
foundations of cosmopolitanism. Contemporary cosmopolitanism, he argues, is 
closely tied to globalization and is associated with the “erosion of national sovereignty 
and the growth of post-national citizenship; the emergence of global markets… and 
diasporic communities; and cultural hybridity…”14. In his view, “cosmopolitanism 
does not mean that one does not have a country or a homeland,” but rather that one has 
a “certain reflexive distance from one’s own culture” which produces a “humanistic 
skepticism toward the grand narratives of nationalism and modernization.”15

In a somewhat different vein, J. Ferguson writes that cosmopolitanism “implies 
nothing about travel or cultural competence; it is less about being at home in 
the world than it is about seeking worldliness at home.”16 Further he claims that 
cosmopolitans “cannot or will not be bound by the claims and proprieties of the 
local”17. Cosmopolitanism is not an end point on a scale of dualities of cosmopolitan/
provincial or local; nor is it a fixed quality. It is “defiance and rejection of localist 
expectations”18. 

Cosmopolitanism also registers a refusal of a given social order of separation 
akin to the “clash of civilizations” lens on the world. Turner casts cosmopolitanism 
as an “antidote” to the purported “clash” because a reflexive sense of self is less in 
need of an “other.”19 Thus, I would argue the decision of Israelis to participate in a 
political community and engage in a set of actions based on ideological grounds, 
which categorizes one as matter-out-of-place, suggests both a critique of one’s own 
community or state and a willingness to embody that critique through the risk of 
physical violence. In this transgressive coming together, a spatially and temporally 
bounded moral community of opposition to occupation is crafted that transcends 
national, ethnic, and religious origins. In other words, in this setting, matter-is-all-
over-the-place, unleashed so to speak.

D. Rabinowitz writes that “Israelis have an inherent tendency….to associate 
themselves and their collective project with a “cultured Europe”…often played 
out through disassociation” from the Arab world20. He identifies a streak in Zionist 
thinking from its inception that Jews are to be distanced from the backwardness 
of the Arabs. Cosmopolitanism is contingent to some extent on positionality and 
its grounding in geo-political direction. When Israelis turn west and “associate 
themselves” with Europe, they claim cosmopolitanism; they hesitate to turn east, 
to the larger Arab-Islamic world in which they are geographically and politically 
embedded. The wall is an expression of a turning away, if not a sealing off, from the 
east. One cannot avoid the observation that the wall locks everyone in somewhere. 
Granted the Israelis are constructing the wall from a position of unparalleled power 
but they also lock themselves in and out of a larger social world. In other words, they 
are cosmopolitans when they locate themselves in the west but are hardly so when 
they turn east. 

In elaborating on “matter-out-of-place,” Mary Douglas writes that it “implies 
two conditions: a set of ordered relations and a contravention of that order”21. In 
addition she writes that “where there is dirt there is system”22. With everyone in their 
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assigned spaces, certainty about identities can be assured. Joint Palestinian-Israeli 
protests are transgressive, I would argue, because they subvert the categories that 
make up “ordered relations” and their assigned spaces and thus contravene the spatial 
order. Supposedly homogeneous spaces (Jewish and Arab) separated socio-legally 
and physically are traversed by a sector of Israeli Jews precisely in order to contest 
this spatio-demographic arrangement. In a situation where spaces of hybridity and 
cosmopolitanism are considered abnormal, if not indeed transgressive, what happens 
to this ostensibly binary order when defiant Israelis and internationals cross over into 
Palestinian areas for collective protest? The classificatory order is transgressed in a 
way that elicits enhanced surveillance and violence by Israeli military forces.

Village Protests

Weekly protests in some villages are highly organized, peaceful affairs where 
Palestinians, Israelis, and internationals engage in protest to halt land expropriation 
and construction of the wall and settlements. Bil’in, a village of about 1,700 people 
located about four kilometers east of the Green Line and 17 kilometers from Ramallah, 
is one such village. A series of land expropriations in 1978, 1991 and 2004, have led 
to the village losing 50-60 percent of its agricultural land. Bil’in is well-known for its 
protests on Fridays after noon prayers. The protests began in February 2005 and have 
continued to the present. While other villages have had protests Bil’in is known for its 
ability to engage in sustained and well-coordinated protest. Prior to the 2000 second 
intifada and the Israeli strategy of replacing Palestinian labor with foreign workers, 
much of the village’s work force was employed in Israel. Although some of the village 
leadership had actively participated in the Village Leagues in the early 1980s their 
collaboration did not spare them land confiscation. S. Tamari states that the Village 
Leagues were “helpless” in preventing land confiscation in their own villages23. 

The village’s Popular Committee Against the Wall plans and coordinates the 
protests. In talking with Hassan, a member of the Popular Committee, I asked 
how this village has been able to sustain active opposition to the wall. He replied, 
“There are four clans in this village and every political faction is represented. We all 
coordinate together for the protests. No one clan or organization is dominant.” Later 
he mentioned that every family has lost some land to the settlers. 

Spatial fragmentation of the West Bank and immobility mean that resistance has 
become quite localized. Geographical fragmentation may be opening new spaces 
for localized activism and the emergence of local leaderships; indeed Palestinians 
in such places often voice a sense of abandonment by the urban based leadership. 
As villagers struggled with closure and the wall, the Palestinian leadership has been 
strangely silent. This may presage a new political space where the immediacy of 
local issues temporarily and situationally overrides larger national questions and 
Palestinian political factionalism as a destructive force. On another level, this is not 
a descent into the provincialism of the local. Bil’in activists consistently use the term 
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“joint struggle,” which refers to Palestinian, Israeli, an international participation, 
underscoring their awareness of the impossibility of struggling alone. 

