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Human Rights Watch (HRW) has released a report on the conditions in the occupied 
Palestinian territories titled “A Threshold Crossed,” which highlights Israeli violations of 
Palestinian rights through measures that include “the most odious crimes in international 
law.” This report officially confirms, from a legal perspective, what has been alleged 
numerous times: “Israeli officials are committing the crimes of apartheid and persecution 
– crimes against humanity.” In a comment that outlines his journey in reaching this 
verdict, the editor of the report, Eric Goldstein, states that he never thought that this 
accusation would be plausible when he took up his post as HRW’s acting Middle East 
director in 1989. Such an awareness shift indeed requires questioning the prevailing 
stereotypes, which can be difficult for many but is an essential prerequisite for more 
widespread efforts to bring justice and peace to the region. Goldstein asserts: “We must 
raise the political price for Israel to maintain the status quo.” 

The report also highlights that the Palestinian Authority violates civil, political, and other 
rights through measures that include systematic, arbitrary arrests and torture of critics 
and opponents. The recent cancellation of long-overdue elections on shallow pretenses 
falls in line with this verdict.   

Given these conditions, we asked the authors of this issue to suggest ways to improve the 
situation, fully acknowledging that the role of a leader is much more difficult than that of a 
critic. We thank those who took on this challenge: Former Palestinian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and international diplomat Dr. Nasser Al-Kidwa; Mohammad Al-Masri, a co-founder 
and current director general of The Palestinian Center for Policy Research and Strategic 
Studies – MASARAT; economist Samir Huleileh, a main participant in the negotiations 
team during bilateral and multilateral talks with Israel from 1992 until 2014; Abed Khooli, 
a senior data-science, data-journalism, and open-data specialist and advocate; writer and 
activist Khaled Barakat, general coordinator of the preparatory committee for the Masar 
Badil (Alternative Palestinian Path) Conference; Aseel AlBajeh, a legal researcher and 
advocacy officer at the Palestinian human rights organization Al-Haq; researcher Ubai Al-
Aboudi, executive director of Bisan Center for Research and Development; Marwan Tarazi, 
director of the Center for Continuing Education at Birzeit University; Dr. Khaldun Bshara, an 
adviser at Riwaq Centre for Architectural Conservation; and communication and advocacy 
professional George Sahhar.

Interspersed among the articles are profiles of Palestinians whose lives and work have 
contributed to the steadfast foundation upon which the struggle for Palestinian liberation 
persists. Titled “Ancestors of Palestinian Liberation,” this initiative includes profiles that 
have been collected and beautifully illustrated by Sarah Gold and Zelda Edmunds of the 
Anemoia Project. 

Our Book of the Month is Home Away from Home. You will find two Exhibitions of the 
Month and a Film of the Month. Ahlan Palestine invites you to a pottery workshop. Enjoy 
the listed events, most of which are virtual. 

Last but not least, we would like to thank PHARMACARE PLC, whose generous support 
made this issue possible!

From the entire team at TWiP, we wish a Happy Eid al-Fitr to all who are celebrating this 
occasion.

Sincerely,

Tina Basem

June 2021
This Is Sumud (Steadfastness)
July 2021
COVID-19 and Our Children
August 2021
Urban Planning

Publisher: Sani P. Meo

Art Director: Taisir Masrieh

Graphic Design: Tamer Hasbun

Editor: Tina Basem

Telefax: +970/2 2-295 1262
info@turbo-design.com
www.thisweekinpalestine.com
www.facebook.com/ThisWeekInPalestine

advisory Board

forthcoming Issues

tWiP Team

Hani Alami, CEO of COOLNET

H.E. Mounir Anastas, Ambassador, 
Alternate Permanent Delegate of the 
State of Palestine to UNESCO

Sari Khoury, architect

Rima Najjar, activist, researcher, and 
retired professor of English literature

Muzna Shihabi, communications 
expert

Sari Taha, principal consultant, 
Momentum Labs

Cover: The vicinity of Damascus Gate, 
Jerusalem. Photo by Afif Hanna Amireh.

Message from the Editor

Printed by
Studio Alpha, Al-Ram, Jerusalem.

The views presented in the articles do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the publisher.
Maps herein have been prepared solely for the 
convenience of the reader; the designations and 
presentation of material do not imply any expression 
of opinion of This Week in Palestine, its publisher, 
editor, or its advisory board as to the legal status of 
any country, territory, city, or area, or the authorities 
thereof, or as to the delimitation of boundaries or 
national affiliation.

This issue of TWiP was made possible 
through the generous support of 

PHARMACARE PLC.



54 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Issue 277
May 2021

THIS WEEK IN

www.thisweekinpalestine.com

Palestinian Realpolitik

THIS WEEK IN

www.thisweekinpalestine.com

6

10

18

Palestinian
Realism

Boosting a Palestinian
Social Protection System

Data Governance for
Economic and Social Good

Palestinian-Israeli Negotiations 
in the Biden Era

Our Education System
Is Failing

An Alternative Path 
for a Free Palestine

Building a Resilient
and Inclusive Economy

Marvels of Despair

Palestinian Elections
or Pandora’s Box?

Decolonization
from the Bottom Up

26

42

68

70

72

76

79

78

80

82

85

88

90

91

74

46

54

64

98

30

36

Book 
of the Month

Exhibition 
of the Month I

Exhibition 
of the Month II

Film 
of the Month

The Last Word

Directory

Events

Cultural Centers

Accommodations

Restaurants

Attractions

Travel Agencies

Maps

Ahlan 
Palestine Postcard



76 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

he Palestinian people are the 
Indigenous people of the country 
and rightful owners of the land – in 
the actual, not just historical and 
metaphorical sense. The Palestinian 
people suffered an unprecedented 
historical injustice at the time of 
the Nakba in 1948, when their 
national entity, cities, and villages 
were destroyed, and their national 
independence was denied. It was an 

unparalleled campaign of oppression and intimidation that led to the uprooting 
of half the population from their homes and lands, turning them into refugees in 
what remained of Palestine and in the surrounding Arab countries.

This tragedy continued in 1967 with Israel’s occupation of the remainder of 
Palestine, including East Jerusalem, and then by settler colonialism unparalleled 
in our modern world.

Despite the clarity regarding these facts in the Palestinian consciousness 
and narrative, the people and its leadership have demonstrated exceptional 
sensibility and a real desire to live in peace and security. They have accepted a 
pragmatic solution that had not been envisaged for many years: independence 
of the State of Palestine on the 1967 borders, with Jerusalem as its capital. 
They have shown the willingness to accept Israel and coexist with it as part of 
a comprehensive peace in the Middle East.

Israel’s general trend of political leadership and constituents have chosen to 
side with the extreme right and even fascism and have consistently expressed 
their rejection of the Palestinian national presence and refused to grant the 
national rights of our people through their rejection of the existence of the State 
of Palestine. Their continual appropriation of parts of our territory now portends 
the annexation of the entire West Bank, following Israel’s annexation of East 
Jerusalem.

This situation creates a major predicament for the international community, 
which has stood on the sidelines of the Nakba, the occupation, settler 

T
By Nasser Al-Kidwa

Palestinian
Realism

colonialism, and countless violations 
of international law and international 
humanitarian law, which have often 
constituted war crimes.

This has also caused a great impasse 
in a region that has been deprived 
of the fruits of peace and normal 
relations, despite some unnatural 
surges toward normalization that we 
do not believe will be sustainable. 
Above all, it has perpetuated the state 
of conflict between the Palestinian 
and Israeli sides that has slipped 
repeatedly and could always slip 
again toward direct and open 
confrontation, and perhaps war.

Despite this denial of their rights, 
the Palestinian people remain 
committed to an internationally 
supported political solution and to 
its central objective of achieving 
national independence in the State 
of Palestine along the 1967 borders, 
with Jerusalem as its capital. The 
Palestinian people remain ready 
for a negotiated peace settlement, 
provided that the unending so-called 
peace process, which has proved to 
be sterile, is replaced with a serious 
negotiated settlement in which 
the states of Palestine and Israel 
negotiate under the supervision of a 
fair international mechanism that is 
not monopolized by any side. 

The Palestinian side will undoubtedly 
insist on the recognition of the rights 

of Palestine refugees to return and on 
the compensation for their losses and 
rights to their property.

A settlement of this conflict that 
acknowledges the inalienable rights 
of the Palestinian people will allow 
the two states, Israel and Palestine, 
to live in security and peace. Indeed, 
such a solution will enable the entire 
Middle East to finally enjoy genuine 
peace and prosperity.

Dr. Nasser Al-Kidwa, former 
Palestinian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and international diplomat, 
boasts a long career in international 
diplomacy, including as permanent 
observer of Palestine to the United 
Nations and head of the delegation 
of Palestine to the International 
Court of Justice. He served 
in several senior international 
diplomatic positions, including 
as Special Envoy of the Secretary 
General of the Arab League of Libya, 
and Deputy Special Envoy of the 
United Nations and League of Arab 
States for Syria. A member of the 
PLO’s National Council since 1975, 
Dr. Al-Kidwa was elected twice to 
the Fatah Central Committee. He 
has also served as the chairman of 
the board of directors of the Yasser 
Arafat Foundation since 2007. 

Palestinian Realpolitik
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“Enough for Me
Enough for me to die on her earth
be buried in her
to melt and vanish into her soil
then sprout forth as a flower
played with by a child from my country.”
Excerpt from “Enough for Me” in The Night and the Horsemen, Fadwa Tuqan, 1969

The poet Fadwa Tuqan witnessed so much. Born in 1917 in Palestine under British 
rule, she lived through Britain’s issuance of the Balfour Declaration, the Nakba 
in 1948, the 1967 War and beginning of the Israeli occupation, the 1993 Oslo 
Accords and the formation of the Palestinian Authority, the initial construction of 
Israel’s apartheid wall, and two Intifadas. 

Born into a deeply conservative household in the city of Nablus, Fadwa rejected 
any customs that she felt stifled her pursuit of knowledge. She learned to write 
poetry at an early age from her talented brother Ibrahim, a famous poet himself. Her 
early work reflects a pioneering bravery in its candid accounts of femininity, love, 
and emotion. After the 1967 War and Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and 
Gaza, her poetry adopted a more overtly political tone, emphasizing anti-colonial 
resistance and the role of women in social protest. Israeli army general Moshe 
Dayan is known to have said that reading a poem by Tuqan was like facing 20 
enemy commandos.*

In 2003, Tuqan died of natural causes in her hometown as it was under Israeli siege. 
Today, she is considered to be among the most distinguished figures of modern 
Arabic literature, an indomitable writer and poet who defied patriarchy, colonization, 
and occupation to give voice to Palestinian national loss and resistance.

Ancestors of Palestinian Liberation is an initiative that marks the decades since the 
Nakba by featuring the stories of seven Palestinians whose lives and work have 
contributed to the steadfast foundation upon which the struggle for Palestinian 
liberation persists. 

Through a collection of artistically rendered portraits and short biographies, this 
project highlights some of the brilliant and courageous ways in which Palestinians 
have reckoned with life, identity, and cultural resistance in the aftermath of the 
Nakba and in the face of ongoing settler colonialism. 

This multi-faceted, visual, biographical, and educational tool is intended for 
organizers, educators, and community members who want to bring Palestinian 
history and stories into everyday spaces. These seven Palestinians are just a few 
among the many whose lives may be gone but whose legacies and work live on.

Fadwa Tuqan, The Poet of Love and Pain

Ghassan Kanafani, The Fearless Writer of Resistance and Truth

Naji Al-Ali, The Timeless Palestinian Conscience

Mahmoud Darwish, The Poet of Palestinian Identity

Rim Banna, The Voice of Palestine

Edward W. Said, The Voice of Palestinian Self-Narration

Razan Al Najjar, The Angel of Mercy

Learn more about how you can engage with this project online, print the portraits 
and biographies in English or Arabic, and explore the educational resources at 
www.PalestineAdvocacyProject.org/Ancestors. 

Vision, design, and creation: Zelda Edmunds, Anemoia Projects

Funding and collaboration: Palestine Advocacy Project

Contributor: Sarah Gold 

Fadwa Tuqan: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds.

*Poet of the Palestinian Nation’s Sense of Loss, The Irish Times, 2003.
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Palestinian Realpolitik

Palestinian-Israeli
Negotiations in the

Biden Era

oe Biden has won the US 
presidency and returned to 
proposing a two-state solution 
and the revival of negotiations 
and the political process. This 
reality has sparked dialogue about 

the possibility of resuming this process in the immediate term based on the 
principles and terms of references that have governed previous negotiations. 

Under Donald Trump’s leadership, US politics opted for a complete, open 
bias towards Israel, full partnership with Israel’s right-wing movement, and 
the uninhibited acceptance of the occupation. This formula, however, did not 
provide a political solution for either Palestinians or Israelis, even though it 
favored Israeli interests. Instead, it aimed to impose the Israeli solution on the 
ground, forcing Palestinians to accept the situation or at least live with it.

Palestinians understood the proposal that was guided by the Trump-Netanyahu 
vision as an attempt to completely liquidate the Palestinian question. The worst 
aspect of this vision was the plan to annex 30 percent of West Bank territory 
to Israel while transferring the residents of the area called Al-Muthalath (the 
Triangle, a series of villages along the Green Line, currently part of Israel) to 
the “State of Palestine.” If this deal were to be implemented, however, the 
Palestinian “state” would carry no more than the name. Lacking the features 
that could qualify it to be considered a state, it would not be able to function 
as such. In other words, the proposed Palestinian state would be nonviable. 
Still, large segments of the Israeli right and radical-right wings rejected the 
deal because it referred to a Palestinian state and limited the annexation to 30 
percent of the land – whereas the original Zionist plot included the creation of 
the State of Israel on the entire land of historical Palestine. 

JBy Hani Al-Masri*

It should be noted that Biden’s 
administration is not rushing the 
resumption of negotiations, as 
stated by some senior officials, most 
notably Secretary of State Anthony 
Blinken, nor is it aiming to enforce 
the two-state solution. The issue is 
not a priority, as this administration 
embarked on its term by combatting 
the COVID-19 pandemic and 
addressing domestic division and 
economic problems, not to mention 
its troubled relations with China, 
Russia, and Iran. 

According to the US vision, the 
Palestinian and Israeli sides are not 
ready for negotiations. Israel has 
been going through two years of 
repeated elections due to its inability 
to form a lasting government. 
The Palestinians remain politically 
divided while planning legislative and 
presidential elections and completing 
the membership of the Palestinian 
National Council. Nobody is able to 
predict the outcome of Palestinian 
elections, let alone whether or not 

they will be held, considering the 
ongoing fierce competition and long 
list of 36 candidates, while over 93.3 
percent of the qualified voters are 
registered. 

What matters to the US 
administration is the ability to 
preserve the status quo. It hopes 
to stop any further deterioration of 

The interim situation 
intended to end by 
1999 still persists 
and in fact aims to 
constitute the final 
status, falsely labeled 
a “Palestinian state.” 
If negotiations take 
place, Israel will insist 
that they be governed 
by the current status 
and endeavor to 
sustain this status. 

A mural on the separation wall in Bethlehem. 
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the situation by preventing either 
party from taking unilateral steps, 
until an enabling environment is 
created. At that time, we can expect 
negotiations to resume but with the 
aim to manage rather than solve the 
conflict. Actually, the gap between 
the Palestinian and Israeli positions 
is widening, to the extent that it 
seems impossible to reach a peace 
agreement in the near future. 

In addition, we should not expect 
that the Biden administration 
will place any serious pressure 
on the Israeli government: It will 
merely express “concerns” when 
grave violations of international 
law are committed, such as land 
confiscation, settlement expansion, 

Furthermore, the current 
administration is delaying the 
resumption of diplomatic relations 
with the Palestinian leadership and 
has not yet reopened PLO offices. 
No senior-ranking contacts have 
been initiated with the Palestinian 
side. Blinken announced that his 
administration’s position toward the 
Palestinian Authority depends on the 
latter’s position toward “terrorist” 
organizations. The US administration 
has also confirmed that any contact 
with the Palestinian government 
before or after the elections is 
conditioned by the Palestinian 
acceptance of the Quartet conditions 
– without imposing similar 
conditions on the Israeli government. 

To elaborate a bit more: Netanyahu 
is still the strong man in Israeli 
politics and the original drafter of 
Trump’s deal and vision. Because 
it is not possible to implement it 
entirely or immediately, he will (try 
to) implement it incrementally. 
As Israel’s right and radical-right 
parties still enjoy a large majority 
in the Knesset, they hinder any 
Israeli decision to resume serious 
negotiations, not to mention reach a 
peace agreement. 

