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Message from the Editor

When my children were very young, and we were still able to cross the Green 
Line, my daughter once walked along the streets of Netanya and wondered 
which house would be ours had there been no Nakba. Her dad’s village 
once owned most of the land on which the city was built. Even though, or 
maybe because most Palestinians cannot visit what they generally refer to 
as historical Palestine or the 1948 areas, their emotional connection to these 
places is strong. Family origins are traced to towns and villages that were 
lost – some razed and demolished. Memories are cherished by the older 
generations and shared with younger family members, as anywhere in the 
world, only here it is tainted by a great sense of loss. 

In this issue, you will read about the history, archaeological treasures, religious 
sites, culinary delights, literary development, and natural beauty of the areas 
that are inaccessible to many and, unfortunately, learn about the hardships 
that Palestinians on both sides of the Green Line (continue to) have to endure.

As always, our gratitude goes to the authors of this issue: Sami Abou 
Shehadeh, a Palestinian historian from Jaffa and a former member of the 
Israeli Parliament; Dr. Johnny Mansour, a historian, lecturer, and author; 
Fida Jiryis, a Palestinian author who lives in Ramallah; Dr. Ali Qleibo, an 
anthropologist and artist; Khalil Haddad, a licensed guide for English-speaking 
tour groups in the Holy Land; the Nazareth Cultural and Tourism Association; 
Adalah, The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel;  Usama Libis, who 
loves nature and driving four-wheelers; Vivian Khalaf, the elected chairperson 
of the board of the Palestine Children’s Relief Fund; Ala Hlehel, a Palestinian 
writer and editor based in Akko; H.E. Ambassador Husam Said Zomlot, a 
Palestinian diplomat, academic, and economist; Professor Ilan Pappé, the 
director of the European Centre for Palestine Studies at the University of 
Exeter, and the author of The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine; Dr. Waleed Atrash, 
a graduate of Haifa University with a PhD in classical archaeology who has 
been working at the Antiquities Authority since 1987; and Dr. Dalal Iriqat, an 
assistant professor at the Arab American University Palestine. 

Our two Personalities of the Month are Shukri Arraf, a pioneer of Palestinian 
historical geography, and Saleem Zaroubi, a physicist from Nazareth. Our 
two books of the month are the first translation into English of an historical 
account of Bethlehem and the must-read Palestine Hijacked by Tom Suárez. If 
you visit Bethlehem, don’t miss our Exhibition of the Month, titled December 
Happening, that lasts throughout January. 

The entire team at TWiP wishes you a good start to the new year that 
hopefully will bring more peace and justice worldwide.

Sincerely,

Tina Basem
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Jaffa, 
the Nakba,
and Resistance

By Sami Abou Shehadeh

 look into the cultural life of Jaffa during the last century 
provides a useful perspective into the transformations 
from which all Palestinian cities have suffered since the 
Nakba. The case of the “bride of the sea” shows how 
Israel has exerted control over historical Palestine not 
just in terms of issuing policies to confiscate lands and 

properties but also in limiting human development, including 
Palestinian cultural life.

Jaffa led very important cultural, economic, and political 
changes in Palestine until the 1948 Nakba. In the last master 

A

A Cultural Perspective

Historical Palestine

During the Nakba, the 
Israeli state expelled 
the Palestinians of Jaffa 
and inherited their city. 
Ever since, all Palestinian 
properties have been 
controlled by the Israeli 
state and the Tel Aviv-
Jaffa municipality to serve 
tens of thousands of 
Jewish immigrants from 
Bulgarian, Romanian, and 
other origins.

plan for the city of Jaffa before 
the Nakba, published in 1946, the 
Egyptian engineer Ali Mas’oud 
and city planner Osman Rostum 
wrote in their introduction: “The 
city of Jaffa is considered the Arab 
and national capital of Palestine. 
Although Jerusalem is the capital of 
the Palestinian State and includes 
the political center, Jaffa’s pure 
Arab identity makes it, from this 
perspective, the real capital of Arab 
Palestine.”

More than a decade later, in 1959, 
the Israeli journalist and writer Nathan 
Dunevich published a book about 
the history of the city of Tel Aviv. At 
that time, Jaffa had become a part 
of Tel Aviv and lost its independence 
as a city. Dunevich concludes his 
book with a chapter that describes 
Jaffa in the 1950s, stating that 
Jaffa had been transformed into a 
Bulgarian city. He describes how in 
an immense change, most of the 
public sphere had changed from Arab 
into a new realm controlled by the 
Bulgarian language and Bulgarian 
immigrants who had come to Jaffa 
after the Nakba. The ethnic cleansing 
perpetuated in Palestine in 1948 
expelled the Palestinians from the 
geography and history of the city 
of Jaffa and thereby also ended the 

modernization process that Jaffa had 
been leading as an Arab Palestinian 
central city. 

Ninety-eight percent of the Arab 
Palestinian population in Jaffa was 
expelled during the Nakba: only 3,900 
citizens were able to stay – from a 
population of nearly 120,000 persons 
who had lived in the city before 1948. 
The small and marginal minority that 

Jaffa fishermen fixing their nets.

The Al-Hambra Cinema, a formerly Palestinian-
owned cinema in Jaffa, designed in the Art Deco 
style in 1937 by Lebanese architect Elias Al-Mor. Jaffa clock tower.Built-up Jaffa pre pre-1948.
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remained in Jaffa were expelled from 
their homes in various neighborhoods 
of Jaffa and concentrated in the 
southern part of the city, the Ajami 
neighborhood. Having become a 
minority in their homeland, they lived 
under a new political regime that did 
not acknowledge their Palestinian 
history and identity. Since 1948, 
the Israeli state has been working 
relentlessly to destroy the Palestinian 
identity and culture of the Palestinian 
minority that survived the Nakba. 
Israel calls this process of destruction 
a “Judaization process.” It includes 

the expulsion of the indigenous 
population and the prevention of their 
return because they were born to “the 
wrong race” from the Israeli state’s 
point of view. This “Judaization” 
process affects the public sphere in 
many aspects. The municipality of 
Tel Aviv-Jaffa changed the names of 
important cities and streets, giving 
them Jewish names, many of which 
commemorate Zionists figures. For 
example, I live on Rabbi Nahman 
Mebraslev Street, and all the streets 
surrounding my building carry names 
of rabbis who have nothing to do with 
the history of Jaffa.

Arab Palestinian cultural institutions 
such as schools, cinemas, theaters, 
sports clubs, newspapers, and other 
cultural spheres have been “Judaized” 
as well by the Israeli state and the 
Tel Aviv-Jaffa municipality. The Arab 
Palestinian Greek Orthodox school 
and the famous Greek Orthodox 
club were used as a military camp 
until 1998. Nabil Cinema house 
was used as a theater and cinema 
that showed films from European 
countries and nowadays serves 
the Russian immigrants who came 
to Israel in the 1990s. Al Hambra, 

once the most famous cinema in 
Jaffa and all of Palestine was used 
as a cultural institution for groups of 
Jewish immigrants; most recently, 
the building was transformed into a 
Scientology center.

Other cultural institutions were entirely 
or partially destroyed and no longer 
serve as such. This transformation 
was happening immediately after 
the Nakba and during the ongoing 
process of destruction of Palestinian 
history and identity. Some of the old 
neighborhoods of Jaffa were totally 
destroyed, such as Al-Manshiyya, Tal 
Al-Rish, Saknet Darwish, and others 
that today have lost their relationship 
to Palestinian history and culture. 

Palestinians cherish their culture 
and have reacted to Israeli attempts 
at their eradication with resistance. 
The marginal minority of Palestinians 
who were able to continue living in 
Jaffa after the Nakba were excluded 
from any important decision-making 
processes regarding their present 
situation and future. Nevertheless, 
despite years of struggle and 
resistance, this minority has been 
able to preserve and rebuild part 
of their culture. The first generation 
that survived the Nakba and strong 
collective trauma were able to keep 
the Arabic language and hold on to 
part of their heritage and culture. 
The second generation, those born 
in the 1950s and 1960s, started a 
vital process of rebuilding Palestinian 
identity and culture in Jaffa. One of 
the important institutions built by the 
first generation of academics in 1979 
is still working under the name of 
Arab League for Jaffa and has played 
a crucial role in spreading awareness 
about the history and culture of Jaffa 
and Palestine among the younger 
generations of Palestinians living in 
the city.