Israelis from many walks of life participate – the elderly, immigrants from US, high 
school and university students, peace activists, and women’s groups, among others. 
“Anarchists Against the Wall,” founded in 2003, and Gush Shalom, an Israeli peace 
organization, are prominently represented. Internationals hail from all over the globe 
– Buddhists monks, a wide range of international peace groups, American-Jewish 
youth on Birth Right tours (or Birth Right Unplugged), a large contingent from the 
International Solidarity Movement (ISM), EU Parliament members, Nobel laureates, 
women peace activists, etc. The scene in the village streets evokes a Tower of Babel 
image as a multiplicity of languages run together – Arabic, Hebrew, English, Spanish, 
German, and French, among others. Some Palestinian cynically refer to the weekly 
protests as “political tourism” for foreigners. Israeli groups coordinate with the ISM 
and the local Popular Committee Against the Wall. 

The scene in the center of the village as hundreds of people converge to march 
through the village and to the wall area is one of semi-indeterminacy as to ethnic, 
religious, and national affiliations. Yet there is a conscious spatial distribution. 
Internationals and Israelis, are positioned in the front; the expectation is that Israel’s 
military forces will hesitate before attacking foreigners and Israelis; young Palestinian 
village boys often join those at the front of the protest. Many “observers” from various 
peace groups attend as well. Cameras are ubiquitous at these protests. 

Activists on all sides agreed that Israeli tactics are often determined by who is 
participating; if is only Palestinians there is more violence. The presence of Israelis 
and internationals as participants and observers is thus perceived as critical to 
minimizing the violence inflicted on the Palestinians. Yet Israeli forces do engage in 
violence against Israelis. 

Many Fridays the protests are marked by a theatrical theme; some involve 
inversion. For example, one Friday, protesters handcuffed themselves with plastic 
toy handcuffs. Another Friday, protesters donned long, colorful, snake costumes, 
reminiscent of Chinese New Year celebration, as symbols of the Israeli occupation; 
soccer matches with teams of local and international youth have taken place as have 
musical concerts as part of the protests. There is a standard, almost ritualized script 
that everyone seems to follow.

The protesters carry no weapons in stark contrast to the heavily armed Israeli forces 
with rubber bullets, automatic rifles, stun grenades, tear gas, and sound bombs, and 
more recently sewage water and the “skunk”24, and communications technologies that 
enable quick reinforcements. Indeed, middle-aged village men circulated in the crowd 
with bullhorns reminding people not to engage in any violence and repeating with 
intensity, “Throwing stones is forbidden” and “No one throws a stone.” 

In the hour or so before the end of Friday noon prayers, hundreds of people gather 
in the center of the village in front of the ISM apartment. In ritualized fashion, the 
village men emerge from the mosque and head to the gathering crowd. Slowly, 
deliberately, the mass of people begen to move forward as the march proceeds along 
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the road leading from the village to its orchards and now the site of the wall. As the 
long line of marchers wind its way to the village lands, suddenly the occupation forces 
appear on the horizon – three or four jeeps parked and out spill a couple of dozen 
well-armed occupation forces. The protesters marche up as close as possible to the 
occupying forces. With hands in their pockets, rifles slung casually over the shoulder, 
they just stood around for over half an hour. Israeli photographers, some in uniform 
and some in street clothes, openly snap photos of the crowd. 

Some young village boys taunt the military forces. Young Mohammed, probably 
no more than twelve years of age was the most audacious. Standing just inches from 
the occupying forces, he would shout defiantly and eloquently: “Ya Abu Nimr, you 
snake, I am here, come and arrest me. You see me – my name is Mohammed and I 
will resist!” Israeli peace activists would get right up in the faces of the increasingly 
agitated soldiers to try, alternately to shame, berate, or convince them to desist or try 
to initiate a friendly conversation. Gradually the occupation forces began shifting from 
a relaxed stance to an increasing ready-to-attack one. 

As though following a script, the call went up in the crowd: “To the wall” and 
the younger marchers were off and running down the hill through the rocky olive 
groves to the site of the coming wall. Most of the soldiers followed just as quickly. 
Three or four would catch a protester, throw him to the ground and started beating 
him. International observers with cameras would rush to take photos. Three soldiers 
caught an Israeli university student and threw him down on the rocky ground fairly 
close to where some of us had stayed behind to observe. They held him down by his 
arms and legs and he thrashed around trying to get free. They proceeded to beat him 
with batons as several internationals pleaded for him to be let go and snapped photos 
of the scene. The soldiers shouted for us to get back. When they finally let him go, 
his face was bloodied and his arm broken. He was helped by fellow protesters to the 
waiting Palestinian Red Crescent Society (PRCS) ambulance for first aid. The object 
of the violence seemed less to squelch protests and more to perform subjugation and 
to convey that not only would non-violence not alter the occupation’s progress but it 
would only bring about violence.

Transgressions

While a paper of this length cannot do justice to a long history of non-violent 
Palestinian resistance, suffice it to say that they have engaged in non-violent actions 
ranging from boycotts, sit-ins, strikes, demonstrations, tax revolts, and hunger-
strikes. These have often been met with a violent Israeli response. Legal challenges 
are occasionally won but have little overall impact on occupation and are not always 
implemented. Samud is the most common form of Palestinian non-violent response 
occupation. Highly resonant in the Palestinian lexicon, it means staying put, refusing 
to move in face of a machinery of dispossession and tactics to winnow the population. 
Palestinian non-violence is particularly subversive because it does not conform to 
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the dominant and widely circulated image of the irrationally violent Palestinian and 
a pathological Arab-Islamic culture. Indeed, the Palestinian leader Mubarak Awad, 
who initiated a non-violent movement, was deported in the 1988 as the first intifada 
erupted. Indeed, he was accused of direct participation in the intifada by authorizing 
the leaflets that guided the uprising. 