Despite these conditions, some 
political initiatives and attempts 
have been made and others may 
still emerge, such as President 
Mahmoud Abbas’s proposal to hold 
an international peace conference, 
which received broad international 
acceptance. There are also attempts 
to reactivate the International Quartet 

Future negotiations 
must consider the 
lessons learned 
in previous 
negotiations when 
Palestinians made 
heavy concessions 
that curtailed their 
rights and left them 
without leverage. 
Recognition of the 
State of Israel must 
be matched with 
the recognition of 
a State of Palestine 
rather than merely 
the right to self-
representation.

Palestinian Realpolitik

the imposition of the siege, arbitrary 
arrests, house demolitions, or 
even cold-blooded extrajudicial 
killings of innocent Palestinians 
in front of running cameras. The 
Biden administration will focus on 
managing rather than solving the 
conflict, as can be seen in its choice 
of not retracting from the previous 
administration’s decision to transfer 
the US embassy to Jerusalem and 
overlooking the issue of refugees 
and their right of return, not to 
mention the international resolutions 
that provide for the creation of the 
State of Palestine – all of which are 
issues that currently may not be 
subjected to negotiation, as Israel 
outright refuses to consider them. 

Palestinians demonstrate in front of Israeli soldiers during a protest in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. 
Photo courtesy of Middle East Eye.
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leadership with unified national 
institutions and joint authority, 
including the PLO on the basis of a 
full partnership. Such a framework 
will strengthen the will to continue 
a multifaceted struggle to change 
the power balance in Palestine 
and engage in a serious political 
process to reach a final status 
agreement that does negotiate 
Palestinian rights enshrined in 
international law and legitimacy. 
Instead, such negotiations will aim 
to secure these rights. This goal 
remains unachievable, however, 
as long as we lack unity – the 
achievement of which should be 
our national priority and necessity. 

Any future negotiations should 
draw lessons from previous ones. 
The Palestinian side has made 
many mistakes, most importantly 
submitting all its cards at the 
outset, which left it with no cards 
to play in the actual negotiations. 
Palestinians recognized Israel’s 
right to live in peace and security, 
condemned resistance, and 
retroactively called their struggle 
for justice terrorism, which left 
them without any means to fight 
for their rights and dissolved the 
infrastructure of their struggle. 
Approval of the Paris Protocol 
led to the Palestinian economy 
becoming dependent on the Israeli 
economy. All these concessions 
were made in exchange for 
Israel’s recognition of the PLO 
as the representative of the 
Palestinian people and the creation 
of a self-ruling authority. While 
this enabled some officials and 
leaders of PLO factions and their 
families to return to the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip, these results in 
no way match the concessions 
that Palestinians made. Notably, 
Israeli concessions failed to 
include the recognition of any 

Palestinian rights, such as the right 
of return, equality for our people 
in the lands occupied in 1948, the 
right to self-determination, and the 
establishment of a Palestinian state 
on pre-1967 borders. In the Oslo 
game, Israeli negotiators achieved 
all they wanted from the outset 
and thus lost interest in conducting 
any serious negotiations. After all, 
Israel is the stronger on the ground. 
It can implement or refrain from 
implementing any agreement without 
any repercussions. 

Therefore, in any future negotiations, 
the Palestinian strategy must 
be based on the refusal to start 
where previous negotiations 
ended. Too many mistakes were 
made. Palestinian agreement on 
the principle of land swap, for 
example, was misinterpreted 
and has been used to seemingly 
legitimize settler colonial expansion 
and the annexation of settlement 
blocks to Israel. Similarly, previous 
negotiations accepted that an 
agreed-upon solution should be 
reached to settle the question of 
refugees, which provided Israel with 
the opportunity to veto any decisions 
on this issue that forms the essence 
of the Palestinian question. This 
underlying pattern has drawn many 
other major and minor concessions 

Palestinian Realpolitik

Committee, while China proposed an 
initiative to resume negotiations, as 
did Russia and many Arab countries. 

But actually, no realistic vision could 
seriously predict a resumption of 
the political track in a manner that 
would lead to a peace process. The 
situation is very different now from 
the peace process without peace 
that was upheld in order to cover 
for the occupation’s creation of 
new facts on the ground that aimed 
to render the one-sided, Israel-
proposed solution the only practical 
and possible path. Consequently, 
unless changes in the regional 
geopolitical situation and changes 
in the dynamics of power on the 
ground take place, there is no 
political horizon for a serious peace 
process. We might witness quasi-
negotiations or shuttle meetings to 
prepare for negotiations, but if an 
agreement to resume negotiations 
in an international conference 
should be reached, this conference 
is not likely to be effective. While 
it might present a platform for the 
resumption of negotiations that abide 

by the Israeli conditions, Israel will 
not easily accept a resumption of 
negotiations of final-status issues 
because it considers that it has 
already settled these issues, in its 
own favor, and cannot backtrack. 
The authority and tasks of the PA 
may be expanded and perpetuate 
limited self-rule – further extending 
the situation that was intended as a 
five-year interim arrangement by the 
1993 Oslo Accords. 

Palestinians must therefore prioritize 
the conceptualization of a global 
vision that leads to a united strategic 

Palestinians gather on June 22, 2020 to stage a protest against Israel’s annexation plans in the West Bank. 
Photo by Issam Rimawi, courtesy of Middle East Monitor.

Any negotiations 
must be preceded 
and accompanied 
by comprehensive 
resistance that 
is a natural right 
guaranteed by 
international law.

Palestinian national 
resolve to continue 
popular resistance 
must be activated 
in order to sow the 
seeds that will bear 
fruit during the 
negotiations.
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from Palestinians, preventing 
meaningful gains. For this reason, 
any new negotiations must start by 
abolishing previous concessions, 
which includes withdrawing – or 
suspending – the recognition of 
Israel and renegotiating other major 
concessions. It will be necessary 
to agree on what the final status 
will be and that it will be based on 
international law and UN resolutions. 
It is not acceptable to negotiate 
the right of Palestinians to have a 
state. Negotiations must take place 
between states. 

Based on this understanding, 
future negotiations must recognize 
and consider the partition plan of 
UN Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 181, UNSCR 194 on the 
refugees, the legal opinion of the 
International Court of Justice in The 
Hague, and other UN resolutions. 

The sponsoring framework for 
these negotiations must be provided 
by the United Nations through an 
international, full-fledged, continuous 
conference and must stay away 
from bilateral negotiations that give 
advantage to the powerful party. 
Negotiations must avoid sole US 
sponsorship since it is biased 
towards Israel, as it must avoid the 
Quartet that has played a secondary 
role, closer to a false witness. 
Other players must be invited, 
including China, Arab countries, 
Turkey, and Iran, and the new 
negotiations cannot be based on 
previous accords that compromised 
Palestinian rights and conciliation. 
It is important to understand that 
negotiations do not depend mainly 
on the skills and maneuvers of 

negotiators but reflect the existing 
power dynamics, which include the 
states and forces that are concerned 
with and influence such negotiations. 

Finally, negotiations are not a 
matter that should be restricted to 
the Palestinian leadership and the 
negotiations department. They must 
ensure broad national participation, 
be transparent, and remain subject 
to accountability and monitoring 
through various legitimate national 
institutions. These negotiations need 
to benefit from the competencies, 
expertise, and information that the 
Palestinian people possess in all 
their institutions and individuals 
wherever they are.

A well-known political analyst, 
journalist, and columnist, Hani 
Mohammad Adnan Al-Masri is one 
of the founders of The Palestinian 
Center for Policy Research and 
Strategic Studies – MASARAT 
and currently its director general. 
Al-Masri has written and published 
hundreds of articles as well as 
research and policy papers, and 
he is a regular columnist for 
Al-Quds newspaper in Palestine. 
His articles are translated into 
English and circulated by several 
institutions. Prior to 2005, Al-Masri 
served for ten years as general 
manager of the Printing and 
Publication Department at the 
Ministry of Information. He is also 
a member of the board of trustees 
of the Yasser Arafat Foundation 
and a member of the Yasser Arafat 
Award Committee.

*Translated by Rania Filfil and Tina Basem.
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“We were heaped up there, withdrawn from our childhood, 
away from the land of oranges…
‘oranges that died,’ an old farmer once told us, ‘if watered by strange hands.’” 
Excerpt from The Land of Sad Oranges, Ghassan Kanafani, 1958

Ghassan Kanafani was a prolific Palestinian journalist and writer, an unapologetic 
speaker, and a pioneering cultural leader. Decades after his assassination at age 36 
by the Israeli Mossad, Kanafani’s writings continue to inspire, reclaiming the right of 
Palestinians to narrate for themselves their ongoing struggle for liberation.  

Forced into exile by Zionist forces in 1948, Kanafani worked as an art teacher for 
Palestinian refugee children in Damascus, Syria. There he was inspired to write 
short stories to help his young students cope with their own dispossession. Among 
his most well-known stories are Men in the Sun (1962) and Returning to Haifa 
(1969). Kanafani’s writings broke with tradition, employing new literary styles to 
explore Palestinian statelessness and exile. He wrote everything from short stories 
to novels, plays to analytical studies, and boasted a massive body of journalistic 
work. In some ways, Kanafani seemed to live as though he knew his time was 
limited, writing constantly and publishing without respite.

He fearlessly spoke truth in the face of powerful, hostile governments, emphasizing 
the liberation of Palestinians as part and parcel of the liberation of all oppressed 
people across the world. Kanafani was never able to return to his homeland. His 
obituary in the Lebanon Daily Star called him “A commando who never fired a gun, 
whose weapon was a ball-point pen, and his arena the newspaper pages.”* 

Ghassan 
Kanafani: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds.

*Hannah Szeto, “Profile: Ghassan Kanafani (1936–1972),” Middle East Monitor, July 14, 2019. 
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s we entered the year 2021 
in the midst of a major health 
pandemic, we have been faced 
with significant threats: The first 
denotes the long-lasting effects 
of this pandemic on our fragile 

health system and economy. Will the pandemic and its vaccination schemes 
ever end, and will it eat up our economic growth, if any? The second threat 
is the absence of a plan, particularly a direction that defines how Palestinians 
can reignite the peace process and bring all parties, especially Israel, into 
a meaningful negotiation that could end the occupation. There is little to no 
initiative that attempts to shift and/or slow down the reality of the aggressive 
colonial policies implemented by the Israeli government to expand and 
dominate more and more Palestinian land and resources. The third threat 
is the siege of Gaza and the division in the political system that governs the 
Palestinian territories. 

The above-mentioned threats affect all aspects of the economy and cause 
severe structural damage, as we can see through most economic indicators. 
This will be explained below in reference to Palestine’s continued economic 
dependence on Israel and the prevailing extreme economic volatility and 
lack of political stability. In addition to this structural damage, the Palestinian 
economic sector must deal with a significant decrease of Palestine’s market 
size and market share not only in terms of allocating and sustaining export 
markets but also in respect to a weak labor market that offers little to no 
opportunity locally. 

The dramatic increase in the difference in per capita income in the West Bank 
and Gaza proves that the gap in equality is extremely wide and dangerous, as 
can be seen not only between various cities but also, more recently, within 
cities. Continuous and accumulated public deficit shows the bleak state of our 
government’s fiscal situation.

ABy Samir Huleileh 

Building a Resilient 
and Inclusive Economy

The Palestinian 
government is 
trapped between 
efforts to prevent 
economic 
deterioration and 
endeavors to build a 
resilient and inclusive 
economy.

Palestinian Realpolitik

In reviewing the aforementioned 
economic indications, one tends 
to feel the dominance of politics 
in defining the potential of the 
Palestinian economy where the 
Israeli occupation has become the 
main point of reference. The question 
will always be: Is there a way out, a 
vision or a road map that can create 
a better and more sustainable life 
that could provide the people with a 
more stable and resilient economy 
until this occupation and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict come to an end?

This crisis is not an unfamiliar 
situation, for Palestinians or for 
other peoples. Countries have lived 
and survived a variety of crises, 
in particular the financial crises of 
2008 and 2012. What differentiates 
one country from another is the way 
each chooses to handle financial and 
political pressures. Some countries 
found dynamic and flexible solutions 
for absorbing and incubating an 
economic recession, and others 

could restart their activities and 
return to their normal performance 
more smoothly and faster than 
expected. It is important to ask how 
a country such as Ireland, among 
many examples, could be less 
affected than Greece and Portugal 
by the 2008 crisis. To rephrase the 
question, what factors make the 
economies of Switzerland, Sweden, 
Norway, and Germany the most 
resilient economies of the world? 

Dawn at a checkpoint as thousands of Palestinian workers make their way to work in Israel.
Photo by Sean Hawkey/WCC.
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A resilient economy has the 
capacity, resources, capabilities, 
and awareness to respond to major 
outside pressures. This goes hand 
in hand with the term sumud, 
steadfastness, that was used 
frequently during the 1980s and 
1990s but unfortunately has been 
taken out of context to fit the new 
realities of the 2020 era. This term 
was relevant to the first Intifada, 
when Palestinians were encouraged 
to withdraw from the market by 
reducing consumption and moving 
to a household economy, e.g., 
planting and cultivating plants in 
home gardens as an alternative to 
buying Israeli produce. Boycotting 
Israel was of course much simpler 
then than it is now. However, the 
Palestinian Authority has access 
today to a wide range of means 
and tools that could substantially 
affect the production, marketing, 
and financing of Palestinian 
economic activities. 

Resilience is what the Palestinian 
economy needs in response to the 
successive wars and intifadas and to 
alleviate and attempt to cure the lack 
of stability caused by the constant 
Israeli political pressures. Since the 
second Intifada (2001–2004), the 
economic situation has been volatile. 
The Palestinian economy lost 8 
percent of its GDP in 2001, recorded 
an additional decrease of 13 percent 
in 2002, and witnessed an increase 
of 15 percent in 2003 to finally return 
to a 10 percent increase in the year 
2004. Preceding the 2006 election and 
the siege on Gaza, GDP growth in both 
Gaza and the West Bank regressed 
dramatically, whereas in 2011, the per 
capita GDP grew by about 11 percent. 
But if we compare the per capita GDP 
from the year 1994 to the per capita of 
this year, we find almost zero change. 
This means that the volatile situation 
continues to eat up all development 
that Palestine has experienced during 
the last few decades.

Since 2017, the dynamics between 
Palestine, the United States, and 
Israel have changed. Israel has 
regained the role of the Palestinians’ 
enemy who shows no political 
interest in ending the occupation. 
Even with Biden’s new government 
and a somewhat changed approach 
to the occupation, the United States 
still remains the guardian and 
number one enabler of the Israeli 
occupation. Despite efforts to create 
a financially secured Arab network to 
compensate the Palestinian Authority 
and Palestinians for losses that have 
been caused by Israel for political 
and/or economic reasons, this crisis 
remains a structural and strategic 
one, calling for a more rooted and 
unified response from the Palestinian 
Authority. The Palestinian Authority 
is at stake, and it must begin to plan 
how it can strategically proceed in 
order to provide its people with a 
stable and sustainable life – despite 
the occupation and until the conflict 
is resolved. 

Immune economies in the 
international framework depend on 
older and more experienced labor 
forces. These prove to be most 
effective in claiming an essential 
part of a resilient economy because 
they can move easily and smoothly 
across different sectors of the 
economy. And given that most of 
the labor force in Palestine is of a 
younger generation, it is important 
that structured training be provided 
for the labor force, widening the 
options of its participants and 
easing their movement across 
various sectors. As this option is 
found in the SMEs that make up the 
majority of Palestinian economic 
establishments, supporting this 
category is vital to the survival of 
an economy as fragile and volatile 
as the Palestinian economy. Such 

Closed shops on an empty street in Jerusalem’s Old City after a curfew was imposed to curb the spread 
of the coronavirus. Photo by Nedal Eshtayah, courtesy of Middle East Monitor. 

support will create a stable and 
eligible network that is capable of 
resisting economic shocks and 
policy pressures. 

It is also important to let go of 
the concept that Palestine could 
or should be developed through 
one national goal, given that the 
availability and accessibility of 
resources vary among the different 
areas of the West Bank and Gaza. 
Take Gaza, for example; Gazans’ 
bank deposits now comprise only 
8 percent of total bank deposits, 
while Gazans make up 40 percent 
of the total population. There is 
such a lack of resources that it is 
impossible even to attempt to restart 
an economy there. 

Working inside Israel and Israeli 
settlements is another controversial 
factor. In fact, it is one of the 
weakest points in creating a resilient 
economy. The fact that between 13 
and 18 percent of the total labor 

Multilateral trade 
relations and the 
availability of a variety 
of resources and 
inputs are vital to 
the national income. 
Creating such factors 
is the first step for 
Palestine to break out 
of its dependence 
on Israeli export 
and import: trade 
diversion must 
become a national 
policy and objective. 