Other cultural institutions that played 

an essential role within the Arab 
Palestinian minority in Jaffa in the 
1970s and 1980s were the Greek 
Orthodox scouts, the Islamic scouts, 
small church movements, and other 
sporadic institutions that engaged 
in various activities. Many of these 
activities had to be carried out in a 
very hostile environment because the 
Israeli government portrayed them as 
“dangerous ” from a security point 
of view. The state’s policies aimed 
to obliterate any relation between the 
Palestinian minority and their history 
and identity. Until today, they are 
not allowed to teach their history at 
schools. The only aspect Israel allows 
is the religious dimension of the 
Palestinian minorities’ identities.

The Palestinians who were 
expelled from their homes 
and until today have been 
prevented from returning, 
many of them stranded 
abroad, have been 
struggling to preserve 
their rights and regain the 
ability to rebuild their city 
and its culture.

Jaffa, the bride of Palestine.

Courtesy of Jaffa Youth Movement.

Courtesy of Jaffa Youth Movement.

Historical Palestine
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Thus, for many decades, raising the 
Palestinian flag was considered a 
crime according to Israeli law. This 
was overturned only with the 1993 
Oslo Agreements. But even today, 
three decades later, Israeli police 
frequently continue to treat the raising 
of the Palestinian flag as a crime. 
Moreover, numerous poets and 
journalists, some of them prominent 
in their field, have been imprisoned 
for their writings. People have been 
investigated by the Israeli police 
for singing “national songs,” and 
singers have been arrested for being 
suspected of singing “dangerous 
songs.” Many books have been 
censored and were forbidden from 

being imported from what Israel still 
calls “enemy states.”

Despite such measures that created 
an atmosphere of fear and terror, 
it remained very important for the 
Palestinian minority in Jaffa to 
keep and develop their Palestinian 
identity and culture. The acts of 
resistance planted by the first and 
second generations have created an 
empowered and strong generation of 
young Palestinians who are able to 
keep up the struggle.

In 2010 a group of young Palestinian 
students established in Jaffa “the 
Yaffa Youth Movement.” This NGO 
has written clearly that one of its 
goals is to keep and develop the 
Arab Palestinian identity of the 
young generations of Jaffa. Another 
important goal is to empower and 
develop the Arabic language and the 
status of this language in the public 
sphere. Since its establishment, 
this group has led many cultural 
activities such as tours, lectures, 
dabke dancing, and demonstrations 
in efforts to reclaim the public sphere 
and “re-Arabize” it.

The result of these activities over 
the last decade is starting to show. 
Many of the new businesses carry 

Arabic names such as Yaffa Books 
and Coffee, Basma Café, Fairouz 
Café, Yaffa Knafeh, Mansheya Bar, 
Deyaffa, Al-Helwi Market, and more. 
The Arab Palestinian city council 
members were able, after decades 
of struggle, to change some of the 
street names to Arabic names again. 
We are talking about a very small 
number of streets, but it proves that 
the struggle is ongoing.

In 1998, the Palestinian minority 
was able to build the first Arab 
Palestinian theater in Jaffa after 
the Nakba. It was called Al-Saraya 
Theater because it was built in the 
eighteenth-century house of the 
former Ottoman governor in the old 
city of Jaffa. In my point of view, the 
story of this theater summarizes the 
Palestinian minority’s struggle to 
preserve and develop its culture. The 
theater was targeted several times 
by various Israeli figures, ministers, 
and members of the Knesset for 
its cultural activity. It was criticized 
for mentioning the Palestinian 
Nakba and for hosting a play on 
Palestinian political prisoners and 
other activities. When a few weeks 
ago, Al-Saraya Theater broadcast 
the famous movie Farha that tells 
part of the story of the Palestinian 
Nakba, Minister of Finance Avigdor 
Lieberman threatened to cut its 
budget. The board of the theater 
made the courageous decision to 
continue its activity and hosted 
a very successful broadcast that 
was attended by many people who 
came to support the theater and its 
decision.

While the Arab Palestinians who 
were expelled during the Nakba 
never expected to live their lives 
and die in exile, the Zionist leaders 
who occupied Jaffa and expelled 
its population never dreamed 
that 75 years later, there would 

be a generation of Palestinian youth 
that is proud of its identity and 
struggles to preserve and develop 
its Arab Palestinian culture. We must 
acknowledge that we have a very 
long way to go until we can create 
a just and equal environment for 
this national Palestinian minority, an 
atmosphere in which they can prosper 
and develop their culture like other 
nations worldwide. But we can attest 
that the Palestinian minority that lives 
in Jaffa, after decades of struggle, has 
been able to rebuild Palestinian cultural 
institutions, no matter how small and 
how marginal in the context of the large 
Jewish city of Tel Aviv.

Sami Abou Shehadeh is a Palestinian 
historian from Jaffa and a former 
member of the Israeli Parliament. He is 
the leader of the Balad or Tajamou’ party. 

The black and white photos are courtesy 
of Mona Hajjar Halaby, the British Mandate 
Jerusalemites Photo Library.

Courtesy of Jaffa Youth Movement.

Courtesy of Jaffa Youth Movement.

Courtesy of Jaffa Youth Movement.

Historical Palestine
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hroughout his youth, my late father held on to his ambitious 
dream of buying a small apartment on Haifa’s Abbas Street. 
Against the backdrop of the Galilee Mountains, this house 
overlooks the town of Haifa and enjoys a view of the sea. 
He was able to fulfill this dream only after long and arduous 
work, after he had saved enough of his earnings. That was 

in 1983. I had just finished my bachelor’s degree and taken on 
my first employment. Frequently, I had asked him why he was so 
determined to buy this house, knowing that apartments in other 
locations would cost much less. His answer was that he simply 
wanted to be as close as possible to his family home, located 
next to the Baha’i Temple Gardens. Pointing at that house, he 
told me to go and take a look, and clearly, I was captivated by its 
location and view. 

My father’s family bought this house in 1945 after they had 
saved the required funds. His family was distinguished from 
other Palestinian families because in addition to the head of the 
household working to earn enough money to buy a family house, 
his sons also pitched in before they embarked on establishing 
their own independent married lives. The house was beautiful, 
and its lovely appearance reflected the calm that prevailed inside. 
Indeed, his family’s life there could not have been happier, more 
tranquil, or more serene. Built on the slopes of Mt. Carmel, the 
house overlooked the city’s panoramic seaside and offered 
a view of Haifa’s houses, churches, monasteries, mosques, 

The House 
I Can See but 
May Not Enter

T

By Johnny Mansour

institutions, and companies all the 
way to the port, built by the British 
Mandate authorities in 1932, with the 
historic city of Acre visible in the far 
distance. 

But my father, the oldest among his 
siblings, was only able to spend 
less than three years of his youth in 
this house before the Nakba struck 
in 1948. The family’s calm life was 
brought to an abrupt end when 
Jewish military organizations began 
to attack the Arab neighborhoods 
following the United Nations vote on 
the partition of Palestine (November 
29, 1947, Resolution No. 181). 
According to this resolution, Haifa 
would fall within the Jewish state. 
Thus, the Arab neighborhoods were 
subjected to shelling and attacked by 
the missiles of militant organizations 
led by the Hagana. Terror and fear 

spread among the Palestinian citizens 
because their neighborhoods were 
scattered around the city’s downtown 
while the Jewish neighborhoods 
were located on the peaks of Mt. 
Carmel, which was an evident 
strategic advantage. The process of 
expelling the Palestinians from their 
neighborhoods began soon after and 
was carried out under what has been 
called Biour Hamits, the cleansing 
in preparation of the Jewish feast 
of Passover. With the collaboration 
of the British military forces, the 
Palestinians who fled to save their 
lives were directed toward Haifa 
Port, where boats were waiting to 
transport them to Acre or Lebanon. 
Of the 75,000 Palestinians who 
had lived in Haifa, only 3,000 were 
allowed to stay. Gathered in the Wadi 
al-Nisnas neighborhood, they were 

Historical Palestine

Anchorage at Haifa in the early twentieth century.
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prevented from leaving, kept under 
strict scrutiny for months, and treated 
as enemies. 