 These running, ritualized non-violent protests and spectacles challenge both the 
sacrosanct narratives about Palestinian violence and the normalization of Palestinian-
Israeli segregation. They can be conceptualized as illicit encounters; Israeli Jews 
are legally not allowed in these areas25. Through the practice of collective protest, 
where people come together on the basis of shared political sentiments and a demand 
for justice and thus present an alternative vision of the social order, a dangerously 
heterotopian and thus subversive space is constituted. The participation by Israeli 
Jews, internationals and Palestinians represents a danger to the conceptualization of 
binary space, the standard narratives of Palestinian-Israeli relations, and the dominant 
classifications and assignments of space and mobility. By their participation in these 
protests, Israeli activists and internationals unsettled these narratives and classificatory 
categories, their rules and practices, and their spatialization. Traversing these 
boundaries upsets the rules of interaction which are based on allegedly primordial 
identities and loyalties which are enacted spatially. In coming together for protest, 
a liminal space is temporarily constituted; it is an effervescent moment in which, 
like a battery, people are charged up. In coming together in a liminal state, a sense 
of communitas emerged as did a moral community based on cross-linkages that 
undermined notions of fixed, singular identities.

Protests undercut one of the very purposes of the wall which is to isolate 
Palestinians and Israelis from one another. In reality, with some effort, closure can 
be breached. People can seep through – in this case Israelis faced an easier time than 
did Palestinians in getting through the wall and checkpoints. Israelis are forbidden 
by Israeli decree from entering Palestinian A areas. Ze’ev Jabotinsky, founder of 
Revisionist Zionism and forefather of the Likud, coined the term the Iron Wall. His 
formulation of an “…iron wall which the native population cannot break through…”26 
is, I would contend, inverted by Israeli transgressions, by people armed with political 
and moral convictions. The Iron Wall refers to an impregnable Jewish military force 
that would signal to the Arab world, in unambiguous terms, their inability to weaken 
the Israeli state. Most significantly, it precludes any concessions to the Palestinians. 
In order to construct a viable Jewish state, Jabotinsky proposed an Iron Wall which 
the Arabs could never break through that included not just military might but a 
refusal to concede territory or sovereignty27. Peace would come through the complete 
acquiescence of the Palestinians. Perhaps Jabotinsky never thought Jews would 
perform the “break through” in search not of more land to expropriate and settle but to 
join with Palestinians to press for justice and offer a vision of a shared future. 

The occupying forces’ response to these protests ranges from rubber bullets, tear 
gas, water canons, and beatings to arrests. Soldiers are confronted with the taxonomic 
order coming undone provoking cognitive dissonance and anger on the part of some. 
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Their world view and the dominant narrative of Jewish rights and pathological 
Palestinians relentlessly focused on attacking Israelis are up-ended; an alternative 
vision is apparent in the mixed protests. Israeli attacks on peaceful protests convey 
a starkly unambiguous message: non-violent opposition and protests will not be 
tolerated. If images and news of peaceful protests were circulated by the international 
media, and if the Palestinians were to gain anything as a result of them, these non-
violent movements of Palestinians and Israelis might gain moral stature. It would go 
against the grain of standard, hegemonic representations of Palestinians as inherently 
violent and it would violate the concept of segregation and spatial binaries. 

To conclude, I would argue that the violence of the occupying forces is less in 
response to the actual actions of the demonstrators but more to the blurring of the 
classificatory order and its categories i.e, to the violence done to the categories of a 
demon Palestinian other and the spaces of civilization. In other words, the mixing 
and mingling at the protests may incur violent reactions not just because they are 
protesting the state’s actions but because they are mixing categories to do so – 
thus subverting the order of things. While matter-out-of-place usually engenders 
discomfort, anxiety, and confusion, in this case it arouses violence intended to 
obstruct slippage through and around boundaries. The highly symbolic nature of the 
Bi’lin protests and the violence they elicit point to the way symbolic challenges are 
conceptualized and responded to as real challenges to the occupying authorities. Non-
violence is thus understood as violence, however symbolic.

Mixed protests transgress spaces of segregation; they are a rejection of the 
mantra of security and criminalization that masks relations of domination and the 
continuing appropriation of Palestinian resources. In these settings, Israelis and 
Palestinian are crafting small subversive spaces of cooperation suggestive of a vision 
that defies segregation. The violently crafted spatial enclave and the responses to 
it – transgression and protests – reaffirms simultaneously the brutality of a modern 
colonial enterprise and its recourse to primordial identities and the rejection of these in 
favor of more cosmopolitan social relations and formations.

Acknowledgments

A shorter version of this paper was presented at the American Anthropology 
Association’s Annual Meeting, Washington D.C. November 30, 2007 and at the 
Anthropology Research Working Group at the University of Louisville in spring 2008. 
I would like to thank the participants at both these sessions for their comments. 

Julie Peetet is professor at the Department of Anthropology at the University of 
Louisville her most recent book is Landscapes of Hope, Landscapes of Despair: Place 
and Identity in a Palestinian Camp. University of Penn Press, 2005.



[ 96 ]  Childrens’ Rights Discourse and Identity Ambivalence in Palestinian Refugee Camps

Endnotes
1	 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis 

of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. (Ark 
Paperbacks, 1966 [1984]).

2	 The West Bank is traversed by a series of by-
pass roads that connect settlements to Israel 
proper. Palestinians are not allowed to use 
these roads unless they have a permit. These 
roads permit settlers to by-pass native villages. 