Palestinian Realpolitik
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force of the West Bank and Gaza 
work in Israel negatively contributes 
to the GNP of Palestine, as it causes 
vulnerability and prevents political 
and economic certainty and stability. 
For the past 14 years, the Palestinian 
labor force that works in Israel and 
the settlements has come only from 

the West Bank, and its contribution 
to the West Bank’s total GNP is as 
high as 40 percent.  

Rebuilding this factor, however, 
takes a lot of care, articulation, 
and long-term vision, as it 
requires the availability of jobs 
and financial support in Palestine. 
We must acknowledge that some 

governorates depend on their 
citizens working in Israel (whether in 
settlements or in Area C), whereas 
others depend on the Palestinian 
Authority’s public employment, and 
a small but increasing number resort 
to entrepreneurial establishments. 
Thus, a detailed resilience plan must 

be built that is specific to each area 
and governorate and that takes 
into consideration the availability of 
resources and the accessibility of 
the labor force. 

The viability of a stable banking 
sector is a major instrument in 
building a resilient economy. 
However, as long as Palestine 

depends on the Israeli shekel as the currency 
preferred by the Palestinian government among all 
legal currencies, its economy remains dependent. 
If lending is mostly allocated for consumption of 
the public, then the total benefit of the economy 
is minimal. However, when lending is targeted to 
widening the productive base, infrastructure, and 
the housing market, then a more durable policy 
can be implemented. Since most bank deposits are 
short-term, then the government and the banking 
sector should look for long-term deposits, either 
from international markets or from local sources 
such as social security and pension funds. We 
must streamline a vision and plan to restructure 
our banking policies in a direction that serves the 
purpose of building an immune and resilient banking 
sector. 

The availability, or lack, of water resources in the 
agricultural sector, the variety of accessible export 
markets, and the source of inputs for agricultural 
production largely determine to what extent 
agriculture could be utilized to become one of the 
pillars of our food security and help create a resilient 
economy. The availability of water resources or lack 
thereof go hand in hand with the sustainability of the 
agricultural sector.

Lastly, a lot of change is required in our governance. 
The government has yet to build a long-term strategy 
not only to contain the current status but also 
to work towards sustainability and build a better 
future. Dealing with al-maqasa (customs and taxes 
clearance) money is a priority for the Palestinian 
Authority in aiding and maintain an independent 
export/import market. Palestinian import must 
depend on Israeli officials to collect and clear 
customs and taxes, only to send the receipt to the 
Palestinian Ministry of Finance – with a 3 percent 
surcharge per collection. The establishment of 
dry ports and bonded warehouses will help avoid 
the associated, frequently occurring delays in the 
supply chain and help attempt to build a more stable 
Palestinian economy. 

In addition, working to divert from depending on 
Israel as the main supplier of power and water to 
new resources such as renewable energy can be 
central to building the Palestinian economy. In the 
same context, importing fuel products from Egypt 
or Jordan is equally vital to making Palestine more 
immune and independent.  

Palestinian farmers are seen during harvest season in the Jordan Valley. 
Photo by Shadi Hatem, courtesy of Middle East Monitor.

Palestinian Realpolitik



2524 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

All the above-mentioned examples 
of policy changes show how much 
we can do within the status quo to 
build a completely different structure 
from what we have had for the 
past 25 years. Moreover, these 
policies should be directed towards 
four major goals that are essential 
for our survival and development 
in the coming few years: First, 
we must work hard to stop and/
or slow the progress of Israeli 
settlements in Jerusalem and the 
West Bank and delegitimize these 
policies in international arenas. 
Second, we must work towards 
a production-focused economy. 
This can be done by supporting 
exports and reducing imports and 
their diversion. Third, we must 
build an inclusive social protection 
framework that mitigates poverty, 
deep poverty, and unemployment. 
This includes funding institutions 
that can guarantee financial 
stability through export guarantees, 
agricultural insurance, political risk 
insurance, and overall supervision 
of the labor market. And fourth, we 
must bring about development by 
participation which can be achieved 
by building a democracy with the 
widest scope possible in order to 
lead to a transparent, “non-corrupt” 
government with an independent 
judiciary and a capable labor market.

The ultimate goal is to mobilize the 
people, particularly the youth and the 
diaspora, to have better control of 
resources and to start an economic 
reform that serves and supports 
our political agendas. This would 
be a transitional program directed 
towards the internal structures 
to guarantee a more resilient and 
immune economy. It includes 

restructuring government spending 
and the income tax structure to 
provide for a more just social 
system where allocation of budgets 
and resources serve the overall 
developmental needs. 

At the heart of all this comes the 
correction of the injustice that has 
been inflicted on Gaza since 2007. 
We need to end the humanitarian 
disaster that superseded the political 
division. Immediate mechanisms 
should be created to alleviate the 
burdens and lack of basic needs for 
the people in the Gaza Strip – these 
must address most importantly the 
availability of fresh and clean water 
and energy for 24 hours per day. 
This humanitarian disaster must be 
put to an end if we agree that Gaza 
is an inseparable and integral part of 
the Palestinian national economy.  

Born in Kuwait to Palestinian 
parents, Samir Huleileh holds a 
master’s degree in economics 
from the American University of 
Beirut. He was a major participant 
of the team that negotiated with 
Israel during the bilateral and 
multilateral talks from 1992 
until 2014. He served as the 
undersecretary of the Ministry 
of Trade and Industry between 
1994 and 1997, and later joined 
as government secretary in 
the years 2005–2006. He then 
became CEO of PADICO Holding 
from 2008–2017, and is an active 
board member of various private 
companies and public institutions. 
He is now chairman of Maalchat, 
a private company for mobile 
e-payment methods. 
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“[Handala] was the age I was when I had left Palestine and, in a sense, I am still 
that age today... He was the arrow of the compass, pointing steadily towards 
Palestine. Not just Palestine in geographical terms, but Palestine in its humanitarian 
sense – the symbol of a just cause…”
Al-Ali to Egyptian novelist Radwa Ashour, 1985i

Naji Al-Ali was a satirist, political cartoonist, and visual journalist. Forcefully 
displaced from his village of Al-Shajara in 1948, his family fled to Lebanon, where 
they lived in a refugee camp. His drawings, which numbered approximately 40,000 
over his lifetime, expressed solidarity with the poor and marginalized, criticizing the 
Israeli government, Arab regimes, and Palestinian politicians alike for their crimes 
and failures. “This man draws with human bones,” Time magazine wrote of Al-Ali, 
whose drawings were first published by Ghassan Kanafani in Al-Hurriyya magazine.ii

He developed a cast of characters, including Fatima the unyielding, ingenious 
Palestinian woman, and the Evil Man, a fat, bare-bottomed depiction of oppressive 
and corrupt forces. His most famous character is the ten-year-old boy Handala, 
named after Handhal – a deep-rooted, bitter Palestinian fruit that grows back when 
it is cut. Handala reflects Al-Ali’s experience as a child refugee: barefoot, destitute, 
and deprived, but enduring. A representation of Palestinian agony and steadfastness, 
he appears with his back turned, looking towards his homeland. Handala remains 
frozen in time: ten years old until all displaced Palestinians are able to return home. 

Al-Ali lived as a refugee until his assassination in 1987. His unwavering integrity and 
exceptional work earned him the distinction of being “one of the best cartoonists 
since the 18th century.”iii

Naji Al-Ali: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds.

i “Revisiting the Great Palestinian Cartoonist Naji al-Ali 30 Years After his Assassination,” PRI.org, 
August 31, 2017.
ii Jamil Sbitan, “Handala Will Age Again Soon,” Jadaliyya, June 3, 2012. 
iii “Who killed Naji al-Ali, Palestine’s most beloved artist?” The New Arab, 2017.
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f knowledge is power, then data is 
a superpower. Data is the basis of 
the data-information-knowledge-
wisdom (DIKW) pyramid. Adding 
context to raw data produces 
information that can be processed 

and distilled further into knowledge. Wisdom, on the other hand, comes from 
applying knowledge in action and can’t be codified – at least for the time 
being. 

It has been said that data is the new (crude) oil of the twenty-first century. 
Being the fuel of the fourth industrial revolution, it differentiates those who 
lead from those who lag. Major multi-billion-dollar companies such as Google 
and Facebook are literally ruling the world and running business empires with 
no assets but data. (Thanks to big data, Facebook knows more about people 
than do the people themselves.) Business and economic growth are not the 

IBy Abed Khooli

Data Governance for
Economic and
Social Good

Advances in machine learning 
and artificial intelligence in the 
past few years have risen to new 
levels, surpassing human capacity 
in certain tasks, including some 
medical diagnoses. Text generation, 
self-driving cars, and conversational 
AI (think Siri, Cortana, Alexa, and 
intelligent chatbots) are a few 
examples of where AI (powered by 
data) will increasingly affect how we 
live, do business, and build relations. 
The routine tasks performed by 
humans are all candidates to utilize 
robotics and AI systems to perform 
– leaving human workers tasked 
with a limited set of cognitive and 
similar work, and threatening the 
job market. Government programs 
on universal basic income have 
gained momentum as automation 
replaces workers in manufacturing 
and other sectors. The outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic might have 
slowed down such efforts (with 
more focus on health response and 
relief); but it increased the speed 
of digital transformation efforts, 
forcing distance education, work 
from home, and e-commerce while 
exposing weak structures and 
emphasizing resiliency and the huge 

Data is at the center of 
human development. 
Like tangible 
resources, it is now 
a key differentiator 
between the haves and 
the have-nots. Recent 
advances in machine 
learning and AI are 
changing how we live 
and work, with serious 
consequences for 
those on the sidelines. 

potential of data and AI in this field 
as well.

With this power and potential, there 
is a need to build capacity and 
infrastructure (supporting ecosystem 
– including data literacy and local 
datasets) to take advantage of this 
technology for economic and social 
development in a competitive and 
demanding world. There is also a 

Palestinian Realpolitik

only outcomes of data, but planning, decision-making, and 
overall resilience readiness are significant applications of 
data for the social good. 

Data, and its derivatives, has been around from the start 
of human history, and people’s lives have always been 
dependent on it, albeit in a simplistic manner. Now, our 
daily life is fully controlled by data – it even augments our 
brains as we cannot live without internet searches, our 
social feeds, or smart devices. Not only is it easy and 
relatively cheap to access, store, analyze, and transfer 
data, but data collection methods through social media, 
smart devices, and connected sensors (Internet of Things 
– IoT) are abundant. Big data is being amassed and used 
for business and social analytics through machine learning 
and AI algorithms, thanks to computing power and 
advanced tools and frameworks.

26 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE
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need to democratize this power and 
prevent misuse and abuse in order to 
protect people’s privacy and ensure 
a fair, responsible, transparent, and 
inclusive application of AI tools and 
technologies. Such an effort takes a 
collective approach in partnerships 
between various stakeholders and 
tends to be led by the government 
and governance institutions. Data 
governance ensures the availability, 
usability, integrity, quality, and 
security of data as an asset for 
fair, inclusive, and responsible use 
and benefit.  Most of the leading 
countries in data technologies 
and AI have well-established 
visions, strategies, policies, and 
legislation, in addition to leadership 
and specialized bodies to advance 
economic and social good through 
data, analytics, and AI.

In Palestine, as we are still struggling 
with the third industrial revolution 
under difficult political and economic 
conditions, the fourth industrial 
revolution is already upon us, 
catching us in a situation of minimal 
readiness in terms of technical 
capacity, datasets, legal and 
regulatory frameworks, policies, and 

championship, let alone resources.* 
On the brighter side, there are some 
serious efforts being undertaken 
with some practical steps toward 
implementing digital transformation 
and electronic services. Draft 
strategies and policies in digital 
transformation, data protection, 
open data, AI, and data security 
are awaiting approval. Some open 
datasets are already published on 
the open data portal (www.opendata.
ps), and practical steps toward 
electronic government services are 
under way with the commissioning 
of the government payment gateway 
and the new addressing system.

Despite these efforts and similar 
interventions by local and 
international entities (such as 
data literacy and data-science 
capacity building, open government 
partnerships, an open-data charter, 
and the open/global data barometer), 
data innovation and entrepreneurship 
are not on par, neither are the 
outputs from educational institutions. 
We remain consumers of tools 
created for other contexts or have 
become merely raw data, provided 
freely and willingly with little 

protection. Data quality, hoarding, 
and awareness are other pressing 
issues. Our life remains managed 
in the traditional way – summary 
stats and guesswork at best. This 
is not likely to take us any further. 
As the legendary engineer W. 
Edwards Deming put it, “Without 
data, you’re just another person 
with an opinion.”

In order to gain a competitive 
advantage and rise to the 
existential challenges, we should 
speed up the approval of the 
required policies and legislation 
to ensure a fair and frictionless 
access to and use of data. As a 
young and reasonably educated 
nation under practical occupation 
and economic hardship, we 
stand to gain a lot from applying 
data and AI technologies to 
overcome restrictions, plan and 
manage resources, respond 
to emergencies, and counter 
information disorder. Data and 
AI technologies can also help 
enhance economic, health, 
educational, and social conditions 
and export technical capacity as 
data natives. The public, private, 
and NGO sectors, as well as the 
Palestinian diaspora, can partner 
for a free, prosperous Palestine 
where data and AI are core assets.

The power and potential 
of data technologies 
call upon legislative and 
regulatory bodies to 
establish data-governance 
frameworks to ensure 
the fair and responsible 
access to, use, and 
application of data for 
economic and social 
good.

Palestinian Realpolitik

*For an overview of the four industrial revolutions, please consult “The Fourth Industrial Revolution” 
on the Encyclopedia Britannica website, available at https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Fourth-
Industrial-Revolution-2119734.

Abed Khooli, a non-Facebook creature, is a senior data-science, data-
journalism, and open-data specialist and advocate. His current focus is on 
data literacy and AI applications for economic and social good. Abed can be 
found on Twitter (@akhooli) and LinkedIn (/in/akhooli).
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The biggest crime 
committed against the 
people of Palestine, 
after the crime of their 
displacement at the 
hands of Zionism and 
imperialism, is the 
crime of separating 
Palestinians from their 
cause. 
Ghassan Kanafani*

Palestinian Realpolitik

ctober 2021 will mark 30 years 
since the infamous Madrid 
Conference, an occasion that 
officially launched the so-called 
peace process, with all its serious 
repercussions for Palestinians in 

the years and decades that followed. Lauded by many at the time as a “step 
towards resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict,” the Madrid Conference instead, 
under pragmatic slogans of realistic outcomes for Palestine, launched the 
path that led to Oslo and the signing of the Declaration of Principles on the 
White House lawn on September 13, 1993. 

After 30 years of that process, it is clear to all that the Palestinian people 
are facing a dire situation on the political, social, and national levels. 
The Palestinian national liberation movement has never been as severely 
fragmented as today amid an ongoing Nakba. 

While the Madrid-Oslo process was once hailed as a “state-building” 
process that would lead to Palestinian independence, it instead led to the 
creation of a “self-rule government,” the Palestinian Authority. Its most 
important role is to serve as a tool for Israeli, US, and European interests 
and to suppress the reemergence of Palestinian resistance through 
“security coordination” with the Israeli occupation. 

If the failure of Madrid-Oslo is clear to Palestinians, then there is a question 
that must be asked and answered: If this is a failed path, what is the 
alternative? An entire new Palestinian generation has been born since the 
Madrid-Oslo era, born into siege, repression, and the confiscation of their 
futures while at the same time having no space for political and social 
participation in the Palestinian movement on an official level, despite 
organizing pockets of resistance, strategic protest, and incisive inquiry. 

OBy Khaled Barakat

An Alternative
Path for a Free

Palestine

Palestinian refugees, over half of 
the Palestinian population, have 
consistently refused to accede to 
the confiscation or marginalization 
of their right to return, even as their 
suffering inside the refugee camps 
has increased. The marginalization 
of Palestinian refugees in the camps 
and their exclusion from Palestinian 
political institutions has been a 
major political priority for Israel and 
its Western backers, especially the 
United States. 

In the past ten years in particular, 
Palestinian refugees in the Arab 
region have faced tremendous 
suffering, deprivation, and, once 
again, forced displacement due 
to war, sanctions, siege, and the 
broader devastation imposed upon 
the Arab people by imperialism, US 
weaponry and military invasions, 
and occupations. The hope for 
meaningful change – and a break 
with the era of Camp David and 
Wadi Araba that accompanied the 
Madrid-Oslo path on the Arab level 
– was crushed through imperialist 
intervention and the persistence of 
reactionary regimes and systems 
that were actually strengthened 
despite early appearances of 
change. 

Many Palestinians, including those 
from the refugee camps of Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, and the Gaza Strip, 
displaced in 1948 from their original 
homes and lands inside occupied 
Palestine, faced another form of 
displacement and forced flight. For 
many, there was no other path to be 
found but to Europe. The presence 
of tens of thousands of Palestinians 
who have arrived in Europe in 
the past decade has changed the 
circumstances and the face of the 
Palestinian community because 
that stop in Europe is, in the end, a 
station on the road to Palestine. 