My father and his brothers weren’t 
any different from most of their fellow 
Palestinian citizens. They fled for 
their lives. Along with some of his 
brothers, he headed to the port and 
left on one of the boats bound for 
Acre. It took them days to get there 
because the docks were overrun and 
congested with others who tried to 
escape. A few days later, my father 
moved first to Tyre, Lebanon, and 
then to Beirut, where he stayed for 
several weeks until he decided to 

return to Al-Jish, the village of his 
forefathers, located in the Safad 
district in northern Palestine, hoping 
that the war would end soon. 

But the Israeli military continued its 
war against the Palestinians and 
invaded this village like all the other 
Palestinian villages and cities in the 
Galilee region. My father received 
an Israeli ID, and the new State of 
Israel considered him one of its 
constituents. However, he could not 
return to Haifa because a military 
order was imposed on Palestinians 
that prevented him from going to 
Haifa unless he possessed a mobility 

Thus, my father lost his beautiful 
family home in Haifa, all its 
furnishings, and the family belongings 
in the wake of an immoral and 
inhumane law called the Absentee 
Property Law – even though he was 
in no way absent and even carried an 
Israeli ID. The state considered him 
absent because he had been forced 
to leave his city as a result of the war, 
even though he had returned. He had 
managed to reach Haifa only after this 
law had been issued.

Haifa meant everything to my father: 
it was the place where he was born, 
had received his education, and 
worked his first jobs. I was able 
to discover Haifa and its history 
through the stories he used to tell 
me. Therefore, most of the historical, 
socio-historical, and educational 
information that I have is based 
on what he and hundreds of other 
people in the city have told me: An 
ancient settlement that had existed 
for thousands of years, Haifa was 
moved to its current location (a 
few kilometers farther west of the 
small village it had been at the time) 
and fortified by Sheikh Daher Al 
Omar Al Zidani in 1761. He built 
walls to surround the city, as was 
done in many cities in Palestine and 
the surrounding region during the 
Ottoman Empire. During the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the 
city thrived, as it began to play an 
increasingly important administrative 
and economic role while the status 
of Acre declined. The establishment 
of the German Colony to the west of 
the city in the mid-nineteenth century 
played a significant role in the city’s 
development in many fields and 
accelerated the influx of immigrants 
from other Palestinian regions as 
well as Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and 
Egypt. In 1905, the Ottoman Empire 
built the Hijaz Railway that connected 

permit. It took my father three years 
to obtain such a permit and visit 
Haifa. He went directly to his family 
house in the Abbas Neighborhood 
and knocked on the door that was 
opened by a stranger. When she 
asked him who he was, he answered, 
“I am the owner of this house.” She 
replied, “The owner of this house is 
the State of Israel, and you have no 
rights to it.” My father asked about 
the furniture, and she told him that it 
had been taken by state officials who 
had moved it to storage facilities. 
When he asked about his oud (lute), 
she denied its existence.

Historical Palestine

Haifa. Matson Collection, Library of Congress.
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the southern Syrian city of Dara’a to 
Haifa, in the process enlarging Haifa’s 
previously insignificant port, which 
led to the flourishing of trade.

During the British Mandate, the 
city witnessed its most prominent 
economic development as a new 
port and an industrial zone were built, 
which ensured employment for a 
growing workforce. Hence, the Arab 
residential neighborhoods and the 
immigrant Jewish neighborhoods 
expanded. These developments 
led to the manifestation of strong 
socio-educational sentiments 
among Haifa’s population, as 
evident in the establishment of 
organizations engaged in effecting 
social change and providing human 
services. This time also marked 
the founding of schools for various 
age groups and the establishment 
of scout, educational, and sports 
clubs for youth. English and Arabic 
newspapers circulated in the city, 
and publishing and printing houses 
increased in number, running 24-hour 
shifts 7 days a week to accommodate 
the ever-increasing demand for media 
among the educated and cultured 
population. 

Hundreds, even thousands of families 
from villages in the Galilee, the 
triangle region, and the West Bank 
moved to live and work in Haifa, 
and soon, the city became known 
as “The Mother of Labor.” But my 
father’s city was not satisfied with the 
cultural, industrial, and educational 
life it produced and was ready to 
welcome artists from the Arab 
world as well. It was frequented by 
Umm Kulthum, Mohammad Abdel 
Wahab, Farid Al-Atrash, and like 
personalities. In addition, it welcomed 
many theatrical groups, among them 
the Ramsis Theatre Company from 
Egypt, directed by Yousef Wehbi. At 
the same time, the city contributed 

to the organization of famous plays 
produced by the Carmel Theater, 
most prominently performing 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

Haifa was never excessive. Instead, 
it was the “ultimate” Palestinian city 
that owed its growth to the collective 
accomplishments of its residents 
and the newcomers who longed 
for city life. My father’s town was 
open to modernity in all that this 
concept could offer. It was home 
to multiple nationalities, religions, 
and denominations and housed a 
variety of industries. But while Haifa 
was taking its most natural course 
of growth, it was also subjected to a 
colonization strategy that paved the 
way for Jewish immigration from 
countries in Europe or elsewhere. 
This colonization strategy contributed 
to the building of another city inside 
and adjacent to the city of Haifa.

In the early twentieth century, Haifa 
had transformed into one of the 
most metropolitan and bustling cities 
in Palestine and the Middle East. 
It represented the fusion of past 
heritage with the accomplishments 
of the present, flourishing and 
developing in all aspects. This 
development left a mark on the 
lifestyles of the people who lived 
there. They knew how to merge their 
inherited heritage with the modern 
and civil life they were gaining.

However, in April 1948, the train of 
the blossoming cultural, economic, 
and educational path was abruptly 
halted for the Palestinians in Haifa. 
My father’s dreams were thwarted 
as well. So were the dreams of 
thousands of Palestinian youth 
in Haifa. As my father lost his 
hometown, the place in which he had 
grown up and established roots, and 

the family home along with everything 
inside, he also lost everything it 
signified in terms of building a family 
and planning a future. But he did not 
give up.

My father spent 35 years to fulfill his 
dream and return to the neighborhood 
he loved, the place that held his 
aspirations and dreams of a bright 
future. He always longed to be close 
to his family house that evoked 
the history of his city every time 
he glanced at the horizon from his 
new balcony. I still pass by the lost 
family home. I look at it and, at times, 
converse with it. Could it provide 
an answer to what happened? How 
did all of this happen? And what will 
happen in the future?

Johnny Mansour was born in Haifa 
in 1960. Holding a PhD in history, 
he is a lecturer and has published 
more than 35 books on Arab and 
Palestinian history and on Christians 
and Christianity in the Holy Land 
and the Middle East. His works 
include The Hijaz Railway, Haifa’s 
Arab Streets (in Arabic), Centenary 
of the Balfour Declaration, and The 
Historical Dictionary of Palestine, 
coauthored with Ilan Pappe. He 
is married to Lilian and has two 
children, Elias and Adi.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.

Historical Palestine

Haifa, 1925.



18 19THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Historical Palestine was lost through the creation of the 
State of Israel and its policy of dispossession and ethnic 
cleaning of the Palestinian people. In Stranger in My Own 
Land (Hurst Publishing, 2022), a memoir by Fida Jiryis, she 
recounts this process, as well as the system of military rule 
imposed on the remaining Palestinian minority in Israel 
after the Nakba. This excerpt from the book illuminates the 
methodical system of land seizure and oppression by Israel, 
the same system that is currently in force in the West 
Bank. The Nakba has not stopped, and the loss of historical 
Palestine continues every day with more land confiscation 
and oppression of Palestinians by the Israeli state.

vernight, after 1948, the remaining Palestinians in Israel 
found themselves under military rule, or martial law. 
This system had originated under the British Mandate, 
which had used Defence (Emergency) Regulations to 
quell the Great Arab Revolt of 1936–9 against Britain 
and the Zionists. The regulations were part of the harsh 

British response that had sentenced people to death, expelled 
thousands, confiscated their property and blown up their homes. 
At the time, Jewish voices had cried out in protest. Yet, when 
the State of Israel was established in 1948, it quickly adopted 
the 1945 British Defence (Emergency) Regulations against the 
Palestinians who remained in it. Many of the former Jewish 
voices of protest went silent and helped to implement the 
laws, which sanctioned arrests, expulsion, isolation of villages, 
and destruction of property without a court order. Palestinian 
villages were grouped into areas and any movement between 
them required a permit from the military commander. Any 
Palestinian found to be travelling without a permit was called 
to appear before a military court and subject to imprisonment. 
The commander could withhold these permits without reason, 
and his powers were endless. He could impose curfews, oblige 
people to justify their movements, interfere in their employment, 
forbid them from changing jobs or moving house, and impose 
restrictions on social activities. The permits could even forbid 
their bearer from entering Jewish communities on the way to 
their destination.