3	 For an interesting article on the spatialization 
of difference, gender and policing see 
Thomas Abowd, “National Boundaries, 
Colonized Spaces: The Gendered Politics of 
Residential Life in Contemporary Jerusalem,” 
Anthropological Quarterly 8(4), 2007.

4	 Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization. The 
Human Consequences. (New York: Columbia 
university Press, 1998), p.9, 2.

5	 In a parallel sort of move, the US is 
constructing a wall on its border with Mexico; 
about 70 miles have been completed.

6	 Arnon Soffer, “Demographics in the 
Israeli-Palestinian Dispute” Policy Watch/
Peace watch #370. Special forum report 
(Washington, D.C.: The Washington Institute 
for Near east Policy. Soffer is emeritus 
professor of political geography and geo-
strategy at Haifa University. The Chronicle 
of Higher Education (November 23, 2007, 1 
and 9-12) described him as the “self-styled 
Jeremiah of the demographic threat posed 
by Palestinian birth rates.” He is “widely 
considered the “intellectual father of Sharon’s 
decision to withdraw from the Gaza Strip and 
build a security fence along its boundary, in an 
effort to shore up both Israel’s border and its 
Jewish minority” (p.10). 

7	 Tom Segev, One Palestine, Complete. Jews 
and Arabs Under the British Mandate Trans. 
by Haim Watzman. (New York: Henry Holt 
and Co., 2000), p.284.

8	 David Makovsky, “How to Build a Fence” 
Foreign Affairs March/April, 2004, p.52.

9	 According to a 2007 report by the Association 
of Civil Rights in Israel, “The State of Human 
Rights in Israel and the Occupied Territories” 
www.acri.org.il/eng half of Israeli do not think 
Arabs and Jews should have equal rights and 
more than 75% would not agree to live in the 
same building as Arabs.

10	 In a report prepared by an Israeli think tank 
in collaboration with US officials in the 
mid-1990s, a new strategy that emphasized 
a “clean break” from the formulations of 
“comprehensive peace” and “land for peace” 

to be replaced by “peace for peace” and 
“peace through strength” and the pursuit 
of “unconditional acceptance by the Arabs 
of our rights, especially in their territorial 
dimensions” was proposed for the Netanyahu 
government. The bold text was intended as 
possible parts of a speech; the italics were 
in the text as well. The Study Group that 
prepared the report included Richard Perle, 
Douglas Feith, and David Wurmser. See 
Rashid Khalidi, Resurrecting Empire. Western 
Footprints and America’s Perilious Path in the 
Middle East. (Beacon Press, 2004) pp.49-55 
for a discussion of the Report and the Study 
Group’s connections with the war on Iraq. 

11	 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger, p.3, 2.
12	 Palestinian-Israeli negotiations can be viewed 

as an attempt to legitimize in the international 
arena the expansive borders of the state and the 
contraction and fragmentation of Palestinian 
space.

13	 See Nefissa Neguib, “The Fragile Tale of 
Egyptian Jewish Cuisine: Food Memories of 
Claudia Roden and Collette Rossant” Food 
& Foodways 14:35-53 (2006); Amy Mills 
“The Place of Locality for Identity in the 
Nation: Minority Narratives of Cosmopolitan 
Istanbul” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies 40(3): 383-401, (2008); and Sami 
Zubaida “Middle Eastern Experiences of 
Cosmopolitanism” in S. Vertovec and R. Cohen 
(eds.) Conceiving Cosmopolitanism. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002) pp.32-42 on 
cosmopolitanism in the Middle East.

14	 Bryan Turner, Vulnerability and Human 
Rights. (Philadelphia: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2006), p.23-24.

15	 Ibid. 62, 64.
16	 James Fergusen, Expectations of Modernity. 

Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the 
Zambian Copperbelt. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999). p.212.

17	 Ibid.
18	 Ibid.
19	 Turner, p.64.
20	 Dani Rabinowitz, Borderline Collective 

Consciousness: Israeli Identity, “Arabness” 
and the Green Line” Palestine-Israel Journal 
of Politics, Economic and Culture Vol. 8 No. 4 
and Vol. 9 No. 1: 38-49, 2001, p.44.

21	 Douglas, p.35.
22	 Ibid. 
23	 The source for analyzing the Village Leagues 

is Salim Tamari,“In League with Zion: 



Jerusalem Quarterly 37  [ 97 ]

Israel’s Search for a Native Pillar” Journal of 
Palestine Studies Vol. 12, No. 4 (Summer): 41-
56. p.42. He writes: “The Leagues constituted 
the second historical attempt by the Zionist 
movement to establish a collaborative base 
among Palestinian peasants. The goal was to 
mobilize “the conservative peasantry against 
its own urban-based national movement.”

24	 In summer 2008, Israeli forces began using the 
“Skunk” against demonstrators; it is an organic 
compound that when sprayed releases a stench 
that sticks to skin, clothes and hair even after 
repeated washings. Its use, along with other 
innovations such as the “scream” which is 
a “large loudspeaker that sits on a truck and 
emits a dissonant and deafening sound’ and 
sponge bullets, have led to characterizations of 
Bil’in and nearby Ma’ilin as a “laboratory of 
experimentation.” Kobi ben Shimon, “Making 
a Stink” Haaretz September 6, 2008. www.
haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1018282.html, on-
line English edition, p.4).

25	 As part of the Oslo agreements, the West Bank 
was divided into three areas of differential 
control and jurisdiction. Area A encompassed 
Palestinians towns and urban centers such 
as Ramallah, Jericho, Bethlehem, Tulkarem, 
and Jenin and was to be under the full control 
of the Palestinian Authority. Area B, villages 
and less populated areas would be under 
Palestinian civilian jurisdiction with Israel 
remaining in control of security. Area C is 
land confiscated for settlements and under 
exclusive Israeli control; it includes the Jordan 
Valley.