The Palestinian communities 
in diaspora and exile in North 
America, Latin America, and 
Europe have a strategic role to 
play in this necessary redirection 
of the Palestinian cause and the 
construction of an alternative path 
to Madrid and Oslo while rebuilding 
the Palestinian movement in the 
shatat (diaspora). 

When examining the condition of 
Palestinians today, wherever they 
are, the term that overwhelmingly 
comes to mind is that of “siege.” 
Palestinians face different forms of 
siege, from Israel’s bloody siege 
of the Gaza Strip – maintained 
with the complicity of Egypt, not 
to mention the United States, the 
European Union, and Western 
powers – to the various forms of 
siege, repression, and encirclement 
that isolate and aim to cut off the 
road to that Palestinian future. 
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The Masar Badil, or Alternative 
Palestinian Path, initiative is 
preparing to organize a conference 
to be convened once again in 
Madrid, on the 30th anniversary of 
the initial Madrid Conference, in 
order to reject everything that the 
prior gathering embodied and has 
meant for the Palestinian people. 
Of course, a conference alone 
will not be sufficient to set right 
the Palestinian political compass 
and restructure the necessary 
frameworks to allow Palestinians 
to reclaim their rightful voice, 
action, and leadership of their 
liberation movement. 

When we look at the Madrid 
Conference of 30 years ago, 
however, we also see that this was 
not, in reality, simply a conference 
but a manifestation of political 
power. Likewise, this initiative 
also goes beyond a conference 
– or, in reality, multiple popular 
gatherings and conferences – to 
declare, in Madrid, an alternative 
path for the Palestinian people and 
their movement that is specifically 
an alternative to the path of the 
Madrid Conference of 1991, the 
Oslo Accords of 1993, and all that 
has followed. 

In response to this era of siege, 
the Masar Badil, with the strong 
leadership of Palestinian women 
and youth, aims to present 
not only a political alternative 
to the Madrid-Oslo era but 
also a cultural, social, and 
economic alternative through 
which Palestinians may regain 
their strength, resistance, and 
revolutionary unity, finding 
freedom for the prisoners and 
justice for the martyrs of Palestine. 

Some may ask why we seek an 
alternative when a Palestinian 
political system and organizations 

already exist, although they remain 
mired in many ways in the Madrid-
Oslo track. The Masar Badil aims 
to present a clear, revolutionary, 
leftist vision for the future of 
Palestine, that aligns itself with the 
popular classes and the struggling 
peoples of the region and of the 
world. 

This alternative path is not an 
alternative to the Palestinian 
national liberation movement or 
to the Palestinian National Charter 
of 1968 or of 1964; instead, this 
is an alternative that bases itself 
upon the revival and reinstitution 
of that legitimate charter for the 
future and vision of the Palestinian 
people toward liberation and 
return. This project must embrace 
all forms of resistance that are 
part of the Palestinian national 
consensus, to move decisively to 
advance the liberation of Palestine. 

The full shape that this alternative 
path will take must be determined 
by the conference itself, but from 
the discussions taking place 
within and outside the preparatory 
committee, which have included 
dozens of vir tual meetings 
with Palestinian communities 
around the world, we expect 
this conference to launch a new 
Palestinian popular movement. 
This movement will focus on 
building bridges between various 
Palestinian communities in exile 
and Palestinians inside Palestine, 
especially in occupied 1948 
Palestine. 

This alternative path finds 
common cause with the Black 
liberation movement, with the left 
and progressive forces of Latin 
America, and with the political 
prisoners who seek justice and 
liberation, from Turkey to the 
Philippines to Colombia. 

This formation will also focus on 
launching a boycott movement 
in which Palestinians in exile 
and diaspora take a leadership 
role, directly linked to Palestinian 
rights, especially the right to 
return. Third, it will intensify our 
campaigns targeting all complicit 
governments, corporations, and 
entities that support the crimes of 
the occupation, mobilizing broad, 
popular Palestinian participation. 

The Palestinian Authority’s 
embassies are failing in their 
responsibilities to support the rights 
of the Palestinian people, especially 

the liberation of Palestinian 
prisoners. Building an alternative 
means supporting groups that are 
leading these campaigns, such as 
the Samidoun Network and other 
organizations around the world. 

This also requires building a 
network of Palestinian community-
based organizations, providing the 
basis for unifying and reasserting 
the Palestinian popular unions, 
in the student movement, among 
Palestinian engineers, teachers, 
doctors, artists, writers, and 
workers, in order to release the vast 
collective Palestinian capabilities 
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for change and organizing that 
are, today, being squandered 
rather than utilized in the struggle. 
Palestinian women’s organizations, 
such as Alkarama (Dignity) and 
others, require support to reassert 
the power and mobilization of 
Palestinian women. 

Today, our Palestinian communities 
do not communicate solely in 
Arabic. The website of the Masar 
Badil is itself available in ten 
languages, and this language 
diversity can be a tremendous 
benefit rather than a barrier to the 
reassertion of Palestinian unity. 

The role of Palestinian communities 
in exile is a Palestinian role, but it 
is also an international role. These 
communities have a critical role to 
play in strengthening campaigns for 
justice in Palestine in universities, 
churches, and labor unions and 
in building deeper links with our 
Jewish brothers and sisters based 
on a common commitment to anti-
colonialism and social justice, the 
rejection of Zionism, and support 
for Palestinian resistance. 

Further, there is a deep history of 
alliances between the Palestinian 
liberation movement and 
other global national liberation 
movements, and this alternative 
path will take on the project of 
reaffirming and reestablishing 
these critical ties, not only on 
a theoretical level of common 
understanding but on the terrain of 
joint struggle and collective action. 

Today, media campaigns and 
social-media organizing play 
an important role in connecting 
Palestinians across borders and 

walls. We must take advantage of 
these opportunities while remaining 
connected to community organizing 
on the ground. This alternative 
path, in order to fulfill its goals, 
must establish community centers 
and organizations in cities, refugee 
camps, and areas around the 
world, providing social services 
and political mobilization for the 
Palestinian people everywhere. 

What is needed today is a new 
generation, a new vision, a new 
hope for Palestinian struggle and 
organizing that can place Palestine 
once again at the center of the Arab 
and international scene, this time 
without the illusions of pragmatism 
that marked the devastating road 
to Madrid and Oslo. Palestinians 
face new and complex challenges, 
most notably the overt involvement 
of Arab reactionary regimes in 
proclaiming their alliance and 
normalization with the Israeli 
occupation. To achieve the change 
necessary to assert this path for 
a liberated Palestinian future, we 
can expect to struggle for years 
and decades to come, creating the 
conditions for victory.

Khaled Barakat is the general 
coordinator of the preparatory 
committee for the Masar Badil 
(Alternative Palestinian Path) 
Conference. He is a Palestinian 
writer and activist. Learn 
more about the 
Masar Badil at 
masarbadil.org.

*Political Writings of Ghassan Kanafani, p. 482
(published in Arabic by Al-Rimal Books).
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“I have learned and dismantled all the words in order to draw from them a single 
word: Home.” 
Excerpt from I Belong There, 1986i

A cornerstone of Arabic literature, Mahmoud Darwish was a deeply beloved poet, 
author, and cultural icon. Expelled from his village of Al-Birweh in 1947, he soon 
returned to find that it had been destroyed, two Israeli settlements standing in its 
place. Over the course of his life, he lived as an exile in seven countries, as a 
refugee in his own homeland, and as a prisoner behind Israeli bars for resisting the 
colonization of his land through pen and paper. “Sometimes they arrest you while 
you are committing a dream,” he wrote.ii No stranger to Israel’s silencing tactics, 
Darwish was even placed under house arrest when Palestinian demonstrators 
turned his poem “Identity Card” into a protest song. 

Darwish’s over 30 books of poetry speak of love, of exile and longing for homeland, 
of Palestinian resistance, and of the joy and pain of the common human experience. 
His writing has on multiple occasions sent Israeli society and politicians into uproar. 
“The Israelis do not want to teach students that there is a love story between an 
Arab poet and this land,” Darwish said. “I just wish they’d read me to enjoy my 
poetry, not as a representative of the enemy.”iii

In 1996, Israel granted him permission to live in the Palestinian city of Ramallah. 
He passed away in 2008. A kind, polite man with a sharp wit and sense of humor, 
a humanist and poetic tour-de-force, Darwish will forever be remembered as the 
Palestinian National Poet.

Mahmoud 
Darwish: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds, 
original image 
reference: Denis 
Dailleux/Agence 
VU’.

i Poem from Unfortunately It Was Paradise, Mahmoud Darwish, 2003.
ii Journal of an Ordinary Grief, Mahmoud Darwish, 1973. 
iii “A Love Story Between an Arab Poet and His Land: An Interview with Mahmud Darwish,” Journal of 
Palestine Studies, 2002.
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How Can International Law Contribute
 to a Decolonial Future for 

the Palestinian People?

nternational law as it stands 
today derives from sordid origins, 
whereby European colonial 
powers created a body of law 
that requires Indigenous peoples 
to imitate European traditions – 

as a cover for expanding their colonial control. This body of law has never 
been dismantled, decolonized, or rewritten, only developed. Furthermore, 
the implementation of international law is dependent on the willingness of 
states, specifically the powerful ones, which implies a never-ending cycle of 
coloniality. 

Considering these two factors, we should not be surprised that many 
Palestinians, who have endured historical and ongoing settler colonialism, are 
abandoning international law as a tool in their struggle for liberation, freedom, 
and decolonization.  

In her book Justice for Some, Palestinian scholar Noura Erakat suggests a 
counter reading for skeptic observers of international law: “Think of the law as 
like the sail of a boat. The sail, or the law, guarantees motion but not direction. 
Legal work together with political mobilization, by individuals, organizations, 
and states, is the wind that determines direction.”i Although it is not the 
content and structure of international law that fail colonized and oppressed 
people in their struggle to achieve liberation, they do pose challenges. Take, 
for example, the Palestinian leadership’s legal work in the 1960s and 1970s 
when, as a liberation and anticolonial movement, it secured the passage 
of United Nations General Assembly Resolution 3379 of 1975, which 
“determine[d] that Zionism is a form of racism and racial discrimination.”ii 
Fast forward to 2017, when the United Nations (UN) Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia issued a report that asserts that Israel acts as 
an apartheid regime against the Palestinian people as a whole. Only two days 
after its publication, the UN Secretary General withdrew the report, following 
pressure from Israel and the United States. 

IBy Aseel AlBajeh

Decolonization 
from the Bottom Up

In these two examples, international 
law has not changed. If anything, 
it has developed positively. The 
colonizer and the colonized are the 
same in both cases. The regime that 
enforces apartheid and the people 
subjected to the institutionalized 
racial domination and oppression 
are the same in 2017 as they were 
in 1975; if anything, Israel has 
developed its tools to further expand 
and entrench its settler-colonial and 
apartheid control throughout these 
four decades. 

What is different is the strategic 
deployment of the law within 
a political compass, the global 
contextual periods, and the fact that 
the Palestinian political leadership – 

For five decades, 
the Palestinian 
leadership has given 
up its political project 
towards liberation 
and decolonization, 
drowning in the 
fiction of attaining 
peace before 
achieving justice and 
decolonization, and 
engulfed in its greed 
for a state without all 
its people.

Palestinian Realpolitik

drowning in the fiction of being able 
to achieve peace before attaining 
justice and decolonization, and 
engulfed by greed for a state, even 
one that is not for all its people 
– has become another obstacle 
to achieving liberation for the 
Palestinian people.

Now that the Palestinian 
leadership is not an actor in the 
decolonization equation, individuals, 
nongovernmental organizations, and 
grassroots and social movements 
can mobilize political action and 

strategically use legal work and other 
tools to contribute to the outcome 
of international law. In this article, 
I explore the role of human rights 
organizations as one of the main 
actors that adhere to international 
law in their work, and whether their 
efforts can contribute to a decolonial 
future in Palestine. 

In the early 1980s, a Palestinian 
human rights movement emerged 
and took upon itself the limitations 
of international law. The various 
branches of international law to 
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which the movement adheres in its 
vision to advance the promotion for 
human rights and justice in Palestine 
are imperfect. 

One of the central branches 
of international law used by 
the movement is international 
humanitarian law, which has 
governed the Israeli occupation 
since 1967. This body of law is 
essential to ensure protection, but 
such protection is limited to the 
Palestinians who currently live in 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. 
International humanitarian law 
further turns a blind eye to any 
violation before 1967 and as such 
fails to expose the underlying nature 
of or provide a remedy for Israel’s 
historical and ongoing settler-
colonial structure. Not to mention 
that this body of law considers 
occupation to be a matter-of-fact 
structure; thus, only the actions 
undertaken within the occupation 
can be challenged. 

A second body of international law, 
international criminal law – which 
centers on holding accountable 
individuals who are responsible 

for heinous crimes – is limited as 
well by the fact that it is only one 
facet of justice. Not to belittle the 
importance of the International 
Criminal Court’s announcement on 
March 4, 2021, that it will open a 
full criminal investigation into the 
committing of international crimes 
in the occupied Palestinian territory, 
which is seen by many as a way 
to challenge Israel’s impunity. But 
prosecuting a few perpetrators will 
not achieve reparations for historical 
and ongoing violations, including 
the right of Palestinian refugees to 
return to their homes. Neither can 
courts prosecute an entire structure 
of power or unpack the root causes 
of injustice. 

Thirdly, international human rights 
law, which is also applicable in the 
Palestinian context, is central to the 
promotion of individual and collective 
rights and freedoms, including the 
right of people to self-determination 
that is binding for all states. Yet, 
by itself, this body of law remains 
insufficient to capture and dismantle 
the Israeli settler-colonial structure. 

The Palestinian human rights 
movement has also employed 
the apartheid framework to 
describe Israel as a regime that 
institutionalizes racial domination 
and oppression over the Palestinian 
people. The framework captures 
the Palestinian people as a whole, 
including Palestinian citizens 
of Israel, Palestinians in the 
occupied Palestinian territory, 
and Palestinian refugees and 
exiles abroad, challenging Israel’s 
strategic fragmentation policy that 
targets the Palestinian people. The 
apartheid framework opens the door 
for holding the state responsible 
and assigning individual criminal 
responsibility to the perpetrator. 

In Palestine, a Zionist 
settler-colonial 
project maintains an 
apartheid regime, 
violates provisions 
of international 
human rights and 
humanitarian law, 
and commits crimes 
against humanity and 
war crimes against the 
Palestinian people. 
This Zionist settler-
colonial project 
has created a new 
political reality for the 
Palestinian people 
and rendered them 
indigenous.

Law in itself cannot 
transform the power 
asymmetry that 
sustains colonialism 
and injustice. It is 
just a tool like any 
other tool and should 
be accompanied by 
political mobilization 
in the pursuit of 
decolonization and 
liberation.

A demonstrator poses with a Palestinian flag outside the ICC during a rally urging the court to prosecute 
Israel for alleged war crimes. The Hague, Netherlands, November 29, 2019. AP photo-Peter Dejong.

An apartheid framework does not 
ensure decolonization, however. 
Ending apartheid in South Africa has 
not resulted in decolonization, as 
the liberation movement put much 
focus on the racial state but not on 
the colonial past or racial capitalism. 
Today, post-apartheid South Africa 
remains one of the most unequal 
countries in the world, bogged down 
by the legacy of South Africa’s 
colonial past, racial capitalism, 
and the adoption of the neoliberal 
economic paradigm after the 
country’s political transition.iii

In Palestine, all of the above-
mentioned legal frameworks are 
symptoms of the Israeli settler-
colonial regime. After all, to describe 
the situation accurately, one must 
admit that it is the Zionist settler-

Palestinian Realpolitik
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Al-Haq’s first international conference in 1988 on the provisions of international law relating to a military 
occupation. Photo courtesy of Al-Haq.

colonial project that is displacing, 
dispossessing, maintaining an 
apartheid regime, annexing land, 
violating individual and collective 
rights, and suppressing the 
resistance of the Palestinian people. 
It is also this Zionist settler-colonial 
project that has created a new 
political reality for the Palestinian 
people and rendered them 
indigenous.iv

The settler-colonial and indigeneity 
frameworks are what best describes 
the situation in Palestine without 
temporal or spatial limitations while 
also enabling the understanding of 
the historical and ongoing structure 
of power. Most importantly, these 
frameworks allow for what no other 
framework does: they shape how 
the Palestinian people perceive 
their future. These sociopolitical 
paradigms necessitate that the 
Palestinian indigenous people as a 
whole guide their struggle towards 
their country’s decolonization 
and liberation as they strive to 
bring about conditions in which 

the asymmetrical structure of 
power is dismantled and peace 
negotiations on not only the ruins 
but also the ongoing presence 
of a colonial power are off the 
table. Instead, the two frameworks 
allow for reparations, justice, and 
accountability to be ushered in.