An Ongoing
Loss

O

By Fida Jiryis

Historical Palestine

The commander could place people 
under house arrest or expel them 
to any part of the country. Worse, 
he could imprison anyone under 
‘administrative detention,’ a practice 
that did not entitle the victim to a trial, 
and that could be renewed indefinitely. 
Detainees were tried in military courts 
where the judges were army officers, 
and the courts made decisions 
dictated to them by the military 
government. The detainee was sent 
out of the room while the court heard 
the charges against them; they could 
not even know what they were being 
accused of, nor reply in their own 
defense. Even their lawyer was denied 
access to these secret files. 

The military government ruled over 
Palestinians only, not over Israeli 
Jews. It quickly became an absolute 
power in the areas that it controlled. 
The only way to challenge it was to 
appeal to the Supreme Court, but the 
Court made it a rule not to interfere 
with the military government when its 

actions were based on ‘security,’ not 
even to question its reasons. People 
could be imprisoned for years without 
knowing their charges. 

One of the first and most damaging 
consequences of the regulations was 
the loss of Palestinian property. In 
towns from which Palestinians were 
expelled, the state gave their homes 
to Jewish immigrants. In rural areas, 
it gave Palestinian land to new Jewish 
farming communities and arrested 
Palestinians who picked fruit from 
their own lands. Desperate to cultivate 
their trees, even when they had been 
taken from them, many peasants 
sought work from the new Jewish 
‘owners’ of the land. But the state 
cracked down on this employment 
and forbade it. 

The government moved to seize 
the lands of the refugees that it 
had displaced, whether internally 
or outside the country. It declared 
many villages and the lands around 
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them ‘closed areas’, which meant 
that people needed permits from 
the military commander to access 
them. When these permits were 
denied, the villagers could not, 
despite their repeated attempts, 
return to their homes or get to their 
lands to till them. In October 1948, 
the state passed a law to declare 
any land left untilled for more than 
a year ‘abandoned’ and to seize it. 
The government also proclaimed 
large swathes to be ‘forest’ or public 
lands, including the lands of many 
Palestinian villages, preventing 
peasants from grazing their livestock 
or collecting firewood. Eventually, it 
changed the status of these to state 
lands and began building Jewish 
settlements on them. 

Another law prohibited Palestinian 
farmers living near the borders from 
getting to their lands, under the 

pretext of their being closed military 
or “security” zones. In these zones, 
the defense minister, under the 
Defence (Emergency) Regulations, 
had the power to expel people 
permanently from their homes. Thus, 
their lands were eventually seized. 
More than one million dunums (1 
dunum = 1,000 square meters or 
1196 square yards) of land belonging 
to Palestinians who remained in Israel 
were seized after 1948. 

In March 1950, the government 
passed the ‘Absentee Property Law’ 
to formally seize the land of refugees. 
All property belonging to the refugees 
who had fled or were expelled 
was turned over to a ‘Custodian 
of Absentee Property’, a state 
official under the military regime. 
It was enough for the Custodian to 
declare that a person or group were 
absentees for them to be considered 

so, and he could rely solely on the 
witness of a state agent or co-
opted mukhtar (head of a village) 
to determine this, without being 
questioned on his sources. 

These decisions were rarely revoked 
later, even if it was proven that the 
property owners were not absent 
at the time the decision was made. 
Thus, this law also applied to 
internally displaced persons, about a 
quarter of the Palestinians who were 
still in the country but were prevented 
from returning to their lands. They 
were termed ‘present absentees’, 
meaning the state considered them 
‘present in Israel but absent from their 
lands’. At an infamous court hearing, 
a frustrated Palestinian dashed up to 
the judge and took his hand, put it on 
his arm and exclaimed: “Feel this! I’m 
here, aren’t I? I’m a person standing 
here, in front of you, living and 
breathing! How am I an absentee? 
Why are you taking my land?” 

But, for these individuals, their 
properties had to be ‘released’ from 
the Custodian after they had proved 
their ownership. This was a long and 
arduous process whereby the state 
meticulously examined each scrap of 
paper, resorted to delays, extorted the 
owners with high taxes, and tried to 
persuade them to sell the properties 
– before eventually, in most cases, 
seizing them anyway. 

Eventually, the ownership of the 
seized properties was transferred 
from the Custodian to the 
development arm of the Israel Land 
Authority – changing hats under 
the same state apparatus –which 
then allocated them to various state 
sectors. The result was always the 
same: Palestinian villages were 
destroyed, their land was planted with 
trees or used for Jewish settlement, 
while urban homes and businesses 
were given to Jewish immigrants. 

Historical Palestine

Iqrit. Here we remain forever.

Iqrit, I will not remain a refugee, we will return.
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The severing of ties between 
Palestinians and their land was one 
of the most painful collective blows 
that they endured. Their connection 
to it ran very deep; the land and its 
trees were revered and guarded 
with life and limb, seen as a source 
of security and sustenance, and 
tended to carefully to pass on to 
future generations. Some of the most 
heartrending accounts of the Nakba 
speak of the orchards left behind, the 
pain of destitute peasants pushed 
out of their fields and forbidden to 
return, sometimes while their lands 

were still within view. Some sneaked 
back to their groves, in the weeks 
following expulsion, to care for the 
trees. Desperate refugees, trekking 
the country without food, risked death 
to make their way to fields left behind 
to pick fruit on which to survive. 

The camps in neighboring Arab 
countries became permanent. 
Palestinians were divided, with closed 
borders between them and no way to 
reunite. People lost parents, children, 
siblings, and friends. For many, it 
took years to track each other down, 

and many never did. In the next few 
years, some refugees “infiltrated” the 
borders of Israel and returned to their 
homes, but they were often caught 
and killed, or expelled again. Others 
came back under an Israeli “family 
reunification” program, but they were 
very few. Some of the remaining 
Palestinians in Israel stayed in their 
towns, others in about seventy 
villages that had survived.

Fida Jiryis is a Palestinian author 
who lives in Ramallah. Her writings 
include several collections of 
Arabic short stories; a contribution 
to the book Kingdom of Olives 
and Ash, a Washington Post 
bestseller; and Ha-Cluv (The 
Cage), a Hebrew translation of her 
short stories published in 2022. 
Her most recent book, Stranger in 
My Own Land, describes her and 
her family’s remarkable life journey 
which is, in many respects, the 
story of Palestine.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.
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Suhmata before 1948.

Suhmata today.
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y choices, including those related to the day-to-day 
aspects of life, like my usual excursions, are related to a 
sense of discernment that responds to a need that arises 
from conducting academic research, visiting historical 
sites, poring over the details, conducting interviews with 
people, and reading the signs.  Ethnographic anthropology 

guides me in my way of research, exegesis, and informs every 
step I take. Cross-cultural experience and a corresponding 
plethora of books and articles that I have written heighten my 
consciousness so as to isolate, identify, and infer meanings. The 
semiology of Palestinian culture as a hermeneutics has shaped 
my field of vision, structured the horizon of thought, and de facto 
defined the scope of my research.

Mystery Lingers 
in Kfar Bir'im

M
By Ali Qleibo

“We are exempted from paying 
entrance fees,” my friend Maron 
Aboud explained as we drove past 
the gateway leading to his hometown 
of Kfar Bir’im, now an archaeological 
park with an admission fee, to attend 
mass. The villagers, who were forced 
out of their hometown in the Upper 
Galilee in 1953 had found shelter 
in adjacent Palestinian enclaves, 
namely Jish, Rameh, Acre, Haifa, and 
throughout Palestine and Lebanon. 
Maron further explained, “To preempt 
our return, and in defiance of the 
Israeli Supreme Court where we had 
won our case to return to our village, 
the Israeli army bombarded and 
levelled all the houses.” 

An otherworldly inscrutable feeling 
imbues the village, reduced to 
rubble and meticulously kempt 
as an archaeological park, with a 
strong sense of loss and longing. 
Nothing remains standing in Kfar 
Bir’im except the forlorn façade 
of a once sumptuous colonnaded 
Hellenistic Canaanite temple built 
along a south-north axis, as in all 
Edomite and Nabatean temples in 

southern Palestine and Jordan. The 
belfry of St. Maron Church and the 
arched façade and remaining stubs 
of the houses that spread around 
keep the memory of the place. The 
partially restored church serves as 
a focal point of reunion where the 
dispersed community celebrates 
mass every Saturday. The dead 
continue to be buried in the adjacent 
cemetery. 