26	 Quoted in Lenni Brenner, The Iron Wall. 
Zionist Revisionism from Jabotinsky to Shamir. 
(London: Zed Books Ltd., 1984) p.75. 

27	 Avi Shlaim, The Iron Wall. Israel and the 
Arab World. (W.W. Norton & Company, 
2000). p.504. Later, PM Rabin in the early 
and mid 1990s “recognized that the iron wall 
of Jewish military power had achieved its 
purpose” and negotiations were in order (504). 
Jabotinsky believed in negotiations only when 
the Palestinians conceded their weakness and 
Israel’s “invincibility” (599) and were obliged 
to submit to Israeli demands. (598). Shlaim 
writes that this is what has occurred: “The 
history of the state of Israel is a vindication 
of Jabotinsky’s strategy of the iron wall” 
(598-99). Shlaim perceptively notes that 
Jabotinsky did not envision a permanent wall 
but eventual peace, even if on unequal terms. 
In contemporary conceptualization of the iron 

wall, exemplified by former PMs Shamir and 
Netanyahu, it is seen as a means of “keeping 
the Palestinians in a permanent state of 
subservience to Israel” (599). 



[ 98 ]  Lifta: The Cipher of the Landscape - A Photographic Essay

No life is long enough for me to join me from 
my end to my beginning
The shepherds took my story and hid it in the 
grass covering the magic debris where tents 
once stood
And like this with trumpets and choral rhymes 
they cheated oblivion

(Mahmoud Darwish, Murale)

Two old fishermen on the beach of Shatti 
refugee camp in Gaza. The older one is 
wiping his eyes while his friend tries to 
make him laugh. Rula said they had just 
been singing a song about the old days, 
about fishing off the coast of Jaffa before 
1948. They were mending a net and singing 
with abandon. Then suddenly, the older 
fisherman began to cry and his old friend 
did what friends do – tried to bring him 
back from sadness with a joke. A small 
momentary exchange between memory and 
loss and the redemptive power of laughter 
and friendship.

Lifta: The Cipher 
of the Landscape 
- A Photographic 
Essay
Rema Hammami  
& Rula Halawani

Lifta. Photographic Series by Rula Halawani. 
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Through these portraits we see Palestinians as they mostly see themselves, as they 
inhabit their own being rather than the various ones one imposed on them. There are 
no masked young men, no wailing mothers, no terrified children; the media spectacle 
of Palestinians is missing. But take another look and you will find them here too. The 
young man with the wry smile sitting in front of half-headless female mannequins; 
the beaming bride and the little boys in black belt formation – they too have resisted, 
lost, mourned, been terrified, angry and filled with despair. Just as the masked youth, 
wailing mothers and their children also celebrate, laugh, play or fall in love and from 
time to time – simply get bored. These portraits don’t invert the dominant images 
by presenting their opposite. Instead, they do something much more subversive. By 
challenging the viewer to recognize the absences that are so fundamental to how 
Palestinians are represented, we are forced to recognize our own limited vision and the 
impossibility of capturing their complex totality.

But it is the landscape that dominates here; dominates because it is being consumed. 
And it seems to take with it both inhabitants and photographer until all we have left 
on its surface is submerged consciousness. It has become the cipher which hides the 
meanings through which we might be able to make some small sense of what has 
happened here – what has happened to a place and a people and an idea we have 
come to call Palestine. We can feel it, that something monstrous and epistemic has 
befallen us but our powers to comprehend it are failed by words. Invasion, settlements, 
checkpoints, the Wall – this is our language for what’s in these images. But these 

Lifta. Photographic Series by Rula Halawani. 
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words for events and objects are far too small to represent the enormity of what they 
have done. 

These series that make up the corpus of Rula’s work can be seen as extended triptych. 
What begins as an odyssey to decipher the meaning of the signs violently unfolding 
across the landscape finally dissolves into the painstaking investigations of a forensic 
pathologist. And at the last, we find only ghosts.

Negative Incursion captures the only “event” among the five series, Israel’s 2002 
military invasion of West Bank towns. It is also the last time we see people central to 
the images. The landscape like the bowels of a metal forge has been burnt charcoal 
black. Grey embers smolder; we can feel the intense heat of the pavement under the 
young men’s bodies. The only thing that is truly alive are the tanks. A steel Minotaur 
charges over us tusks raised. Even at rest it is alert, lording over its prey on the 
pavement. The people who inhabit this landscape have been burnt to white ash. But 
they act as if they don’t realize what has happened to them, as if they can only see 
what has happened around them. One of the young men on the pavement still wears 
his spectacles, a family of ghosts has made a make-shift tent, the old man who is 
slowly vaporizing still clutches his worry beads.

Lifta. Photographic Series by Rula Halawani. 
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And then color returns. There is a growing and living landscape. It is green and 
drenched in the goodness of water. But it is strangely ominous and threatening. You 
try and drive past it quickly, leave it a blur, look at the tree instead of what lies behind 
it. But its no use, even as you focus ahead, the road engulfs you with fear. Until finally 
you can’t escape that the landscape is only sky and the dark smear of a settlement. 
Irrationally, the only landscape that grows here is the one that kills.

Intimacy: one land, two people, four hands. The only intimate exchange left between 
Palestinians and Israelis takes place across the smooth surface of a concrete block. 
One set of hands is assertive and expansive; it demands and takes. The other set is 
reticent and self-controlled; it waits and offers up what is demanded. The pattern never 
changes only what is being demanded and offered; an I.D. card, an open briefcase, a 
voluptuous black plastic bag, a backpack, your portly belly. The roles are fixed; you 
are either a wait-er/ present-er or a demand-er/taker. And the script that you repeat 
endlessly everyday is as monotonous; wait-demand-present-take-wait-demand-
present-take…There are no other roles and no other scripts between the four hands on 
the one land of the smooth surface of the concrete block.