But even the settler-colonial and 
indigeneity frameworks, which best 
capture Palestine’s past, present, 
and future, have their legal pitfalls. 
For example, the prohibition of 
colonialism in international law was 
not crystalized until the 1960s. As 
such, it can be argued that settler-
colonial states established prior 
to this time are legitimized and 
normalized.v The legal indigeneity 
framework, on the other hand, 
imposes limitations on the right 
to self-determination of colonized 
people, whereby they should pursue 
their rights within the settler-colonial 
state. In this context it is notable 
that the decade of 2021 to 2030 is 
the UN-declared Fourth International 
Decade for the Eradication of 

Colonialism, with only three member 
states opposing: the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and Israel. 

The pitfalls and challenges of 
international law towards Palestinian 
liberation are not disputed. These 
gaps have been maintained to 
preserve the system of international 
power dynamics, but – to recall 
Erakat’s analogy of the boat and how 
the law functions like a sail – we 
“raise the sail when useful, drop it 
when harmful, and stitch together a 
new one when possible.”vi 

None of the above-mentioned legal 
frameworks rescinds another, 
and the complementarity between 
these frameworks allows for 
filling the gaps toward Palestinian 
liberation. Even when a human 
rights movement that adheres to 
international law strategically uses 
the law, the law in itself cannot 
transform the power asymmetry that 
sustains colonialism and injustice. It 
can only do so when complemented 
with political action. Concluding the 
boat analogy, Erakat writes, “[P]
olitics are the forceful winds that 
mobilize change[,] and the law can 
be used in the service of those 
efforts.”vii

Until the Palestinian leadership 
strategically reuses the law and other 
tools in a political project towards 

decolonization, the Palestinian 
human rights movement should 
maintain sight of a political purpose 
toward which its strategic legal work 
is directed. 

Aseel AlBajeh is a legal researcher 
and advocacy officer at Al-Haq, 
a Palestinian human rights 
organization. She holds an LL.M. 
in international human rights 
law from the National University 
of Ireland Galway. In addition to 
her academic research, which 
focused on transitional justice and 
decolonization in Palestine, she 
writes opinion articles for several 
media outlets.

i Noura Erakat, Justice for Some, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019, p. 11.
ii The Palestine Liberation Organization revoked Resolution 3379 voluntarily in 1993 as a precondition 
required by Israel for entering the peace process.
iii Haidar Eid and Andy Clarno, “Rethinking Our Definition of Apartheid: Not Just a Political Regime,” 
Al-Shabaka, August 7, 2017. 
iv Ahmad Amara and Yara Hawari, “Using Indigeneity in the Struggle for Palestinian Liberation,” Al-
Shabaka, August 8, 2019. 
v John Reynolds, “Anti-Colonial Legalities: Paradigms, Tactics & Strategy,” 18 Palestine Yearbook of 
International Law (2015) p. 8.
vi Erakat, Justice for Some, p. 19.
vii Erakat, Justice for Some, p. 19.

The Palestinian 
human rights 
movement should 
not shy away from 
strategically deploying 
the law within a 
political struggle 
that aims to achieve 
decolonization. 
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wenty-six years after signing the 
Oslo Accord, Palestinians have 
become disillusioned with it. 
The present political situation is 
the worst that Palestinians have 
experienced since the defeat of 

1967, as settlements expand in the West Bank and Jerusalem and settlers have 
reached a total of about 700,000 (22.5 percent of the population of the West 
Bank and Jerusalem), and the inhumane and criminal siege on the Gaza Strip has 
driven 70 percent of the population under the poverty line. Coupled with this is 
the deteriorating economic and social situation, with an unemployment rate of 27 
percent, according to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS). (The 
actual unemployment rate is much higher, but the PCBS records this number 
because of its limited definition of unemployment.) The area under the Palestinian 
Authority is one of a few countries that not only adopted a free-market paradigm* 
but also embedded it into its basic law (which is equivalent to a constitution). 
This was driven by the belief of top Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) 
officials that it would help attract donor funds to support the establishment of the 
Palestinian Authority (PA). This indeed happened, as the West Bank, Jerusalem, 
and Gaza have received around US$50 billion since 1994. Recipients of this aid 
money include the PA, UNRWA, UN bodies, and international and local NGOs.

Unfortunately, all this aid has not brought about the promised freedom or 
economic emancipation for the Palestinian people. Thus, it becomes necessary 
to think about the policies that the PA has adopted not just in the political sphere 
(which is often criticized) but also in terms of their economic and social impact. 
PA policies have led to a deterioration in the living conditions of the majority 
of Palestinians. Of course, the main reason behind this deterioration is the 
continued Israeli settler-colonial occupation of Palestine. But the presence of this 
occupation has not been adequately challenged by official Palestinian policies; 
on the contrary, the adoption of neoliberal policies by the PA has exacerbated the 
human and social costs of the Israeli occupation. The focus on private sector–led 
development has resulted in a concentration of wealth in the hands of a few 
individuals and monopolistic and oligarchic companies. 

TBy Ubai Al-Aboudi

Boosting a Palestinian
Social Protection System 

Thus, the need for a change in direction is apparent, and social protection is one 
of the mechanisms that societies have adopted in order to redistribute wealth and 
provide basic services and rights to people who have been left out of the system. 
In its wider sense, social protection addresses some of the main issues of 
capitalism without changing the nature of the system itself. The need for a certain 
level of social protection is widely recognized in main development discourse, 
even by the World Bank and the IMF which they call a social safety net. But the 
main difference between a social protection system and a social safety net is that 
the latter is limited in its scope and not based on basic human rights principles, 
and thus the services and protection offered by a social safety net are limited 
to budgetary and government priorities, whereas the social protection system 
would enshrine institutions and legislation that would protect people’s rights in 
accessing basic services.

In the Palestinian context, there have been many advocates for an economy that 
fosters sumud (steadfastness), in other words for an economic system that helps 
Palestinians remain on their lands and not be driven away by Israel’s settler-
colonial policies. But although the rhetoric of sumud is widespread even among 
PA officials, nonetheless, few to no steps have been taken in order to ensure that 
the requirements for sumud are present and available in reality, an aspect that has 
to change. A key feature of sumud is the social protection system, which stands 
on four pillars: health care, decent work, income security, and gender equality.

The pillar of health care is derived from the basic premise that people have 
the right to health, which includes basic health services that are available to 
every Palestinian. Countries usually ensure this right through the provision of 
comprehensive, fair, and mandatory health insurance that provides a solidarity 
system that allows people to pay according to their income, and some categories 
of citizens are exempted according to their socioeconomic status. This of 
course would ensure necessary care for older people, people with disabilities, 
and children. This kind of system also requires increased government spending 
in the health sector and legislative reform to restore public confidence in the 
government health sector.

Decent work includes a number of dimensions such as employment availability, 
job quality in terms of benefits and working conditions, the availability and 
enforcement of minimum wage, and equality and indiscrimination based on 
gender or age or any other aspect in the workplace. In this regard, the PA faces a 

Palestinian Realpolitik
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number of challenges at the legislative 
and implementation levels, but 
these challenges can be addressed 
gradually through a long process of 
policy reform.

Income security is another level 
that deals with those who are 
unemployed, underemployed, or 
elderly. According to the PCBS, 29 
percent of Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza live below the poverty 
line. Although the idea of income 
security might seem farfetched given 
the current economic situation in the 
West Bank and Gaza, it should be 
remembered that the PLO has been 
able to provide some level of income 
security for Palestinians who live in 
refugee camps. A reform in the tax 
system that favors the rich in the 
West Bank and Gaza is an important 
step towards this. Palestinians have 
long been proud of social solidarity 
initiatives created by various 
organizations that connected the 
Palestinian diaspora in rich countries 
with their communities in the West 
Bank and Gaza. 

As for gender equality, this remains an 
important pillar for a social protection 
system, as Palestinian women in the 
West Bank and Gaza have suffered 
the most from the patriarchal system 
coupled with the existence of the 
Israeli occupation. The situation 
of Palestinian women needs 
improvement on all fronts, especially 
in terms of legislation. Women’s 
organizations have been advocating 
for the publication of the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) in the official newspaper, 
the adoption of the family protection 
law, and the amendment of the penal 
law as matters of great importance.

Ubai Al-Aboudi is a researcher in the 
fields of economics, labor rights, 
and socioeconomic rights and is 
currently the executive director 
of Bisan Center for Research 
and Development. The center is 
a Palestinian CSO that promotes 
development for freedom, justice, 
and equality. He is the editor in chief 
of Al-Taqadumi (“The Progressive”), 
a Palestinian peer-reviewed journal 
in Arabic on development and 
socioeconomic rights.

* Palestinian Amended Basic Law 2003, Article 21, Paragraph 1.

Health care, decent 
work, income security, 
and gender equality are 
the four main pillars 
of a social protection 
system. To boost these, 
the PA must increase 
spending on the health 
care system, enact 
legislation to improve 
working conditions, 
increase taxes on the 
wealthy to be able to 
support the needy, 
and adopt legislation 
such as the family 
protection law.   
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“Oh root of my roots, I will surely return, so wait for me 
Wait for me in the cracks of the rocks and the thorns 
In the olive blossoms, in the color of the butterflies”  
Excerpt from “The Voice, the Fragrance and the Figure,” 2005*

Rim Banna was a fearless singer, lyricist, and composer. She used her voice as a 
means of cultural self-assertion and a call for steadfast resistance to colonization. 
Born and raised a Palestinian citizen of Israel in the city of Nazareth, she was known 
for her modern interpretations of traditional Palestinian folk songs and poetry, 
reviving stories at risk of being lost due to Israeli erasure of her people’s culture.

Banna’s musical career began in the 1980s, her voice bringing hope to Palestinians 
in the occupied territories living under a relentless military campaign. By the 2000s 
she was known across the world by Palestinians and non-Palestinians alike as a 
cultural icon. First and foremost an artist led by principles, Banna denied numerous 
lucrative contract offers to work on projects that failed to acknowledge Israel’s 
crimes against her people, refusing to compromise her commitment to uplifting 
the Palestinian struggle. Peace would not come at the expense of justice, no matter 
how profitable. Her album April Blossoms was dedicated to Palestinian children, 
and The Mirrors of My Soul was dedicated to all Palestinian prisoners. Her music 
explored themes of love, childhood, homeland, freedom, and revolution.  

Banna produced 13 albums. Though breast cancer claimed her life in 2018, 
the music she left behind continues the work of resistance, unstoppable by the 
apartheid wall, military checkpoint, or gun-toting soldier.

Rim Banna: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds, 
original image 
reference: 
Kirkelig 
Kulturverksted.

*“The Voice, the Fragrance and the Figure” from Rim Banna’s album The Mirrors of My Soul, 2005.
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What Must Decision- and 
Policy-Makers Do about It?

tudents enter a very risky 
and challenging world after 
graduation. The relentless and 
irresponsible depletion of Earth’s 
natural resources is leading to 
rapid environmental degradation 

and will most certainly have direct consequences in terms of food security, 
increased water scarcity, and frequent environmental disasters that will 
impact everyone, everywhere. The region is expected to suffer massive 
job losses and further unemployment among youth due to a failure of 
educational systems to equip youth to join the “fourth industrial revolution,” 
where AI, robotics, and various technological developments will be taking 
over traditional jobs at an exponentially increasing rate. The region’s very 
limited capacity to capitalize on the new opportunities created by this digital 
economy or to compete in it means that youth will inevitably fall behind. 
This comes at a time when the region already faces devastating political 
challenges and instabilities. 

This very gloomy outlook requires nothing less than an immediate 
transformation of the educational systems and/or access to high-quality 
education in order to support youth, their families, and future societies to 
navigate their way through a high-risk future. The Palestinian educational 
system continues to underperform considerably at every stage, from early 
childhood to elementary-level and higher education, and practically all 
stakeholders deal with this reality as “business as usual” – the government, 
educational leaders, teachers, parents, business and community leaders, 
and the students themselves. 

A very strong indicator of this failure is the standard examination that the 
Ministry of Education conducts periodically for grades five, nine, and ten in 
science and math. The results reveal extremely low educational performance 
by school children as shown in the table.

SBy Marwan Tarazi

Our Education System
Is Failing 

Grade 9 Average grade Percentage of students who obtained grades that are:

 for all students below 50 between 50 and 70 above 70

Science 33% 81% 15% 3%

Math 32% 71% 25% 4%

These figures have been more or less consistent for at least two decades, 
without any changes on the ground. Practically speaking, an average of 30 
percent means that over half the students do not have the slightest clue 
about sciences or math. They probably can’t even understand the questions 
on the exam, and some possibly can’t even read them. 

This comes at a time and in an 
age when general scientific and 
mathematical knowledge is more 
essential than ever before. AI 
systems and smart devices are 
becoming increasingly part of our 
daily lives and increasingly smarter. 
They are actively interacting 
with us and our networks and 
influencing our decisions, thoughts, 

and behavior. We are becoming 
just another connected “device” 
within this supersmart global 
society; constantly monitored and 
bombarded with enormous amounts 
of conflicting information and 
data, much of which is designed 
to influence our decisions and 
manipulate our thinking. In order 
to maintain control of our lives 

“Primary Results of the National Assessment Study in Math and Science for the Fifth and Ninth Grades 
in the Scholastic Year 2017/2018,” Palestinian Ministry of Education, available (in Arabic) at 
http://www.moehe.gov.ps/general-education/general-education/Brochures-and-Studies.

Photo by Mohammad Zaanoun.

Palestinian Realpolitik



4948 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

and decisions, we need to interact 
with this supersmart ecosystem 
scientifically, analytically, and 
responsibly. We must think like the 
experts who design these systems, 
understand the biases that may 
be built within, and know how and 
when to benefit from them and 
when to protect ourselves. And 
most importantly, we must know 
how not to be pushed aside by 
technology and become idle and 
irrelevant, but how to remain active 
intellectually, socially, politically, 
and economically while maintaining 
our values and humanity within this 
huge transition.

The current educational system is 
incapable of preparing our students 
for this reality. The standardized 
tests in math and science 
mentioned earlier indicate that our 
educational system is producing a 
population that is almost completely 
illiterate in science and math. To 
believe that it is possible to flip 
these learning outcomes during 
the last two years of school or 
university is to fool ourselves – 
and this is exactly what seems to 
be happening! Instead of taking 
radical corrective measures after 
at least two decades of consistent 

failure, the Palestinian government 
seems to be dealing with this 
failure by masking the results of 
the final school matriculation exam 
(tawjeehi). In the 2019 tawjeehi, 
for example, the average grade for 
students that passed the scientific 
track was around 85 percent and in 
the humanities track, 75 percent. It 
is very difficult to find a reasonable 
justification for the fact that when 
only 1 percent of students obtain 
an average of 80 or above in the 
science and math exams in grade 
9, the tawjeehi average of most 
students reaches 80 percent. 
The only reasonable explanation 

is that the Ministry of Education 
prearranges for higher grades at 
scale. Many argue that it is better 
to mask the grades in order to 
give schoolchildren a chance to 
go to university and improve their 
chances for a better life. So they 
pass the buck to the universities … 
and the universities comply!

They accept students into the 
various academic programs, 
including sciences, engineering, and 
technology, knowing full well that 
that the basic educational system 
has failed to adequately qualify 

them for such specializations. 
Universities know, however, that if 
one university raises its academic 
admissions standards, students 
will enroll in other universities, 
given that there is a greater supply 
of university seats than demand, 
and that there is a marginal 
difference between one academic 
program or university and another. 
Furthermore, universities have been 
absolutely unable to either raise 
tuition, because of powerful student 
unions, or cut down on expenses, 
because of powerful teacher 
unions. The Palestinian government 
has not lived up to its obligations 
and financial commitments to 
universities. So in order to make 
ends meet, universities decided to 
significantly increase the number 
of students per classroom. As a 
result, faculty members today are 
faced with classrooms bulging 
with students with low academic 
standing and bad attitudes towards 
learning. To make matters worse, 
if faculty members were to decide 
to raise their academic standards, 
they would be required to fail 
a significant percentage of the 
students, who would either create 
havoc for the teachers and the 
administration through the powerful 
student unions or go to other 
universities. Either option would 
seriously threaten the university’s 
fragile sustainability/business 
model! Universities have thus opted 
to lower their standards to match 
those of the basic educational 
system. As expected, then, when 
students graduate from universities, 
most are either unable to find work 
or are forced to work as unskilled 
laborers in fields not related to their 
studies, including the 2,000 or so 
graduates who have specialized in 
computer and IT. In general, only 
about 400 of them find work in their 

field. This is a very strong indicator 
of the quality of higher education, 
considering the unlimited local 
and global demand for qualified IT 
graduates.