In Kfar Bir'im stands 
an imposing Canaanite 
temple in Hellenistic style, 
whose façade is decorated 
with the distinctive 
engraving of bunches of 
grapes, in reference to the 
fertility rites associated 
with Dionysus.  

The partially restored St. Maron Maronite Catholic Church in Kfar Bir'im.

Engraving on the lintel plaque at the entrance of St. Maron Church.

Historical Palestine
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Mystery lingers in Kfar Bir’im. On 
the lintel plaque at the entrance of 
St. Maron Maronite Catholic Church 
an engraving represents a cross that 
is studded with stars and flanked 
by images of unfamiliar four-legged 
animals that combine the features 
of a fox, a rodent, and a lizard. After 
mass, as the celebrants gathered for 
coffee and cakes in the courtyard of 
the church, I inquired in vain about 
the referent of the symbolical animal 
represented in lieu of the more 
familiar pigeons or lamb imagery.  

From ancient cave paintings to 
modern-day logos and websites, 
symbols provide the artistry with 
richness that very few art forms 
can produce to indicate an idea, 
object, or relationship. Symbols 
are necessarily polysemic and may 
be interpreted in numerous ways. 
For days I remained haunted by the 
arcane engraving in St. Maron’s lintel 

in search of a referent, be it a natural 
or legendary animal, until fortune 
led me to the archaeological site of 
Sepphoris (صفورية), the birthplace of 
the Virgin, next to Nazareth, where by 
chance I stumbled over a Hellenistic 
representation of the enigmatic animal 
depicted on the mosaic floor of “Villa 
Dionysus.” The mosaics date back to 
the third century AD. 

Sepphoris, an ancient Canaanite 
city, is famed for its well-preserved, 
finely restored Hellenistic figurative 
and floral mosaics, chief among 
which stands the Dionysian 
tableau that depicts the life cycle 
of the Greek god Dionysus in “Villa 
Dionysus.” The Hellenistic period 
in Palestine witnessed a Canaanite 
syncretic development whereby 
the Baalic fertility cult involved 
Dionysian symbolism. In this era 
Dionysus assumed a great status, 
and his imagery and symbolism 

spread widely. The symbolic 
bunch of grapes on a vine, for 
example, became fashionable. 
The iconic image of the grapes 
was engraved and represented in 
lintels of Canaanite temples and 
in burial caves and represented in 
mosaics. Hellenism, a syncretism 
of Canaanite and Greek religion, 
involved the fusion of the 
iconography of the Dionysiac 
aspect as the god of fertility with 
Canaanite beliefs: In brief, Dionysus 
came to be the god of fertility on 
par with Baal. 

Hellenistic scholars are meticulous. 
The iconic animal representations 
on the mosaics have been amply 
discussed, and the mysterious 
animal in question is identified as 
a mongoose, the nemesis of the 
serpents. 

The Canaanite temple.

The mongoose.

Historical Palestine
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SCAN 
TO SHARE

My first encounter with mongooses 
took place in my garden in Jericho. 
It was many years ago, when open 
water canals were the only means of 
irrigation, the fields were still green, 
and the orange orchards were still 
thick. It was a time when splendid 
green-colored chameleons stood 
on the rosebush and migrating 
storks stopped over in the fields, 
when Jericho was a lush pastoral 
oasis. I still recall my terror when I 
saw a green snake slithering on a 
branch in the adjacent orange grove. 
I was sitting in my garden. Then I 
heard a gasp. I turned around and 
found a family of mongooses with 
three children looking at me agape, 
standing on their hind feet before they 
scurried away.

A mongoose is a furry animal, like 
an enormous rat or a ferret, but 
unassuming, whereas the snake is 
feared and deadly. Yet, once the paths 
of a mongoose and a snake cross, 
regardless of the species or size of 
the snake, there can only be one 
winner: the mongoose. Indeed, the 
mongoose is known as the nemesis 
of snakes. No snake has ever 
overcome the attack of a mongoose, 
none! That notwithstanding, 
whenever a snake crosses paths 
with a mongoose, the snake does 
not roll over and fold in surrender. 

No! The snake gets into a fight of 
and for its life — which it eventually 
loses. Even so, the fight between 
the would-be victor, the mongoose, 
and the soon-to-be vanquished, the 
snake, can last for quite some time 
(usually no more than an hour, which 
in animal kingdom time is considered 
quite lengthy). And no matter how 
long it lasts, there will always be one 
victor: the mongoose. “The Japanese 
government imported mongooses 
to southern Japan to control the 
poisonous snakes,” explained my 
friend Dr. Eji Nagazawa, professor 
emeritus at Tokyo University. 

In fact, the lore of the mongoose 
and its eternal combat against the 
snakes in which it always emerges 
as victorious echoes throughout 
the ancient civilizations of the Near 
East. In the pictorial discourse of 
the mongoose as a sacred animal in 
ancient Egypt, we see it alternately 
tethered in what is referred to as a 
leash, from its breast, a halter, and as 
such treated as a trained domestic 
animal, or elevated to the status of 
deity, as in the famous sculpture of 
the sun god Ra and the Mongoose. 
The same deferential status has 
been accorded to the mongoose in 
Babylonian civilization where it was 
treated as a pet. It is against this 
background that the serpent killer 
came to symbolize the eternal battle 
of good against evil and in which the 
mongoose is regarded as the savior.

The eternal confrontation of the 
mongoose and the snake gives very 
vivid imagery of the battle between 
Jesus Christ and Satan! In this case, 
Jesus Christ is like the mongoose, 
and Satan is the snake. Indeed, the 
Bible calls him “that Old Serpent” 
(Revelation 12:9; 20:2)! As much 
as possible, Satan tries to avoid a 
confrontation with Jesus Christ, for he 
knows that once that meeting takes 

place, there can be only one winner 
– Jesus. Hence the significance of 
the engraving of the mongoose on 
the lintel of St. Maron’s church in Kfar 
Bir’im.

The cultural appropriation of the 
Palestinian church of the myth 
and rituals of the ancient classical 
civilizations – Babylonian, Egyptian, 
and Greek, for example – finds 
eloquent expression in the lintel of 
St. Maron Church. Ironically, this 
sole surviving element of the church 
that was destroyed by the Israeli 
army stands as testimony to our 
deep roots in Palestine, the cradle of 
monotheism.

Anthropologist Dr. Ali Qleibo has 
lectured at Al-Quds University, held 
a fellowship at Shalom Hartman 
Institute, and was a visiting 
professor at Tokyo University 
for Foreign Studies and Kyoto 
University, Japan. As a specialist 
in Palestinian social history and 
through his work at the Jerusalem 
Research Center, he has developed 
the Palestinian Social and Muslim 
Tourism Itinerary. Dr. Qleibo has 
authored many books on Jerusalem 
and its history. A renowned oil 
painter, he has held numerous 
art shows. He may be reached 
at aqleibo@yahoo.com.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.

The Canaanite temple.

Historical Palestine

Stub of a demolished house in Kfar Bir’im.
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Historical 
Palestine 

By Ilan Pappé

When Western academia, 
media, and political elites 
refer to “Palestine,” they 
mean the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. When they 
refer to the Palestinians, 
they mean those living 
in the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip. This is a 
distortion not only from 
a moral or political point 
of view but also from an 
academic and scholarly 
point of view. 

Historical Palestine

here is a country named Palestine, and it has been referred 
to as Palestine for many centuries. The Romans already 
used a version of that name, as did the Byzantines, who 
replaced them, and the Islamic empire that by the seventh 
century took over Palestine and used the term “Jund 
Filastin” to name the district that today is Palestine. From 

the sixteenth century onward, people in the 
West and in the Arab and Muslim worlds 
related to the land as Palestine. Thus, there 
is a centuries-long history of a geographical 
place called Palestine, where different 
political formations appeared over the years. 
The people living there, be they Christians, 
Jews, or Muslims, were Palestinians (people 
of Jewish faith constituted for most of the 
time around 1 percent of the population and 
later grew to about 10 percent; but when 
Zionism appeared, most of them did not 
adhere to that ideology).