Wall: the making of a consecrated concrete machine. These are not images of a wall 
they are images of the production of divine terror. That is the purpose, we see it in 
pieces – it is made, constructed bit by bit. Its slabs lie waiting to be stood up and 

Lifta. Photographic Series by Rula Halawani. 
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placed in formation. People have made this wall; generals, engineers, construction 
workers. There are still gaps but they only fill us with the anxiety of expectation – 
finality is inevitable. They are building us a tomb and the last gap is for the lid. Then 
it stands complete, marked by an obelisk and like a medieval cathedral it awes the 
believers and instills fear in the hearts of the sinners. And we are both. 

What’s left? The images in Traces are like the forensic documentation of a mass 
grave. An anonymous crime has occurred. There are not only victims’ remains but also 
evidence of the perpetrators’ tire tracks. There are bits of cloth and plastic mummified 
with soil or flattened by heavy wheels. There are dried twigs and root threads, crushed, 
turned over. There is a series of small unfilled graves, as if the diggers didn’t have 
time to hide their work. But perhaps among these images of the land laid to waste in 
the building of the Wall there are some slight hints of genesis too; life before time 
suggested by the snow-like mud-scape or perhaps the origin of life-forms in the murky 
waters of a puddle?

And we do reach a beginning; or at least where this journey really began, not in 2000 
but in1948, in Lifta the phantom village. Of the more than 400 villages emptied of 
their inhabitants at Israel’s founding, Lifta at the entrance to Jerusalem is among a 
handful that was left physically standing until the present day. Over the years what 
to do with its discomforting presence has been the subject of a number of Israeli 

Lifta. Photographic Series by Rula Halawani. 
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proposals; make it a nature park or use its “desirable” vernacular architecture as the 
center of a luxury housing development. But none of these schemes ever came to 
fruition so it remains as it is – a haunting monument to the absent presence of its and 
the entire land’s original inhabitants.

The images are taken from inside the crumbling village homes, but our point of view 
is as if looking in from the outside. Blocks of light, like piercing eyes, survey the 
domed rooms scarred and blackened by mold.  At times the rounded interiors seem to 
mimic the inside of a skull, the light – eye sockets. At others, two glowing windows, 
like a parent and child observe the suitcase that lies under a stardust sun. A tent sits 
on the floor its back to the invading light. The leitmotifs of refugee homelessness, the 
suitcase and the tent have come back to inhabit the refugees lost home. But they are 
not alone. Their owners left outside peer in. And it is to their powerful glow that we 
are drawn.

So here in the magic debris of Lifta, at the beginning that can’t reach its end, perhaps 
we have found how oblivion is cheated – not by the village’s still standing rooms, but 
by the survival of the story of survival. 

Rema Hammami is Professor at the Institute for Women’s Studies at Birzeit University 
and Rula Halawani is Head of Photography in the Media Studies Department at 
Birzeit University.
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When tourists and visitors of Jerusalem 
walk the streets of the Old City visiting 
historical sites like the Western Wall, the 
Garden of Gethsemane, the Via Dolorosa, 
the al-Aqsa Mosque and the many other 
historical holy sites, they usually are 
lectured by their tourist guides about the 
ancient city and its biblical history of which 
Jerusalemites of the three faiths are very 
proud. Little is usually said about the other 
history of the city.

Karen Armstrong, however, in her book, 
Jerusalem – One City, Three Faiths, gives 
meticulous details of many of the very 
important historical events that the city went 
through in its long history. In chapter 14 of 
her book she described Saladin’s first day of 
business in Jerusalem after he recaptured the 
city from the Crusaders in 1187. She wrote:

“…Saladin also invited the Jews to 
come back to Jerusalem, from which 
they had been almost entirely excluded 
by the Crusaders. He was hailed through 
the Jewish world as a new Cyrus. …”

The Mamilla 
Cemetery;  
A Buried History
Asem Khalidi

The shocked and appalled Jerusalemites and 
members of the Islamic Waqf gathering the 
scattered bones left by Israeli parking lot 
workers in Mamilla, the historic cemetery in 
the western section of Jerusalem (1967).
Source: Memoirs of Anwar al-Khateeb 
al-Tamimi, the last Jordanian governor of 
Jerusalem, in his book, With Saladin in 
Jerusalem, published in 1989.
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It is a very well known fact that hundreds of Saladin’s soldiers and many of his senior 
generals and administrators who died in the battle for Jerusalem and those who chose 
to take Jerusalem as their permanent home were buried in Mamilla. What is saddening 
these days is that while Israeli bulldozers dig out graves of Saladin’s men and those of 
other Jerusalemites buried there afterwards, Israeli leaders and Supreme Court judges 
together with their American Wiesenthal Center partners applaud the construction 
of their so called Center for Human Dignity – Museum of Tolerance Jerusalem. 
Shouldn’t those people owe Saladin some apology.

The cemetery was full of thousands of grave markers in 1948 when it came under 
the guardianship of the so called Israeli Department of Absentee Landholders. Of 
those grave markers a handful of broken ones were found in 1967 when the whole city 
of Jerusalem was occupied by Israel. Now almost none of them exists. 

In most countries there are laws that protect historic cemeteries against vandalism 
and destruction. In Israel, however, these laws do not seem to apply to Moslem 
cemeteries. To the contrary, Moslem cemeteries all over the country have suffered the 
constant obliteration of tombs and the Mamilla cemetery is no exception with only 5% 
of the tombs left. Tomb markers and grave stones were constantly removed from their 
original locations and many were broken for the purpose of wiping out any Moslem 
trace in downtown Jerusalem. Now with only 8% of the cemetery area left, new Israeli 
plans are being designed to eliminate this Moslem historical site once and for all.