Palestinian higher education today 
can be characterized mainly as a 
commodity being offered by a large 
number of providers that have high 
operating costs and very strong 
unions that resist any change. They 
offer products and services that 
are almost identical at a fixed price 
set by the government, with more 
supply than demand. Practically no 
one oversees or demands quality 
standards – neither the government 
nor the institutions nor the 
community at large. And all these 
institutions are either struggling 
to survive or under pressure from 
their investors to generate profit! 
It is an unregulated free market 
economy education with low-quality 
standards. There is no other higher 
educational track available locally. 
Any student who seeks higher 
standards will have to go abroad, 
and this option is only available 
to the privileged. Online higher 
education offered by international 
providers will soon become 
dominant in the local market.

The current status of Palestinian 
education MUST change, and there 
are urgent policy decisions that 
need to be taken immediately. These 
include four strategies.

A shift towards new learning 
paradigms in terms of content 
and learning approaches: Children 
must learn to think critically, learn 
independently, engage in research, 
develop a computational-thinking 
mindset, apply their knowledge in 
multiple contexts that are relevant 
to them, and most importantly, 
constantly innovate, create, and 
produce knowledge – because 
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this is what it will take for them 
to remain relevant and have an 
edge over intelligent machines. 
They must become aware of 
and literate with respect to 
data, AI, biotechnology, genetic 
engineering, coding, and other 
emerging disciplines. These topics 
must be integrated very early on 
within the educational system in 
a multidisciplinary manner, with 
strong emphasis on the humane 
aspects of these technologies and 
their impact on individuals, groups, 
and society, as well as related 
ethical considerations. Today, 
digital transformation demands 
changes to the classical educational 
jargon. STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math) education 
for example, in its “scientific” 
focus that targets “scientific 
minded” students (leaving the rest 
behind) is no longer an acceptable 
proposition. Teaching skills as 
stand-alone subjects is also no 
longer valid.

In addition, with all the 
technological advancement, 
ubiquitous connectivity, and 
artificial intelligence, and the 
related distractions that lead 
to shallow human interactions, 
super-stimulating gaming, 
readily available solutions and 
answers to almost any question, a 
tendency to conformity and ease 
of manipulation, etc., educational 
systems must ensure that the 
core essence of education is 
preserved even more diligently than 
before: deep thinking, questioning, 
debating, challenging, criticizing, 
developing intellectual opinions, 
philosophizing, etc.

Education must emphasize the 
often overlooked survival skills 
that include resilience in crisis 
management. Overpopulation, the 

depletion of natural resources, 
climate change, and the poverty 
gap that will grow exponentially as 
smart computers take over more 
and more jobs are serious factors 
that will necessarily lead to local, 
regional, and global crises and 
conflicts that will affect everyone. 
COVID-19 is a wake-up call for 
what is yet to come. Children need 
to learn how to live and be content 
with limited resources for short or 
extended periods of time. They need 
to know how to live when they are 
unconnected (in case of power or 
network disruption); how to survive 
and support each other within a 
stressed society and remain human; 
how to manage crises; how to 
lead a healthy life and be content 
with limited resources; and how 
to maintain physical and mental 
well-being. 

Furthermore, the above-mentioned 
transformation also demands a 
transformation in the “service 
delivery” model. The concept of one 
standard learning pathway for all is 
completely outdated and no longer 
valid, e.g., the existing model. 
Technology provides unlimited 
access to education, formal and 
informal, anywhere, anytime, and 
for almost any skill or degree. 
The monopoly that ministries of 
education and universities have on 
education is very quickly eroding, 
first because the workplace no 
longer gives weight to academic 
degrees but rather to specific 
skills, knowledge, and attitudes 
that are assessed by the employers 
or the market (and not defined 
by degrees). Secondly, because 
technology and connectivity have 
made it easy to turn education into 
another data commodity that can 
and will be provided by global data 
giants such as Google, Facebook, 

and others. These firms will provide 
much more attractive, colorful, and 
appealing educational commodities 
that are more efficient and 
cheaper than our locally produced 
commodity, namely education, and 
much better aligned to the neoliberal 
market economy. If we Palestinians 
do not transform our educational 
models and delivery mechanisms 
and provide multiple learning 
pathways that make learning more 
relevant, interesting, and engaging, 
we will no longer have any say in 
what or how our children will learn. 
They will be swept away by a global 
educational system driven by large 
corporations and the values and the 
agendas that they promote.

The existing educational 
establishment has been completely 
unable to carry out any educational 
reforms, even within the traditional 
paradigm and even at a time 
when the political and economic 
conditions were significantly 
more favorable than what they are 
today. What is needed goes way 
beyond reform. There is a need to 
transform the educational system, 
and quickly, if we are to avert an 
almost certain social, economic, 
and political catastrophe – one 
that is even worse than what we 
currently face. The only way to do 
so is for educational ministries and 
educational institution leadership to 
open up and make room for others 
to step in and contribute to the 
transformation. This is necessary 
not only because they have failed to 
bring about any reforms in the past 
but also because the magnitude 
and rate of change that is needed 
to provide any future hope for a 
Palestinian educational system that 
includes a liberating Palestinian 
agenda demands the support 
and participation of everyone: 

educational institutions, all sector 
institutions (government, the private 
sector, and civil society), parents, 
and most importantly, the children 
themselves.

Marwan Tarazi is the director 
of the Center for Continuing 
Education at Birzeit University. 
His work focuses on the design 
of developmental models, 
specific to the local context, for 
transforming the way people 
learn, work, and interact within the 
society in a rapidly transforming 
world. Marwan has dedicated 
his career to redesigning and 
creating development models 
that emphasize the true meaning 
of learning: knowledge creation, 
innovation, and development 
of skills in meaningful contexts 
relevant to the needs of learners 
and society. 

In any elections, 
educational 
transformation must 
be on the agenda of all 
candidates – because 
without transforming 
the educational 
system, the elected 
candidates will end 
up ruling an ignorant 
populace with huge 
unemployment rates, 
a poor economy, and 
massive social and 
political challenges. No 
politician would want 
to be in this situation! 
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“We want to send our message to the world: I’m an army to myself, and the 
sword to my army... We have one goal, and that’s to rescue and evacuate, and to 
send a message to the world, that we – without weapons – can do anything,”
Al Najjar told the New York Times in 2018.i

Razan Al Najjar was born and raised in Khan Yunis, Gaza, where her family has lived 
as refugees since the Nakba. In her 20 years of life, Al Najjar lived through three 
of Israel’s deadly wars on Gaza. Vibrant, hopeful, generous, and tenacious, she 
dreamed of being a doctor.

Unfortunately, the Israeli blockade left her family unable to finance her aspirations, 
so she instead took courses in nursing. Al Najjar often worked 13-hour shifts, while 
providing pro bono medical services to the sick and injured whenever possible. She 
dismissed societal criticism for her work, responding: “Women are often judged, 
but society has to accept us. If they don’t want to accept us by choice, they will be 
forced to accept us. Because we have more strength than any man.”ii

When Gaza’s Great March of Return protests started in 2018, Al Najjar sold her 
jewelry and cell phone to buy medical supplies. She was the first woman to 
volunteer as a medic, treating demonstrators injured by Israeli soldiers, despite 
suffering injuries herself. 

During a protest on June 1, 2018, an Israeli army sniper shot and killed Al Najjar as 
she carried out her medical duties. Even after her death, she continues to inspire 
bravery and strength of spirit, including in her own mother, who has since taken up 
the torch as a paramedic for the ongoing Great March of Return.

“Criticism must think of itself as life-enhancing and constitutively opposed to 
every form of tyranny, domination, and abuse; its social goals are non-coercive 
knowledge produced in the interests of human freedom.”  
Excerpt from The World, the Text, and the Critic, Edward Said, 1983

Edward Said was a prolific scholar, activist, and public intellectual. Born in 1935 
Jerusalem, Said left Palestine just before the Nakba and lived most of his life in 
the United States, eventually becoming a professor of English and comparative 
literature at Columbia University. 

His experience as a Palestinian in exile informed his belief that boundaries and 
barriers (invariably set by oppressors) must be crossed, that intellectuals must 
speak truth to power in service of justice. He questioned: who narrates stories of 
the marginalized, and why not the marginalized themselves? Said’s groundbreaking 
book Orientalism (1978) and subsequent publications helped to create entirely new 
fields of study. These include postcolonialism, a school of thought that critiques 
European colonial control and violence, disempowers theories that were born of 
this control through generating knowledge about colonized peoples, and centers 
impacted peoples’ voices in describing their own experiences and identities. 

A relentless advocate for equal political and human rights for Palestinians, Said 
never shied away from criticizing the US government’s unconditional support 
for Israel, despite facing consequences in his personal and professional life. He 
condemned many US endeavors in the Middle East and beyond, and indeed spent 
his last months vocally opposing President George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq. He 
passed away in 2003 after a twelve-year battle with leukemia. 

Razan Al Najjar: 
Artwork by 
Zelda Edmunds.

Edward W. 
Said: Artwork 
by 
Zelda Edmunds, 
original image 
reference: 
Jeremy Pollard.

i David M. Halbfinger, “A Day, a Life: When a Medic Was Killed in Gaza, Was It an Accident?” 
The New York Times, December 30, 2018.
ii Iyad Abuheweila and Isabel Kershner, “A Woman Dedicated to Saving Lives Loses Hers in Gaza Violence,” 
The New York Times, June 2, 2018.
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n Palestine, heritage has 
endured a double-bind relation 
due to its dialectical relation 
to Palestinian identity. On the 
one hand, heritage suffers from 
“falafelization,” the compounded 

alienation of Palestinians from their heritage via processes of destruction, 
expropriation, and confiscation that are exacerbated by settler colonialism. 
On the other hand, Palestinians and their official and nonofficial bodies have 
been preoccupied with making Palestinian heritage global. This globalization 
manifests itself in further alienation via processes of commodification or 
through the universalization of the local. While settler colonial processes have 
advanced rapidly, the national globalization project (which includes placing 
sites on the World Heritage List, the drafting of charters, and the adoption of 
Eurocentric heritage rhetoric when talking about local conditions) has been 
hindered by the manyfold colonial and non-colonial conditions. The division 
of the Palestinian territories in the post-Oslo era, the absence of effective 
national legal frameworks for the protection of heritage, and the lack of public 
awareness and resources have led to the loss of a great portion of Palestinian 
heritage. Unless Palestinians embrace their heritage as a mode of life and 
of knowledge production at the local level, Palestinian heritage will not only 
undergo further “falafelization,” but Palestine will also risk the loss of the 
transnational global dreams.

Palestine has a rich and diverse cultural and architectural heritage: historic 
cities and towns, hundreds of villages, and thousands of archaeological sites 
– some discovered and others yet to be. As a result of the role of media and 
the legacy of Orientalism, emphasis is placed exclusively on monumental 
landmarks, biblical sites, and sacred shrines. Thus, Jerusalem has become 
summarized in the Dome of the Rock, Bethlehem in the Church of the Nativity, 

IBy Khaldun Bshara

and Acre in its fortifications. This 
understanding undermines the 
practices, customs, and cultural and 
architectural traditions of ordinary 
Palestinians who have maintained 
a balanced relationship to their 
cultural, spiritual, and productive 
space.

The British colonization and 
Zionist settler colonialism in 
Palestine significantly altered the 
relationship between Palestinians 
and their space. Perhaps one of 
the most important manifestations 
of colonization has been the 
limitation of Palestinian movement 
to geographically isolated units, 
while they are caught within the 
colonial economy and its means 
of production. In addition, colonial 
territorial policies have alienated the 
Palestinians from spaces that once 
were communal and common. The 
plazas, alleys, mountains, churches, 
mosques, holy shrines, pastures, 
and water springs were considered 
to be the property of the colonial 
state, whereas the spaces that are 
delineated by land titles (deeds) 
define the boundaries of private 
property.

The Status of Cultural Heritage in Palestine 

Marvels of Despair
The transformation of Palestinians’ 
relationships with their spaces 
cannot be isolated from covert 
land sales to the Jewish National 
Fund and the outcomes of the 1948 
War. These events were, in effect, 
the concrete foundations for the 
transfer of ownership of a whole 
country to a newcomer, manifested 
by the forced displacement of a 
large segment of the Palestinian 
population, the destruction of 
hundreds of Palestinian villages 
and towns, and the theft of their 
homes and belongings, popularly 
coined as “the biggest robbery of the 
twentieth century.” The success of 
the Zionist colonization of Palestine 
was perhaps most evident in the 
separation of Palestinians from the 
region and its facets that made up 
their pluralistic identity: Palestinians, 
Syrians, Arabs, Ottomans, Muslims, 
Christians, Jews, Romans, and 
Mediterraneans. This diversity 
was unmistakable in their culture 
and architecture. For in Palestine, 
there are great sacred monuments, 
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bazaars, and monasteries, as well 
as simple dwellings and mundane 
spaces. There are villages, towns, 
and khirab (ruins), peasant houses 
and mansions of the petit-bourgeois, 
palaces and castles for sheikhs and 
notables, and shrines of holy men 
and women as well as demons. This 
plurality was accompanied by great 
architectural diversity that includes 
Canaanite, Iron Age, Roman, 
Umayyad, Abbasid, Mamluk, 
Ottoman, and European styles. 

Certainly, the events of the year 
1948 and their colossal impact 
on the Palestinian body in the 
geographical sense cannot be 
overcome in any essay about the 
cultural or architectural heritage in 
Palestine. As a result of the 1948 
War, Palestine has been transformed 
into a set of abstract symbols that 
are detached from material practices. 

While embroidery is worn to show 
off at weddings, the olive tree has 
become an icon on a wall, the Dome 
of the Rock a wooden souvenir, 
and the map of Palestine an image 
in a retro book. What once was an 
integral part of everyday life – from 
clothing to rituals and customs – has 
been turned into a set of symbols in 
a desperate attempt to salvage any 
relics from the vanishing past amidst 
the Palestinian-Zionist existential 
conflict.

By virtue of the dialectical 
relationship between heritage 
and culture on the one hand 
and collective memory and 
national identity on the other, 
Palestinian towns and villages 
were systematically destroyed and 
their inhabitants displaced. It is 
imperative, and this has been the 
nature of colonialism that strove 

to create space for the nascent 
entity on the ruins of the social, 
cultural, and spatial structures of 
the Indigenous people. This is why 
Palestinian spaces and culture have 
suffered a great deal since 1948.  
Historical sites without military 
significance were destroyed in every 
confrontation, establishing “facts 
on the ground,” strengthening the 
colonial presence, and weakening 
the relationship between the 
Indigenous people and their habitat.

Devastated by colonization and 
destruction, the Palestinians 
employed heritage to knit a national 
identity that is also material. 
Palestinian institutions have sought 
to document the heritage (both 
material and immaterial), with 
successes and failures here and 
there. Following the 1993 Oslo 
Agreement, moreover, increased 

attention was paid to culture and 
cultural heritage, spearheaded by 
civil society institutions that tried 
to document, protect, restore, and 
develop culture as an important pillar 
in the nation-building processes. Yet, 
colonial notions of heritage, which 
are in essence Eurocentric, have 
long stood as barriers between the 
local vision and its implementation. 
For example, Palestine still operates 
under the British Antiquities Act of 
1929 that was recently modified by 
the Palestinian National Authority 
Heritage Law (2018) yet retained the 
same value system that gives age 
precedence over societal values. 
Thus, nothing constructed after the 
year 1917 is considered part of 
Palestinian heritage. Moreover, the 
common perception that heritage 
and culture and their development 
are luxurious activities has relegated 
culture and cultural heritage to the 
lower ranks of national priorities and 
budgets. It suffices to say that the 
combined budgets of the Palestinian 
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
and the Ministry of Culture constitute 
less than 1 percent of the Palestinian 
National Authority (PNA) budget. 
At the same time, the PNA spends 
more than one-third of its budget 

There are 50,320 
historical buildings in 
422 villages and towns 
in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip (Riwaq 
Registry, 2006). But 
every year, we lose a 
minimum of 1 percent 
of our heritage. 

The Throne Village of Obwein Historic Centre, Ramallah. Photo courtesy of Riwaq Photo Archive.
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on security. The simultaneous 
investment in what is lacking 
(security) and disinvestment 
in the abundant (culture) 
demonstrate the absurdity of 
the notions of development 
and governance in a context of 
subordination and colonialism.