In the modern age of nationalism, which 
arrived in the Middle East in the early 
nineteenth century, the new national 
movement initially wished to create a pan-
Arab state in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and later a pan-Syrian state. But either way, 

T

Yesterday and Today

both national movements recognized 
Palestine as part of these projects. 

During the last years of the Ottoman 
Empire, Istanbul attempted to 
reorganize its districts in a way that 
corresponded better to specific 
ethnic, religious, cultural, and 
sectarian identities. Although late-
Ottoman Palestine was made up of 
three such districts, the main one, the 
Jerusalem district, included most of 
Palestine in recognition of the unique 
Palestinian identity. Not surprisingly, 
the newspaper Falastin appeared in 
Jaffa in 1911. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, 
the people of Palestine had their own 
dialect, the particular coexistence 
fabric of a society that was made 
up of more than one religion, and 
an intricate relationship between 
landowners and tenants that was far 
more just than the European feudal 
system. Palestine also enjoyed a 
thriving urban life, led by an educated 
modern elite, which became more 
national as the years went by. The 
saying in the eastern Mediterranean 
was that books were written in Cairo, 
printed in Beirut, but read in Jaffa. 

The country’s scholarship, erudition, 
and educational system were highly 
developed, although it needed 
more time to become a modern-
day system in terms of women’s 
education and literacy. 

Even when the colonial powers 
divided the eastern Arab world into 
nation-states as part of their aim to 
divide and rule, after the First World 
War, they recognized Palestine in 
these arrangements as a well-defined 
geopolitical space. In the famous act 
that constitutes one of the greatest 
historical injustices, Britain – granted 
the responsible role of a Mandatory 
power over Palestine, namely 
helping it reach self-determination, 
independence, and modernization, 
as it did in Iraq and Egypt – betrayed 
that pledge by inserting into the 
Mandate charter the infamous Balfour 
Declaration. When the declaration 
was made in November 1917, it was 
not a very important document. It 
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was a letter sent by the British foreign 
secretary to the informal head of 
the Anglo-Jewish Community, Lord 
Rothschild, promising the building of 
a homeland for Jews in Palestine (at 
the time, the Anglo Jews supported it 
as a solution for the Jews of Eastern 
Europe, not for all the Jews in the 
world; their leadership did not dream 
of leaving Britain for Palestine, giving 
up their British citizenship, or denying 
their English nationality). It became 
an important document when it was 
incorporated into the Mandatory 
charter in 1922 and guided British 
policy on the ground.

While Britain during its time of rule 
(1918 to 1948) did not allow the 
Palestinians to build the Palestine they 
deserved (they insisted that there 
were no Palestinians, only Muslims 
and Christians), it helped the Zionist 
movement build a state within a state 
(for instance, unlike the Palestinians, 
the Zionists were allowed to open 
a university, have a nationalist 
education system, build an army, and 
take over the economy and the labor 
market). The Mandate authorities also 
turned a blind eye to the early projects 

of ethnic cleansing of Palestinian 
villagers that began in the mid-1920s. 

And yet, the Palestinians did not 
surrender during the Mandatory 
period but fought for a Palestine for 
the Palestinians, as did the Syrians, 
the Iraqis, and the Egyptians. The big 
moment was the very first Intifada 

ethnic cleansing, which we all refer to 
as the Nakba. 

In the face of international diplomatic 
and military aid to the Zionist 
movement during the Mandatory 
years and during the Nakba, the 
Palestinians could not do much to 
save themselves and their homeland. 
The Arab world, under the pressure 
of its public opinion, intervened 
eventually, but with too little and too 
late. The Zionist movement took 
over 78 percent of Palestine and 
expelled half of its population by 
force. In the process, it destroyed half 
of Palestine’s villages, demolished 
most of its urban space, and killed 
thousands of Palestinians in more 
than 30 massacres that accompanied 
the ethnic cleansing operation: a 
crime against humanity.

The world was indifferent. Europe 
considered the developments a 
distraction from what many of its 
governments and states had done to 
the Jews during the Second World 
War; the United States was looking 
for allies in the emerging Cold War; 

the Soviet Union assisted the Zionists, 
thinking they could recruit them to 
support their side; and the United 
Nations legitimized the idea of the 
Jewish state, while all it could offer 
the Palestinians was to be content 
with half of their homeland – which 
the Palestinians had rightly rejected 
before the Nakba. After the Nakba, 
the world tried to persuade the 
Palestinians to give up all together 
any hope for self-determination and 
independence in Palestine. 

Fortunately, the Global South later 
changed its view on Palestine, as 
did the Left in the West, and other 
sections of civil society followed 
suit. The renewed Palestine liberation 
struggle, reignited in the mid-1960s, 
was seen by many as a legitimate 
anti-colonial struggle. It wished 
to liberate historical Palestine, not 
a small part of Palestine, and all 
Palestinians, not only a small part of 
the Palestinians (hence the refugees’ 
right of return was an important part 
of its agenda; a right that had been 
recognized by the United Nations in 
1948 already). 

in the modern history of Palestine 
that erupted in 1936. Britain used 
brutal force, air force, and a large 
number of troops (assisted by Zionist 
paramilitary groups) to suppress 
the revolt, and it took them three 
years to do so. In the end, they 
killed, wounded, exiled, and arrested 
the Palestinian elite that could have 
helped the Palestinians in 1948, when 
the Zionists began the operation of 

Historical Palestine
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Israel and the West were able to 
frame this just, anti-colonial struggle 
as pure terrorism. And under this 
umbrella, in 1982, the liberation 
movement suffered its biggest defeat 
since the Nakba with the Israeli 
invasion of Lebanon and the removal 
of the PLO to Tunis.

But the Palestinians did not give in. 
And even after another small but 
quite disastrous setback, the 1993 
Oslo Accords, most Palestinians still 
frame Palestine as historical Palestine 
(namely, not only the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip). The PLO agreed 
in 1993 to concede 78 percent of 
Palestine in the hope that at least the 
remaining 22 percent would become 
a proper sovereign Palestinian state 
– a vision Israel would not have 
agreed to back then, nor is it likely to 
concede at any time in the future. The 
result is visible so far. The Palestinian 
Authority rules less than 20 percent 
of the West Bank, and dissent with 
Hamas in the Gaza Strip has led to 
the creation of another enclave there 
(the Strip constitutes 2 percent of 
historical Palestine).

This is a good moment to remember 
that until 1948 there was no West 
Bank and no Gaza Strip. It was all 
Palestine, and despite everything 
that has happened since then, for 
most Palestinians, Haifa, Jaffa, and 
the Naqab (Negev) are still part of 
Palestine. If you ask internal refugees 
inside Israel or refugee camp dwellers 
wherever they are located, they will 
tell you from where in Palestine they, 
their parents, or now already their 
grandparents came from.

Historical Palestine still exists even 
in the textbooks of the Palestinian 
Authority and in the new emerging 
and exciting academic discipline 
Palestine Studies that now boasts 
ten centers around the world in the 
most respected universities. It has 

appeared in films, plays, and songs 
and rests forever in the memory 
and imagination of Palestinians and 
of anyone who genuinely supports 
them. Shirt no. 11 of Santiago de 
Chile’s Club Palestino will always 
show two outlines of historical 
Palestine, each representing the 
digit 1. And this emblem exists as 
a pendant on the neck of many 
Palestinian women and men and on 
photos, tapestries, and embroidery 
displayed in their homes. Palestine is 
mentioned in three national anthems: 
Mawtini, Fidai, and Biladi. 

Yet the whole of historical Palestine 
is under Israeli direct and indirect 
rule. The two-state solution is dead, 
and the liberation struggle is now, 
as it always used to be, a struggle 
to decolonize historical Palestine 
and make it a free place for all who 
live and used to live there. Once this 
is achieved, historical Palestine will 
become the Palestine of the future. 

Professor Ilan Pappé is the director 
of the European Centre for Palestine 
Studies at the University of Exeter. 
He is also the author of 20 books, 
among them The Ethnic Cleansing 
of Palestine (2006) and two books 
with Noam Chomsky (The War on 
Gaza and On Palestine). His two 
latest books are The Historical 
Dictionary of Palestine (with Johnny 
Mansour) and Our Vision for 
Liberation (with Ramzy Baroud). 

SCAN 
TO SHARE Home, by Rana Bishara, 1995. Courtesy of Yvette and Mazen Qupty Collection of Palestinian Art.
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or Christians worldwide, the Galilee is the most important 
geographical area in the world. It is, after all, the place 
where Jesus spent most of his life and exercised his 
ministry. This article sheds light on some of the most 
important Christian sites in this area.