During the period of Ottoman rule, the cemetery was encircled by a 2 meter high 
fence around the year 1847, and Jerusalemites continued to use it as a burial site for 
their dead up until 1927 when the Moslem Supreme Council decided to preserve it 
as a historical site. According to their decision, the Council continued to maintain the 
cemetery and look after its grounds and keep the tombs in a well maintained condition.

The Israelis, however, had different hidden schemes for the vast Moslem cemetery in 
downtown Jerusalem that was once the burial site for hundreds of Saladin’s martyrs and 
for many other Arab Jerusalemites who lived in the city for more than 800 years after 
Saladin recaptured the city. The Israelis also know that neglected historic cemeteries 
are subject to long-term deterioration from natural forces such as weathering and 
uncontrolled vegetation. Neglect accelerates and compounds the process. For this 
reason, the cemetery that was placed under the guardianship of the Israeli Department 
of Absentee Landholders in 1948 suffered a lot. In addition, when Israel annexed the 
remaining part of Jerusalem after the1967 war, they rejected a petition by the Islamic 
Waqf Department to give them permission to go back to their old practice of maintaining 
the historical cemetery. Instead they went on with their premeditated process of 
destruction, and in 1967 the Jerusalem municipality turned a large part of the cemetery 
into a public park that was named “Independence Park” In order to complete the project, 
many grave sites were dug out and the remains of the dead desecrated. On January 15th, 
2005 the Israeli Electricity Company performed further excavations obliterating more 
tombs in order to lay some cables. Another part of the cemetery is used now as the main 
headquarters of the Israeli Ministry of Trade and Industry. 

On May 3rd, 2004 the California governor Arnold Schwarzenger, laid the 
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foundation stone for an American/Israeli project in a ceremony attended by Israeli 
government officials including then Vice Prime Minster Ehud Olmert and US 
ambassador Daniel Kurtzer. The huge project undertaken by The Simon Wiesenthal 
Center was to be constructed on the Mamilla cemetery ground. It includes two large 
buildings; one would be the Human Dignity, the other the Museum of Tolerance. 
Allocations for the project would amount to more than 200 million dollars raised 
mainly from American donors by the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles. During 
the first week of December 2005, some Israeli bulldozers started the new destruction 
effort to complete the plan of erasing the cemetery. The Wiesenthal Center’s plans has 
drawn outrage from Muslims and non-Muslims alike who emphasize that the museum 
is rejecting the very ideals it claims to stand for, tolerance.

What is striking is that even Israel’s Supreme Court whose business should be 
implementing historical cemetery laws even if those laws concern (non-Jewish) 
historical cemeteries arrived with a ruling in November 2008 saying that the project 
could go ahead because “… a parking lot had been built in the area (i.e. on the 
cemetery ground ) more than 40 years ago and then raised no objection…” This ruling 
was objectionable on two grounds. First, it is based on another unethical infringement 
and aggression on the cemetery ground that took place right after the 1967 war (more 
than 40 years ago). Secondly, it admits boldly and without shame that a parking lot 
was built on the historical site of the burial ground where Saladin buried his brave 
soldiers and where many Jerusalemite Moslem families continued to bury their kin up 
to less than 90 years ago. 

When Jimmy Carter made a remark to Aharon Barak the chief justice of the Israeli 
Supreme Court in 1990,… that  “…if he was to make decisions that affected the lives of 
people…, he should know more about how they lived.” Barak answered with a smile, “I 
am a judge, not an investigator.” I wonder if the Israeli chief justice knew in November 
2008 (after two years of study and contemplation) that Jerusalem’s Arab citizens and 
the Islamic Waqf people did protest then. They were appalled and terrified when they 
saw bones of their ancestors and loved ones in and around an excavation site left by the 
Israeli workforce that was preparing the ground for the famous parking lot in 1967.

As for the two years delay, it is believed that was enough time for the contractors 
to do their clandestine work behind the very high fences and under their white 
tents protected by their own security guards without interference from Jerusalemite 
protesters and/or other curious investigators or journalists.

Durgham Saif, the lawyer who brought the Islamic petition to Israeli Supreme 
Court, says that bones have been removed into boxes and that one skull has been 
smashed.

Fortunately, Mujeer id-Deen il-Hanbali, a Jerusalemite, included in his famous 
sixteenth centaury compendium “History of Jerusalem and Hebron” a long list of 
Jerusalem dignitaries buried in Mamilla. While his list had only the names of those 
whose tombs had grave markers at that time, it is still considered a good source of 
information about the burial sites of many Jerusalem famous clerics, judges, scholars, 
military leaders, city governors, custodians and sheikhs of al-Aqsa Mosque. 
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The following dignitaries were buried in Mamilla: 

((1)	 al-Amir) Nasser al-Din al-Nashashibi. One of Saladin’s ministers and military 
commanders. Later, he served as custodian of the two holy mosques al-Aqsa of 
Jerusalem and al-Ibrahimi Mosque of Hebron. (The irony is that while a huge 
colored portrait of one of his descendents, Ragheb Bey al-Nashashibi, Arab 
mayor of Jerusalem 1920 – 1933, covers a good part of a wall in the main lobby 
of The King David Hotel in Jerusalem less than a mile from Mamilla, the tomb 
of Nasser al-Din himself was dug out and leveled by permission of the so called 
Guardian of the Properties of Absentee Landholders.)

Dia’ al-Din Issa al-Makari(2)	 . One of Saladin ministers, and a famous Scholar.