Colonialism operates through 
two strains: spatial and psychic. 
While the first strain has been 
largely successful, matched 
only by the disappointments and 
failures of the Oslo Agreements, 
the psyche’s raging battle 
against colonization remains. 
In the first and direct kind of 
colonization, the colonizer 
uproots and destroys the local 
community to make room for 
the newcomers. In the second 
indirect and subtler kind of 
colonization, the colonizer 
appropriates the life and 
means of production of the 
local community. Furthermore, 
the colonial regime claims 
the right to these life forms 
in what I have described as 
“falafelization” in reference 
to the fierce battle between 
Palestinians and Israelis on the 
origin of falafel and hummus. 
Whatever survives the process 
of falafelization acquires a 
stigmatized reputation: primitive, 
backward, and uncivilized. 
Even Palestinians will have to 
make a great effort to convince 
one another that their heritage 
is worthy and meaningful. 
Palestinians suffer a double 
alienation when they do not 
possess the tools to defend their 
falafel, their everyday practices, 
and their culture. In light of the 
continuous preoccupation with 
great issues (such as liberation) 
or with everyday concerns 

(such as making a living), Palestinians 
find themselves consumed in battle 
after battle against an entire system 
of research, education, knowledge 
production, and colonial propaganda. 

These circumstances drive cultural 
heritage institutions, such as Riwaq, to 
work on the restoration and development 
of historic buildings and towns as a 
means of resilience, resistance, and 
decolonization – at least in its second 
form – of the psyche. In the post-
Oslo era, cultural heritage institutions 
have acknowledged the absence of 
heritage from the national agenda, 
the lack of a legal framework, and the 
limited awareness of the importance 
of Palestinian heritage. They have been 
working with their limited (and varied) 
resources to place heritage on the 
agendas of donors and the PNA and, 

more importantly, on the agenda of 
ordinary Palestinians. It is no surprise 
now that intellectuals and ordinary 
people alike are mobilized to safeguard 
a historic building (unprotected by 
the heritage law), regardless of the 
asymmetry of powers that consider 
neoliberal economic gains far more 
important than Palestinian identity and 
collective memory. In the absence 
of a strong and willing authority, 
civil society institutions have been 
trying to fill the void associated with 
the protection and development of 
heritage, albeit with limited success.

Civil society approaches are often 
overshadowed, or concealed, however, 
by grand processes such as inscription 
on the World Heritage List employed 
by Palestine, which joined UNESCO as 
a full member in 2011 and used this 
status to place as many Palestinian 
sites as possible on the list (such as 
Bethlehem, Battir, and Hebron), even 

Since 2006, 
we have lost 25 
percent of our 
historical buildings 
in Palestine, as 
documented 
through Riwaq 
research and study 
trips. 

if only for fame and prestige. 
Such attempts overlook the 
potential that these sites might 
have in terms of benefitting the 
local community before serving 
the international tourism sector, 
which benefits the colonial 
regime much more than it 
benefits the local population (as 
tourism is mostly controlled by 
Israeli agents and ports). This 
means that in the absence of 
sovereignty over both territory 
and the tourism market, 
Palestinians are turned into one 
of several touristic streams that 
benefit their subordination. The 
incorporation of the cultural 
system (which has not yet been 
fully captured by the colonizer) 
within the colonial economy 
has turned an absolutely losing 
project (colonization) into an 
absolutely profit-making project 
with almost no risks.

An Interior of Traditional Palestinian Home. 
Photo courtesy of Riwaq Photo Archive.

Cupole di un santuario sacro dipinte di verde, 
Midland Palestine. Photo courtesy of Riwaq 
Photo Archive.
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Culture, which has been celebrated 
as a basic human right, needs an 
enabling environment to fulfill its 
premise in identity-politics and 
nation-building processes. This 
enabling environment entails first, 
and most importantly, decentralized 
policies in which the state (OUR 
state) entrusts people and their 
civil society institutions with 
implementing responsive cultural 
strategies and actions. We need a 
local definition of heritage that is 
driven by Indigenous values and 
practices rather than Eurocentric 
terms and concepts. Once culture 
and cultural heritage are recognized 
as important pillars in nation 
building, a fair share of the national 
budget should be allocated to 
culture and cultural heritage. The 
revenue of this budget should not 
be calculated in terms of monetary 
capital but in terms of symbolic and 
cultural capital gained by ordinary 
people – are we contributing to 
the production of individual and 
collective consciousness? Since 
the Heritage Law is the product of 
its conditions and not an abstract 
theoretical exercise, it needs to be 
revisited to capture community 
needs and struggles. 

Palestinian people and cultural actors 
expect their government to have 

an integral role in the protection 
of their heritage. Success stories 
all over the world indicate that 
effective central protection that 
is paralleled with decentralized 
implementation can make all the 
difference. While governments 
establish legislation, bylaws, 
and monitoring schemes, local 
communities and nongovernmental 
bodies document, protect, restore, 
and manage their cultural treasures. 
People understand profit very well, 
and in order to be on board in the 
protection and valorization of their 
heritage, they need incentives 
and tax reforms that can be in the 
form of shares of restoration costs 
or tax reduction for cultural and 
heritage businesses. People need 
to see that their taxes are returned 
to them, which would foster their 
sense of citizenship. As an architect 
restorer, who has worked in the 
field for 27 years, I believe that the 
culture sector needs an independent 
commission for heritage affairs 
to coordinate governmental and 
nongovernmental efforts, especially 
among the ministries of culture, of 
tourism and antiquity, and of local 
governance. This commission 
would eliminate duplication of work 
on all levels in the documentation, 
planning, restoration, branding, and 
activation of sites. The task looks 

complicated, but there is no simple 
solution for a complicated field with 
many stockholders and beneficiaries.

In short, we need to (un)learn about 
the possibilities and potentials that 
cultural heritage in Palestine (the 
marvels) might hold in terms of 
being a source of support and a 
pillar of cultural, social, economic, 
and political development for 
Palestinians. This is not in isolation 
from the conditions created by 
colonialism and Eurocentric 
approaches towards heritage and 
from the Palestinian quest for a 
piece of the cultural tourism market. 
In Palestine, it is impossible to 
gain a coherent view of Palestinian 
heritage disassociated from the 
deficient national structural and 
legal frameworks and the enduring 
colonial discourses and structures, 
or separate from attempts by civil 

society to find approaches closer to 
the owners/users of local heritage 
than to that of tourists and meta-
discourses. Until we realize this (as 
individuals and institutions of civil 
society and state), we will not be 
able to take up the cultural platform 
meritoriously or use these marvels 
as a resource for the process of 
knowledge production, mobilization, 
decolonization, and nation building, 
rather than as a source of grief.  

Dr. Khaldun Bshara is an adviser 
at Riwaq Centre for Architectural 
Conservation, a Ramallah-based 
NGO that has won several awards, 
including the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture, and an associate 
professor at the Department of 
Social and Behavioral Science at 
Birzeit University.

Since 2006, more than 130 historical buildings have 
been turned into community centers in more than 
80 Palestinian villages and towns, and 20 of the 50 
most significant historic centers in Palestine have 
been rehabilitated by Riwaq Centre for Architectural 
Conservation.  
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A musical performance at the historic center of al Taybeh, Ramallah. Photo courtesy of Riwaq Photo Archive.

Voluntary working day at the historic center of Hajjeh, 
Qalqilia. Photo courtesy of Riwaq Photo Archive.
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Palestinian Legislative Council Elections 

nce the decision was announced 
to hold legislative council elections 
in the West Bank and Gaza, the 
genie was let out of the bottle. 
There can be no going back to the 
state of affairs as it was before the 

decision was signed and announced. For better or worse, we are on a course 
from which there is no going back, and the final result is open to all sorts 
of possibilities, both good and bad. When I say or good or bad, I have the 
Palestinian national cause in mind, the quest for freedom, justice, and dignity. 
I do not look at good or bad from the point of view of the personal interests of 
any individual. While the legislative council elections are acted out through the 
steps taken by individuals who do have their own interests in mind, I see these 
individuals through the prism of their being instruments of national liberation, 
at least I hope that is the case. 

The most alarming outcome of the elections is that they would lend credibility 
to the division between the West Bank and Gaza. While the elections will bring 
Fatah and Hamas under one roof, neither party will concede control over 
the territory it has. Fatah will remain in charge in the West Bank, and Hamas 
will remain in charge in Gaza, and the elections will grant legitimacy to the 
territorial split between them. 

In addition to the geographical split, the elections are in fact the beginning 
of a process whereby a new generation of Palestinian leadership begins to 
assume center stage.  But there is no reason to believe that the old guard will 
accept, acquiesce, and vacate the scene quietly, gently, or gracefully. On the 
contrary, the elections, meant to give the people a say in who they want to see 
as their ruling class, can also usher in an era of vicious competition between 
individuals who want to position themselves as future leaders. Nevertheless, I 
hope (and pray) that the competition between them will remain civil. I believe 
that the competition will be between individuals, not political parties, because 
no political faction is currently seen as having a sweeping mandate from the 

OBy George B. Sahhar 

Palestinian Elections
or Pandora's Box? 

people, which is evident through 
the opinion polls, except for those 
that have been tampered with. In the 
absence of political parties that have 
sweeping mandates, the vaccum will 
be filled by individual competition. 
Another contradiction brought about 
by the elections: The political parties 
support the elections because they 
want to solidify their presence, yet 
they find themselves fighting for 
survival, and this is true for all of 
them. 

At the level of future leadership 
and the elections, I would keep 
a watchful eye on what Marwan 

Barghouti and Nasser Al-Kidwa are 
saying and doing. While both of 
them are from the rank and file of the 
establishment, they are running as 
anti-establishment candidates, and 
indeed they are the only candidates 
who can have their cake and eat 
it, too. Call it coincidence, call it 
political brilliance, call it a mistake, 
but in the final analysis, they are 
the ones who benefit most from the 
state of idiosyncrasies otherwise 

known as the Palestinian legislative 
council elections. 

Other candidates seem comfortable 
challenging the system from the 
outside only, and while many of them 
have no political burden by which 
the people will judge them, most 
of them lack national recognition 
and are known only in their narrow 
geographic locations. They will 
therefore create weak opposition, 
and their electoral platforms will 
lack substance. The most important 
issue is this: The majority of the 36 
tickets lack political parties or teeth. 
Their electability revolves around 

their ability to convince people to 
give them the benefit of the doubt. 

It will be a great loss if we end 
up electing persons who cannot 
deliver. Some of the candidates can 
deliver, of course, and they do have 
national recognition and credibility. 
But unfortunately, most of the 
candidates are running on their own 
names rather than on the names 
of parties, as if they have magical 
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characteristics that will convince 
people to vote for them. My greatest 
fear, and this is a likely scenario, 
is that we will end up with a totally 
nonhomogenous legislative council. 
While diversity is good, disunity is 
bad. 

Right now we have 36 tickets 
running for the legislative council 
elections, and I purposefully avoid 
calling them political parties because 
most of them are not. This huge 

number serves the interests of 
Hamas, whose voters are united 
behind one ticket, whereas other 
voters will be divided across 35 
tickets, three of which belong 
to Fatah. This does not speak to 
diversity; it speaks to chaos. 

At any rate, none of the above-
mentioned elements can be 
considered a wildcard, but the same 
cannot be said of Palestinian youth. 
They constitute approximately 45 
percent of Palestinian society, and 
they have little or no experience 
with elections. While their 
participation will be a landmark, 
and the precedent they will set 

through their participation will be 
the basis for future activism, there 
is no comprehensive, independent 
research that indicates what 
Palestinian youth want from these 
elections or where they want to see 
the Palestinian cause in the years 
ahead. 

Palestinian youth are currently 
disenfranchised, especially those 
who reside in Jerusalem, and all 
indications point to anger and 

frustration among them due to the 
lack of economic opportunity and 
the absence of a political horizon for 
the question of Palestine, in addition 
to mistrust of the political system 
and lack of political role models. 
Youth are by all means the largest 
segment of voters in the upcoming 
legislative council elections, but they 
are not getting the attention they 
deserve, which means also that if 
they end up casting a vote of anger, 
they will derail the entire process and 
give us unexpected results. 

While I have always been an ardent 
supporter of justice for women in 
Palestinian society, and while the 

issues that women are raising are just and deserve respect and a fundamental 
change in our legal system, I believe that women voters will be less of a 
wildcard than, for example, youth. 

Following their instinct, youth are likely to cast a vote of anger, whereas 
women are less likely to do so. Personally, I wish that they would show their 
anger because they deserve a better place in our society. Palestinian women 
are less likely to cast their vote based on women’s issues – an inclination 
that will weaken their status as an electoral block – and are likely to vote 
based on political affiliation, tribal loyalty, and traditional norms. This means 
that they will in fact forgo the opportunity to shatter the current status quo. 
Unfortunately, there are no signs that they will exert that type of pressure. 

Having said this, it would be wrong to look at the elections only through the 
prism of societal, political, and private interest groups. We need to look also 
at the host of issues that are the source of disenfranchisement in Palestinian 
society and that intertwine with the mentioned groups and affect the votes 
they will cast. 

For better or worse, we are on a course of no return, and the stakes will be too 
high and the price exorbitant if anyone tries to put sticks in the wheel. I prefer 
that we go ahead and take up the challenge of the unknown path rather than sit 
idly by, because I believe in the universal truth that while democracy may not 
the best system, nothing better has ever been invented. 

The 2021 legislative council elections will be the third in the 27 years since 
the Palestinian Authority was founded. The elections of 2006 ended with a 
Hamas victory.

The previous election order was issued in 2009, and was revoked less than 
120 days later due to the split between Fatah and Hamas. 

The Palestinian Legislative Council has not functioned since 2007, which has 
resulted in the president issuing laws by decree after the split between the West 
Bank and Gaza.

A majority of Palestinians (61 percent) say that they are likely to cast a vote 
in the upcoming legislative council elections. 

Youth are the largest voter segment. There are 1,157,481 young men and 
women between the ages of 18 and 29 in the Palestinian Authority areas. 
They made up approximately 22 percent of the population in mid-2020 and 
40 percent of the 2,887,204 voters.

George Sahhar is a communication and advocacy professional with 
Palestinian and international organizations. He has designed and 
implemented numerous communication, media, and advocacy initiatives 
and is a trainer in negotiations, conflict resolution, and interpersonal 
communication. George holds a BA and an MA in speech communication 
and a BSc in political science from US universities in Iowa.

Palestinian Realpolitik

Photo by Afif Hanna Amireh.



6968 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Home Away from Home

By Najib Joe Hakim, Craig MacLean, and Ursula Mindermann

The Network of Photographers for Palestine Publications, 2020, 
66 pages, US$19.95

Available through www.magcloud.com/browse/issue/1898533 or 
www.nabalifairkost.com (in Germany)

he heart of Palestine beats strong and proud through this collection 
of portraits, montages, and testimonies from the Palestinian 
diaspora. At a time when the story of the Palestinian people needs to 
be told and retold ever more urgently, The Network of Photographers 
for Palestine (NPP) brings that story to us in the new book, Home 

Away from Home.

The NPP is a small collective of photographers and activists who are dedicated 
to telling the Palestinian story through photography. They have published both 
live and online exhibitions in Bethlehem, Gaza City, Copenhagen, London, 
Tunis, and all the major cities in Scotland, where NPP is based. In 2020, 
inspired by the work of one of their most prolific members, Najib Joe Hakim, 
they published their first online exhibition, Home Away from Home. This 
subsequently became the book of the same name.

Hakim, a Palestinian photographer 
who lives in San Francisco, had 
already collected a range of beautiful 
portraits of Palestinians young 
and old (one of whom was 100 
years old in 2020), who described 
their lives past and present, and 
their own individual relationship to 
the motherland. What a wealth of 
experience was contained therein! 
Hakim was joined by Scottish 
photographer Craig MacLean, and 
Ursula Mindermann, vice president 
of the German-Palestine Society. The 
three collaborated to complete the 
final exhibition and ultimately this 
book.

Craig MacLean is a major 
documentary photographer 
in Scotland. He engaged with 
Palestinians in Edinburgh and 
Glasgow, encouraging them to find 
objects that represent their personal 
links to Palestine. He then arranged 
these items to produce a series of 
intriguing montages linking each 
person’s life in Palestine with that in 
Scotland now.

The photographs of Ursula 
Mindermann offer a sensitive and 
moving visual documentation of 
Palestinians who settled successfully 
in Germany. Her commitment 
to international solidarity shines 

Book of the Month

T

Voices from the Palestinian Diaspora
through in her work. Indeed, the 
international collaboration that 
brought this book to life is embodied 
in the care that has been taken to 
ensure that it can be read by Arabic, 
English, and German speakers alike. 
The testimonies are presented in all 
three languages.

But the Palestinian experience 
always remains central. Home Away 
from Home has universal appeal for 
all who struggle for freedom and 
justice. Our country of birth is part 
of who we are, and nobody can take 
that away however hard they try. 
This volume is a fitting tribute to the 
millions of Palestinians forced from 
their land, and a testament to the 
resilience and fortitude of those who 
continue the struggle wherever they 
make their new home.