The Church of the Annunciation, Nazareth

Nazareth is mentioned in the Bible, in the Gospel of Luke, as the 
place of the annunciation of Christ’s birth. Luke does not mention 
a precise location, but according to tradition and an apocryphal 
book known as the Book of St. James, it happened in the 
house where Mary lived and which was her refuge after having 
experienced a strange incident near the spring from which she 
was drawing water. Christians believe that the Catholic Church of 
the Annunciation was built over the house where Mary lived.

The current church was erected during the 1950s and 1960s 
over remains from various eras. Starting in the early Christian 
period, people prayed in what they believed had been the house 
of the Virgin Mary, which led later Christians to venerate it as 
the place of the annunciation. A Byzantine church was built here 
in 427. Destroyed in 614, it was rebuilt by the Crusaders in the 
early twelfth century and destroyed again in the late thirteenth 
century. In 1620, the Lebanese prince Fakhr Addin II gave the 
property to the Franciscans who in the early 1200s had been 
declared the custodians of the Holy Land. More than a century 

Sites and
Shrines in
the Galilee

F

By Khalil Haddad
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later, they were allowed to build 
a small church that was enlarged 
in 1887 but then demolished to 
make room for the current church. 
Erected in the year 1969, it was 
designed by the Italian architect 
Giovanni Muzio who incorporated 
the ruins of the former churches 
and in brutalist style constructed 
most of the church’s internal walls 
using uncovered concrete. The 
modern church serves the Roman 
Catholic community in Nazareth 
and the hundreds of thousands 
of visitors and pilgrims who 
visit every year. It is built on two 
floors: the lower level contains 
the ruins of the house and the 
old churches, and the upper floor 
accommodates the worshipers 
every Sunday. The church and 
its courtyard are decorated with 
numerous mosaics of the Virgin 
Mary, given as gifts by believers 
from all over the world.

The Church of the First Miracle, Cana 
of Galilee

Cana of Galilee is a village near the city 
of Nazareth, today the largest Arab city 
in Israel. Back in the time of Jesus, 
however, Nazareth was a small village, 
and Cana was a larger town located 
right next to the main highway that 
connected the Mediterranean coast with 
the Sea of Galilee.

The New Testament’s Gospel of John 
tells the story of a wedding in Cana 
of Galilee to which Jesus, his mother 
Mary, and his followers and disciples 
were invited. The Gospel of John tells us 
that at this wedding, Christ performed 
his first miracle, turning the water into 
wine at the instruction of his mother, 
and we can see that the conversation 
between Christ and Mary contained 
some tension.

Some scholars argue that it is hard to 
believe that there would not have been 
enough wine because in Middle Eastern 

The Church of the Annunciation where that Christians believe was built over the house where Mary lived.
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culture, the host family would certainly have expected a 
certain number of people to attend and prepared more 
than enough food and drinks for them. Others suggest 
that the Virgin Mary told Jesus to do something about the 
shortage of wine because the people who had followed 
him to the wedding, uninvited, were responsible for this 
shortage.

Local tradition associates this miracle with a certain 
location in Cana of Galilee where Catholic and Orthodox 
churches were built right across from each other. The 
current Catholic church was built in 1881 and expanded 
between the years 1897 and 1905. Archaeological 
excavations have revealed remains of a Jewish 
synagogue from the fourth and the fifth centuries and a 
Byzantine church from the fifth and sixth centuries that 
commemorated the above-mentioned miracle. The Greek 
Orthodox church was built roughly around the same 
time. Unlike its Catholic counterpart, it is surrounded by 
wide courtyards. Its design is a classic eastern Christian 
design featuring icons that fill the church and decorate 
its outside. The two churches serve the local Roman 
Catholic and Arab Orthodox communities and the many 
visitors and pilgrims who come here every year.

Mount Tabor and the Church of the Transfiguration

One of the most memorable events in Christian faith is 
the Transfiguration, in which Jesus revealed himself as 

God to his disciples Peter, James, and 
John, appearing with two prophets 
from the Old Testament, Moses 
and Elijah. Many Christians believe 
that this event happened on Mount 
Tabor, even though the gospels do 
not indicate an exact location beyond 
saying that it happened on a high 
mountain. Mount Tabor is located on 
the eastern end of Jezreel Valley, one 
of the Holy Land’s most important 
crossroads, which gives Mount 
Tabor significant strategic value. 
Thus, several churches were built on 
the mountain over the centuries to 
commemorate this event. 

One of the current churches is part 
of a Franciscan monastery complex. 
Completed in 1924, it was built by 
the architect Antonio Barluzzi over 
the ruins of a fourth-to-sixth-century 
Byzantine church and a twelfth-
century church from the Crusader 
period. Another church is Greek 
Orthodox and includes three grottoes 
that once belonged to the Crusader 

church. Called tabernacles, they 
are said to represent the three huts 
that Peter desired to build, one for 
Jesus, the other two for Moses and 
Elijah. The Grotto of Christ is in the 
eastern part of the church. Steps lead 
down to a lower level that contains a 
sanctuary roofed by a modern vault. 
There is a chapel in each of the two 
towers at the western end of the 
church. The Chapel of Elijah is located 
in the south tower; the north tower 
holds the Chapel of Moses.

Other Christians believe that the 
Transfiguration happened on Mount 
Hermon, a much higher ridge located 
farther northeast in the Holy Land. 
They base their choice of Mount 
Hermon over Mount Tabor on the 
Bible’s claim that Jesus took the three 
disciples to a high mountain to be 
alone, which could have happened 
only on Mount Hermon because a 
Roman army base was located on 
strategic Mount Tabor to control the 
surrounding region.

The Church of the First 
Miracle at Cana of Galilee 
where Christ performed 
his first miracle, turning 
water into wine at the 
instruction of his mother. 

Mount Tabor and the Church of the Transfiguration where Jesus revealed himself as God to his disciples Peter, 
James, and John.

Historical Palestine
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The Sea of Galilee and Its Sites

The Sea of Galilee is a freshwater lake 
located in the northeastern region 
of the Holy Land, running along the 
so-called Syrian-African section 
of the Great Rift Valley. In the area 
around the Sea of Galilee, Jesus 
Christ exercised most of his ministry, 
from his baptism in the Jordan River 
until his last visit to Jerusalem, where 
he was crucified. Therefore, this area 
is full of sites that are important for 
Christians worldwide.

The Mount of Beatitudes

The site known as the Mount of 
Beatitudes lies on the northwestern 
shore of the Sea of Galilee, between 
Capernaum and the archaeological 
site of Gennesaret (Ginosar), on 
the southern slopes of the Korazin 
Plateau. Its altitude of around 25 
meters below sea level, nearly 200 
meters above the Sea of Galilee, 
makes it one of the lowest summits in 
the world. This hill is widely believed 
to be the place where Christ gave 

his famous Sermon on the Mount, 
mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew 
(chapters 5, 6 and 7), considered to 
be the most important teaching in 
the New Testament. Because Jesus 
started this sermon by blessing 
eight different groups of people, the 
mountain is known as the Mount of 
Beatitudes.

A Byzantine church was erected on 
the slope below the current site in 
the fourth century and used until the 

Capernaum

If asked to choose one specific location that could be considered the most 
important of all sites associated with Christ’s life and ministry in the Galilee 
region, Capernaum would definitely be the one. Capernaum was a fishing village 
established during the time of the Hasmoneans (possibly better known as the 
Maccabees) on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. It had a population 
of about 1,500 people. Archaeological excavations have revealed two ancient 
synagogues that were built one over the other. A house turned into a church 
by the Byzantines is believed to have been the home of Saint Peter, Christ’s 
disciple. The village was inhabited continuously from the second century BC 
to the eleventh century AD, when it was abandoned sometime before the First 
Crusade. This includes the re-establishment of the village during the Early 
Islamic period, soon after the earthquake in 749. Inhabited again later on, it 

seventh century. Remains of a cistern 
and a monastery are still visible. The 
current Roman-Catholic Franciscan 
chapel was built between 1937 
and 1938 based on plans by Italian 
architect Antonio Barluzzi. 

Pope John Paul II celebrated a mass 
at this site in March 2000. The Jesus 
Trail pilgrimage route connects it to 
other sites traditionally associated 
with the life and ministry of Jesus.