(al-Amir(3)	 ) Ala’ al-Din al-Kabkabi. The cupola (the small one-room mosque) 
over his tomb was built in 688 Hijra year. (died 1289).

Burhan al-Din bin Jamaa’a(4)	 . Chief Justice (Qadi al-Quda) and head of is-
Salahiyya School.

(al-Amir) Salah al-Din Imzerd al-Silihdar(5)	 . A Mamluki official.

(al-Imam) Sharaf al-Din. A scholar(6)	  and Imam of al-Aqsa Mosque. (died 1219).

Aydmaar a(7)	 l-Sheikhaani. Custodian of the two holy mosques al-Aqsa and al-
Ibrahimi.

Jalaludin al-Qalansi. The cupola(8)	  over his tomb lies to the north of al-
Kabkabiyya.

Sheikh Shihab al-Din al-Maqdisi. A theologian.(9)	

Haaj Alloun (10)	 ibn Ibrahim al-Randi al-Andalusi. Owner of Swaiqat Alloun, the 
famous popular market place in the Old City of Jerusalem.

Taqiy al-Din al-Qarqashandi(11)	 . Chief Justice. (died 1276)

Ahmad Rajab al-Nashashibi. (Grand son(12)	  of the aforementioned Ameer Nasser 
al-Din). Ahmad was a member of the Royal Court of the Mamluk Sultan al-
Dhahir Jukmak.

Abdullah al-Bustami. A sufi scholar. ( buried in(13)	  al-Bustamiyya Court).

Abu Bakr al-Shibani. One of the(14)	  great Sufis. Al-Shibani’s descendants still live 
in upper Galilee.

Shams al-Din al-Deiri al-Khalidi. A forefather(15)	  of the Khalidi family of 
Jerusalem. Shams al-Din was a Chief Justice. (Descendents of Shams al-Din 
al-Deiri continued to be buried in Mamilla up to the second decade of the 20th 
century. 
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Abdul Rahman al-(16)	 Deiri al-Khalidi. (son of Shams al-Din). He was custodian of 
the two holy mosques.

Fakhr al-Din al(17)	 -Razi. Chief Justice, taught in both of the holy mosques of 
Jerusalem and Hebron.

Chief Justice Shihab al-Din (18)	 Arslan. (died 1449).

Abdul Hassan al-Badri. (A descendent (19)	 of Ali bin Abi Talib, the prophet’s son-
in-law and the 4th calif.) Abdul Hassan and his whole family is-Saadail-Badriya 
were buried in Mamilla. It is worth mentioning that the whole family lived in 
Talbiyyeh which became a famous elite Jerusalem suburb in the 20th centaury. 
Talbiyyeh got its name from their great forefather Ali bin Abi-Taaleb, hence 
Talbiyyeh.

Salah al-Din Mohammad al(20)	 -Attar. Representative of the Jerusalem region 
during the reign of Sultan Ashraf Bersibay. He also worked as custodian of the 
two holy mosques.

Sheikh Ahmad al-Dajani al-Mansi. (21)	 He was an affiliate with the governors of 
Jerusalem and Damascus. (died 1561).

Imam Khair al-Din al-Ramli. The (22)	 Hanafi Mufti. He had some published works. 
(died 1670).

Najm al-Din al-Khairi. Jerusalem Mufti. He’s the (23)	 forefather of the Khairi 
Family of Jerusalem.

Al-Amir (24)	 Rukn al-Din Mankourish al-Jashenker. (died 1317).

Al-Amir (25)	 Mohammad al-Qasim al-Tamimi al-Batrouri. Custodian of the two 
holy mosques. (died 1464).

Seif al-Din Arkas ((26)	 son of Abdullal al-Jalabani.). Seif al-Din was Custodian of 
the two holy mosques.

Al-Amir Hassan bin (27)	 Ayyoub. Sultan deputy in Jerusalem during the reign of 
king al-Zahir Juqmaq.

Al-Amir ibn al-Humam. Son (28)	 of Nasser al-Din Khoushqadam. He was one of the 
notables of Jerusalem. He served as the city governor. (died 1460).

Jamal al-Din al-Rabi’. Deputy of the (29)	 king al-Ashraf Qaytbay. (died 1486).

Al-Amir (Jan (30)	 Balat) Junblat. Custodian of the two holy mosques during. The 
reign of king al-Ashraf Qaytbay.

Finally, Jerusalem Arab citizens are still wondering if the 20 page ruling of the Israeli 
Supreme Court will change history and historical facts. It will not support the false 
claims that Arab Jerusalemites never lived and died in the city and hence were never 



buried in Mamilla. Was the court serious when it reached the conclusion that the 
cemetery was abandoned between 1948 and 1967? Of course it was. The cemetery 
during that period and up to 1993, was under guardianship of the Israeli Department of 
Absentee Landholders. Were they serious when they ignored the fact that the Islamic 
Waqf Department was denied the rights to restoration although they were the rightful 
custodianship over the cemetery in 1967? Were they serious when they claim that a 
parking lot built on the cemetery ground more than 40 years ago raised no objection? 
Was the Simon Wiesenthal Center really earnest when they claimed that the Frank O. 
Gehry-designed Center for Human Dignity – Museum of Tolerance Jerusalem (MOTJ) 
was truly for “Tolerance”. Could earnestly a museum of “Tolerance” be built on a 
disputed piece of land in Jerusalem or anywhere else in Israel? Do they expect Arab 
Jerusalemites to the tolerate destruction of the burial site of Saladin’s men and of their 
own forefathers who passed away during the last 800 years?

Asem Khalidi lectured at Birzet University for 20 years at the Department of English 
and the Department of Languages and Translations. He comes from a Jerusalem 
family that used Mamilla as a burial site for their dead for hundreds of years.
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