In the words of Ramzy Baroud: “To 
be pro-Palestine is .... to respect the 
centrality of the Palestinian voice, 
because without the Palestinian 
narrative there can be no real or 
meaningful solidarity, and also 
because, ultimately, it will be the 
Palestinian people who will liberate 
themselves.” The voice of Palestine 
in exile certainly rings out loud and 
clear in this important book.
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Exhibition of the Month

hick brushstrokes of paint, weary landscapes, naked bodies, politics, 
and even the present-day pandemic, a pure form of expression and 
reflection into the artist’s soul. In his latest retrospective exhibition 
titled Abstraction of Solitude, artist Mohamed Khalil creates the 
sensation of walking right into his private studio.

Zawyeh Gallery is a Ramallah-based art gallery with a new branch in Alserkal 
Avenue, Dubai, dedicated to presenting Palestinian art and artists to the world. 
Having been represented in Zawyeh’s digital and physical platforms, Mohamed’s 
current solo exhibition is the first to be featured in the gallery following his 
participation in the 2020 Ramallah Art Fair.

The beginning of the twenty-first century marks the starting point of the period 
covered by the collection. From this section of the artist’s career, a couple 
of unique pieces on cardboard are exhibited – pieces that were produced by 
Mohamed during his stay in Paris in the year 2000. 

Spanning more than 40 years, Mohamed’s artistic practice engages with a 
series of topics and visual languages that are presented in his newly released 
book titled Mohamed Khalil. This book was the primary source of inspiration 
for this exhibition, as it was the main comprehensive source of information 
about the artist and his practice. Standing as a holistic re-collection of works 
throughout the artist’s career, this retrospective manifests Mohamed’s craft 
as a painter, a statement that goes beyond traditional visuals that are usually 

T

Abstraction of Solitude

Mohamed Khalil

Zawyeh Gallery 
Open Saturday through Thursday, 11:00–18:00, until June 20, 2021

encountered by spectators 
and consumers of Palestinian 
arts and culture. Further to the 
paintings displayed in the gallery 
space, there is a wider digital 
collection available online that 
is grouped under four main 
categories: landscapes and 
seascapes, abstracts, portraits, 
and nudes. 

Notorious for his bold 
brushstrokes and expressive 
compositions, Mohamed’s 
color palette is wide and vivid. 
The exhibition highlights a 
selection of canvases and paper 
works, on which acrylic is the 
predominant material. A tour 
de force of Mohamed’s nude 
canvases is Model #8 (2018), 
a bicolor painting in which the 
artist uses a few bright-orange 
lines, contrasting with a dark 
background, to depict the 
foreshortened body of a relaxed 
nude woman. Even with a single 
color in the background, the artist 
expresses a sense of movement 
on which the body seems to float 
effortlessly.
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Exhibition of the Month II

ities in the Heart is a personal and moving exhibition of Arabic calligraphy 
works by Nawaf Soliman that introduces Palestinian cities in a creative, 
artistic manner. The exhibition allows visitors to explore Palestine through 
its cities in works that reflect and evoke feelings of nostalgia and a longing 
for home. In each piece, Soliman combines several styles of Arabic 

calligraphy, including Thuluth (LetterCut), SpongePen (which he invented), Diwani, 
Kufic, Persian Nasta’liq, and Andalusian scripts. Soliman modified these scripts to 
fit his interpretation of the history of these cities, creating a stunning, intimate, and 
emotional journey through Palestinian cities. 

Displaced from his small village (Aqraba) as a child, Nawaf has spent his entire life 
searching for a home, as he has been repeatedly displaced due to conflict. His artistry 
brings together Arabic poetry, the history and architecture of numerous cities, and the 
feelings that these cities evoke in their visitors to create truly compelling works of art.

C

Cities in the Heart: 
Names and Letters

Nawaf Soliman

The Museum of the Palestinian People, Washington, DC
Open Saturdays beginning on May 1, 12:00 to 18:00 

A virtual tour is available at https://mpp-dc.org/TourSupport/?entry=2.

The virtual tour includes four segments of 360-degree tours of exhibition spaces and 
allows visitors to see all paintings online, including some in animated videos that 
show how the words are written. 

Click on any painting to view its details. A short video in which Nawaf speaks about 
his life explains the philosophy behind his engagement in calligraphy and shows how 
he uses various pens to create special effects. The video is available on YouTube at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Zu9hIptVKU.  

The paintings can be purchased on canvas or as posters in various sizes at https://
museum-of-the-palestinian-people.myshopify.com/collections/home-decor-and-art.

The Museum of the Palestinian People 
will reopen on May 1 after an extended 
closure due to COVID-19. Plan a visit if 
you’re in Washington, DC. We would love 
to see you in person. Order tickets for 
guided tours at https://mpp-dc.org/visit/.
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Ahlan Palestine Postcard

aba’ is a Palestinian village in the northern West Bank, located eight 
kilometers southwest of the city of Jenin. This small village is rich with 
water springs and has an amazing view of Huriesh Mountain that is part 
of the broader Nablus mountain range. It is also home to the traditional 

and ancient pottery industry that one family has kept alive for more than 300 years. 

Pottery in Palestine is considered one of the oldest crafts and dates back to the 
fourth century BC. Palestinians used clay to store foods such as olive oil, yogurt, 
jam, and ghee. It was also used to serve food. The city of Gaza is believed to be the 
first of many Palestinian cities to have mastered pottery.

We decided to visit Jaba’, where Jamal Al Fakhouri preserves Palestinian heritage 
every time he models a new clay piece. To reach his workshop, we walked among 
the houses in the old quarter of the village until we reached an old house that has 
two tubs and a domed structure made of cement blocks.  

J

Make Clay Pots in 
300-Year-Old Jaba’ Workshop 

The minute we walked into the house, 
a cool breeze replaced the high 
temperatures outside. We saw a man 
sitting in a circular pit with a revolving 
clay wheel under his hands. “Assalamu 
’alaikum” (peace be upon you), he 
greeted us enthusiastically.    

His smile was inviting, and we 
descended the stairs carefully, trying 
not to step on the dozen fresh clay 
pots neatly placed in rows across the 
floor in front of him. Looking up, we 
noted that it was indeed a traditional 
Palestinian house with a domed ceiling. 
His grandfather had bought it in 1936 
after moving from the house where 
his ancestors had modeled clay for 
decades. It was clear that Jamal’s life 
revolves around pottery. His family 
is named Fakhouri, which means the 
potter. And he is already preparing his 
sons to take over the family business. 

As usual, we were eager to try our hand 
at making pottery with a master who 
makes hundreds of pieces a day. I sat 

By Malak Hasan and Bisan AlHajHasan

next to Jamal in a small hole with a 
seat, a wheel, and a pedal that I pressed 
with my foot to make the wheel revolve. 
Jamal told me that there are two rules 
to follow when making pottery: keep 
your hands wet, and keep the wheel 
turning. I dipped my fingers into a pot 
filled with soft clay to start modeling the 
clay, and I was shocked at how easy it 
looked but how difficult it really was. 

Jamal gave me instructions on how to 
handle the spinning clay. The clay felt 
so velvety in my hands, and while I felt 
great living this unique experience, I 
knew that my performance was not up 
to Jamal’s standards when what was 
intended to be a cup turned out to be a 
flat plate with a hole in the middle.

I could feel Jamal’s excitement in 
sharing his passion with a younger 
generation – as if he wanted to make 
sure that this unique Palestinian art 
would not be forgotten or abandoned. 
He regularly welcomes tourists and 
Palestinians alike to learn about pottery 
in Palestine. We at Ahlan Palestine 
encourage you to get in touch with the 
workshop to experience a little-known 
side of this beautiful country and its 
heritage.

Malak and Bisan are the founders 
of Ahlan Palestine, a travel blog that 
promotes tourism in Palestine. To 
learn how you can try pottery in Jaba’ 
too, contact them via their Instagram 
page @AhlanPalestine.
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how, don’t tell.” This is what great filmmakers teach and what 
powerful cinema does. The task may be particularly challenging 
for Palestinian films, whose unique circumstances are often 
too difficult to explain. Yet here comes a film that steers clear of 
political jargon and moral statements. 

Ameen Nayfeh, the young director, describes this film as “the project of his 
life.” It is distilled from his experience of having a father from Tulkarem and a 
mother from ‘Ar’ara. Walled-off by the separation wall, he lived his childhood 
in a place that he can no longer visit. “This kind of pain is indescribable,” he 
notes, yet he still refuses to show Palestinians as victims. This approach has 
done wonders for 200 METERS, Nayfeh’s debut feature released in 2020. 

The story line is about Mustafa (played by Ali Suleiman), father of three and 
husband of Salwa (Lana Zreik). Unlike his wife, Mustafa does not have Israeli 
residency, which constitutes a major obstacle that seriously affects his ability 
to work or even to visit his wife and children. The family has no choice but to 
live in two houses, each of which is literally separated by 200 meters. 

Film of the Month

"S

Essentially, the film portrays how 
a simple act of going from one 
place to another is not only a luxury 
but also a risk beyond remedy for 
Palestinians. It provides valuable 
insight into the ways that the political 
reality shifts power dynamics and 
influences relationships. 

The compelling performance of 
Ali Suleiman captures the internal 
dilemma of his character who 
maneuvers through life without 
having movement authorization 
papers. Generally unfazed, 
Mustafa simply wants to reach his 
target. Despite his work ethic and 
principles, it is nearly impossible for 
him to carry on without having to 
break some rules. 

On a deeper level, the film shows 
the social and political sense of 
impotence that would invade the 
psyche of a man who is deprived 
of carrying out his role as husband, 
father, and caretaker. Interestingly, 
this couple – two people who live 
only 200 meters apart – function 
almost as though they were in a 
long-distance relationship; so close 
yet so out of reach. 

200 METERS:
The Longest Trip for the Shortest Distance

Ameen Nayfeh

By Arda Aghazarian

The film also provides a study of 
laborers whose experience of being 
transported feels like bootlegging 
of some sort – except that it’s not 
substances that are being smuggled 
but actual human beings. Those 
familiar with Ghassan Kanafani’s 
novel Men in the Sun may recall 
a horrid image that is represented 
in the film’s claustrophobic scene 
inside the trunk of a car. 

Worthy mentions are Anna 
Unterberger (as the German Anne) 
and Motaz Malhees (as Kifah), and 
the discernment of privileges attained 
by a select few. Equally impressive 
are the film’s cinematography and 
the hard work of the producer, May 
Odeh. The film has gained close to 
20 awards and won the audience 
award at the Venice Festival.

200 METERS is definitely a fun road 
movie that even Palestinians will 
enjoy watching. As director Ameen 
Nayfeh notes: “It is my story and the 
story of thousands of Palestinians.”

For information about the film release in Palestine, follow 200 Meters Film on 
Facebook and Instagram. 
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JERUSALEM
SYMPOSIA 
Tuesday 4
18:00 “Freedom of Speech” is a webinar 
organized by Sabeel as part of the Kumi Now 
project that focuses on building connections 
between organizations working on the ground 
and around the world for peace and justice 
in Palestine, and activists around the world. 
Broadcast via https://zoom.us/j/94679502800.

Tuesday 11
18:00 “U.S. Support of Israel” is a webinar 
organized by Sabeel as part of the Kumi Now 
project that focuses on building connections 
between organizations working on the ground 
and around the world for peace and justice 
in Palestine, and activists around the world. 
Broadcast via https://zoom.us/j/94679502800.

Tuesday 18
18:00 “Ongoing Nakba” is a webinar organized 
by Sabeel as part of the Kumi Now project 
that focuses on building connections between 
organizations working on the ground and around 
the world for peace and justice in Palestine, and 
activists around the world. Broadcast via https://
zoom.us/j/94679502800.

RAMALLAH
EXHIBITIONS
Tuesday 18
18:00 The Future of Museums: Recover and 
Reimagine is a virtual exhibition that will launch 
artworks centered on reimagining the Palestinian 
Museum. The featured artists, coming from all 
walks of life, share artistic representations of 
how they view and conceive of the museum, 
its collections and exhibitions. Organized by 
the Palestinian Museum on the occasion of 
International Museum Day. Broadcast via the 
Palestinian Museum social media platform.

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Sunday 2
12:00 Wild almond drink recipe presented by 
artist and chef Mirna Bamieh as part of Ramadan 
Beverage Recipes, organized by the Palestinian 
Museum in collaboration with chef Mirna Bamieh 
(Palestine Hosting Society) to rediscover the five 
staple beverages of the holy month: tamarind, 
carob, tisane, and hibiscus drinks, in addition to 
the wild almond drink that is rich in fibre, great 
for the immune system, and simply delicious. 
Broadcast via the Palestinian Museum social 
media platform.

Thursday 6
12:00 Herbal tea drink recipe presented by artist 
and chef Mirna Bamieh as part of Ramadan 
Beverage Recipes, organized by the Palestinian 
Museum in collaboration with chef Mirna Bamieh 
(Palestine Hosting Society) to rediscover the five 
staple beverages of the holy month: tamarind, 
carob, almond, and hibiscus drinks, in addition to 
the distinct and delightful tisane made with herbs 
picked from the Palestinian Museum gardens. 
Broadcast via the Palestinian Museum social 
media platform.

SYMPOSIA
Saturday 15
12:00 An Orange Grove Recollection Podcast 
produced and presented by Jinan Silwadi and 
organized by the Palestinian Museum to discover 
Hoda Batshoun’s journey of exile from Jaffa, 
the exile of her memory itself and its sudden, 
unexpected return. Broadcast via the Palestinian 
Museum social media platform.

AKKA
SPECIAL EVENTS 
Wednesday 26 - Sunday, June 6
15:00–18:00 Seaborne Dreams (Part 2) is one 
segment of a creative writing and art workshop 
series organized by the Palestinian Museum 
in partnership with Hope Foundation and in 
cooperation with Al-Aswar Cultural Association 
– Akka. The workshop explores manifestations of 
the Palestinian coast as a material and emotional 
geography in our everyday lives. The outcomes 
of the workshops, created by the participating 
children, will come together as an art installation 
to be presented in the museum’s forthcoming 
exhibition about the Palestinian coast. The 
installation seeks to evoke a sense of being 
present on the coast while also illuminating the 
worlds that are dreamed up in its absence or 
amidst its siege, and the representations of these 
worlds in Palestinian narratives. Al-Aswar Cultural 
Association. For registration, please contact 
activities@palmuseum.org.

INTERNATIONAL
BOOK LAUNCHES 
Saturday 15
19:00 Discussion of Exhausted on the Cross, 
a book by the Palestinian poet Najwan Darwish 
and translated by Kareem James Abu-Zeid, 
organized by Brookline Booksmith for a virtual 
Nakba Day event and moderated by the writer 
Nathalie Handal. To register, visit the event site at 
Najwan Darwish and Kareem James Abu-Zeid 
with Nathalie Handal | brookline booksmith.

Events Directory
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So, our elections were cancelled, and I will not hide my disappointment, 
my dismay, or my anger. 

Even prior to the expected decision, Palestinian social media was on 
fire with posts vehemently opposing the move and warning of the 
ramifications of such an action. Those against canceling the elections 
(I’m using the word canceling because I have no faith in the word 
postponed, which was used) were outspoken and bold, while those 
who accepted the decision were shy, almost ashamed of the decision. 
One example of a feeble attempt to defend the cancellation was a post 
implying that such a decision was not unprecedented. It pointed out 
England’s announcement in March 2020 that local and mayoral elections 
would be postponed for a year due to the COVID-19 virus! Seriously? I 
honestly see no meaningful defense for backtracking from the elections. 

By no means underestimating the consequences and implications of 
Israel’s refusal to allow Palestinian elections to take place in Jerusalem, I 
still believe that holding the elections is more important than making the 
statement that Jerusalem is Palestinian. On the practical level, there were 
many creative suggestions for ways to allow Palestinian Jerusalemites 
to cast their votes. However, a lot of people saw that the main reason 
given for canceling the elections – Israel’s refusal to allow Jerusalem to 
be included in the electoral process – was simply a pretext to conceal 
the real reason for the cancellation which, rumor has it, was Fatah’s fear 
of losing. 

No one seriously thinks that the elections are a magic wand that will 
miraculously solve all our problems, but voting remains a right of the 
people that has been denied for almost 15 years. Elections are a means 
for people to express how they feel about the current state of affairs and 
a litmus test for democracy. Equally as important, holding elections is 
a message to the world signaling that when Palestine is free, it will be a 
democratic society that has a history of democratic process even under 
the harshest of conditions, with military occupation as the cherry on top. 

Finally, assuming (and even giving the benefit of the doubt to the higher-
echelon decision-makers) that the decision to cancel the elections was 
totally genuine and based on principle, I believe that the assessment and 
hence the decision was outright wrong. The damage that will result from 
this verdict will by far outweigh its benefit. 

Long Live Palestine!

Sani Meo
Publisher

The Last Word

For the Record
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