The Sea of Galilee, around which Jesus Christ exercised most of his ministry.

The Mount of Beatitudes believed to be the place where Christ gave his famous Sermon on the Mount.

Cited in all four gospels, Capernaum is considered the most important of all sites associated with Christ's life 
and ministry in the Galilee region.

Historical Palestine
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became known as Al-Samakiyya and 
was depopulated of its Palestinian 
population by Zionist forces during 
the 1947–1948 war in Mandatory 
Palestine on May 4, 1948.

The town is cited in all four gospels 
(Matthew 4:13, 8:5, 11:23, 17:24, 
Mark 1:21, 2:1, 9:33, Luke 4:23, 
31,7:1, 10:15, John 2:12, 4:46, 6:17, 
24, 59), where it was reported as 
the hometown of the tax collector 
Matthew, located not far from 
Bethsaida, the hometown of the 
apostles Simon Peter, Andrew, 
James, and John. Some readers take 
Mark 2:1 as evidence that Jesus may 
have owned a home in the town, 
but it is more likely that he stayed 
in the house of one of his followers, 
traditionally believed to have been 
Peter who might have moved there 
for business reasons. Christ certainly 
spent time teaching and healing there, 
which is why it is also referred to as 
the Town of Jesus.

Khalil Haddad has been a licensed 
guide for English-speaking tour 
groups in the Holy Land since 
2012. He has a bachelor’s 
degree in political science and 
communication. He also has 
two master’s degrees in political 
science and religious studies. Khalil 
has been active in the social and 
political fields in Palestinian society 
within Israel for the past 30 years. 
He is the husband of Iman and the 
father of Akbar.

Article photos are courtesy of Jamal Kiwan.
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Stained-glass windows in the Basilica of the 
Annunciation in Nazareth.
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ike other tourist cities on the rise, Nazareth seeks to keep 
pace with modern tourism to meet the needs of tourists. 
Culinary tourism has emerged as one of the essential 
requirements that must be met in tourist destinations, 
along with history, heritage, and religious tourism. The 
visit of modern tourists is no longer limited to sightseeing, 

recalling history, or praying and worshiping. This includes visiting 
Palestinian cities with their distinctiveness and historical and 
religious specificity. A big part of their trip involves enjoying local 
cuisines and eating at restaurants that have earned favorable 
reviews from visitors, critics, and specialized magazines.

A World of 
Flavors in 
Nazareth

L

Courtesy of the Nazareth 
Cultural and Tourism Association
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Up until the end of the 1990s, 
Nazareth served as a central city 
for a number of small towns that 
relied on the Capital of the Galilee 
commercially. Given its status as a 
city with a distinct religious identity 
and frequently a stopping point in 

the center of Palestine on the way 
to the coast or the Upper Galilee, 
restaurants were unavoidable, 
whether as a matter of luxury or as 
a necessity to offer food to visitors 
from outside the city. Thus, restaurant 
development and food production 
gradually increased throughout time, 
as they did everywhere else in the 
world. While some restaurants were 

able to adapt, grow, and keep up with 
modern developments, others went 
out of business.

Few people in Nazareth have 
mastered the art of food preparation, 
and since the 1960s, some 
restaurants have been passed down 
from one generation to another. Like 
every other society in the world, 
however, the art of food preparation 
has evolved, and some young men 
have chosen to study it in specialized 
colleges. One of the first people to 
carry the title of chef in Nazareth 
may have been Chef Dukhel Safadi, 
followed by Chef Amin Ziad and 
others. Today, in 2022, however, 
Nazareth does have a sizable number 
of holders of the title of chef who 
have studied in local and international 
renowned culinary colleges and 
academies and have returned to 
enrich the city with flavors and 

Al-Reda Restaurant and salad. Photos by Ahmad Darawshi.
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distinctive dishes. The most notable 
among them are the young chefs 
Aseel Sharif and Nizar Jraysi, who 
took part in the Arabic version of the 
well-known international competition 
Top Chef, hosted by MBC TV. They 
competed against other Arab chefs 
from various Arab nations and placed 
first and second, respectively. Chef 
Sharif advanced to the competition’s 
final four chefs. As soon as he 
returned to Nazareth, he improved his 
father’s bakery, Al-Safadi Bakery, in 
the Salesian area, by preparing fresh 
sandwiches daily and the dessert 
halawet al-jibn (cheese sweets) 
during Ramadan.

For the purpose of writing this article, 
and based on the knowledge we have 
as owners of a website dedicated to 
promoting the city of Nazareth and 
its cafés and restaurants, we polled a 
variety of people, including café and 
restaurant owners, as well as regular 
citizens. We asked about the names 
of the cafés, bakeries, and restaurants 
that, in their opinion, distinguish 
Nazareth. In order for the reader to 
enjoy and benefit from the information 
provided in this article, we included 
the website of each restaurant we 
suggest along with one item from its 
menu. Here is a guide to Nazareth’s 
best eateries that were agreed upon 

by the respondents. We leave to the 
visitors the pleasure of discovering 
the entire cuisine selection during 
their visit to Nazareth.

An old and small restaurant that 
used to be called Astoria appears at 
the bottom of a stunning historical 
photograph of the Basilica of the 
Annunciation and its surroundings. 
However, due to urban development 
in the area and the construction of the 
square, the building that housed the 
restaurant was demolished.

Two of Nazareth’s oldest restaurants 
are Diana Restaurant (Abu Duhul 
Restaurant) and Abu Maher 
Restaurant. Both are located on Paul 
VI Street and serve grilled meat and 
Asian cuisine. The former is famous 
for its kebab halabi dish that consists 
of minced meat with a spicy tomato 
sauce and Aleppo pepper, named 
after the town of Aleppo (Halab).

If you’re looking for a place to 
try some of the hummus wa ful 
(chickpea paste and beans) for which 
the Levant is famous, the locals will 
most likely point you in the direction 
of either Abu Abdullah Al-Sherbiny or 
Al-Sayegh restaurants. The former 
is located on Paul VI Street and the 
latter on Tawfiq Ziyad Street (Garages 
Area). Both restaurants have been in 
business since the 1960s and have 
been passed down through families 
from generation to generation. Dishes 
such as hummus, musabaha, ful, 
and falafel are served daily at both 
restaurants.

One of Nazareth’s best-known 
restaurants since the turn of the 
millennium is Al-Reda Restaurant. 
With a special menu, a view of the 
Basilica of the Annunciation, and its 
location in a more than 400-year-old 
building near the Nazareth Market, it 
stands out from other restaurants. 
The restaurant offers a unique menu 

with special dishes. Simply reading 
the names of the dishes such as 
Katura Salad, Gabi Effendi, and 
Naffakhat dessert tempts the visitor to 
try them all. Perhaps its most unique 
meal is the watercress salad with 
lychee and wild berry fruits.

Another well-known restaurant in 
Nazareth is Tishreen, found in the 
Mary’s Well neighborhood. It offers 
a rich and varied menu that includes 
freshly baked pastries that are 
prepared fresh for each visitor in a 

unique oven that operates around 
the clock. Meat with coffee sauce is 
arguably one of the strangest items 
on its menu.

For those who wish to enjoy a 
variety of dishes, Mary’s Well Square 
features a number of restaurants, 
each with a distinctive menu. Perhaps 
the best-known among these is 
JJ Steak House that specializes in 
serving smoked and grilled meats 
in addition to unbeatable appetizers 
such as onions coated in crispy bread 
and cheese.

Historical Palestine

Chef Asil Shareef and one of his dishes.

Chef Jozef and one of the dishes from JJ Steakhouse.

Sayegh Humos.
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If Italian food is what rocks your 
boat, head to Ronen Restaurant. 
It is located to the north of Mary’s 
Well Square along Galilee Street. 
The restaurant bears the name of 
its owner, Ronen Khalif, who has 
received awards from Italy. 

Located in the Big Mall at the 
southern entrance to Nazareth, Luna 
Bistro is known for its Levantine 
dishes that are prepared by a 
group of women. It is run by Luna 
Nasrallah, a former teacher. The 
restaurant’s small dishes tempt the 
visitor to order more grape leaves 
packed with onions and tomatoes 
or sweet semolina ma’amoul cakes 
that are stuffed with walnuts and 
cinnamon, for example.

There are not many food carts in 
Nazareth due to the scarcity of a 
local street food culture. However, if 
you’re looking for a cart that serves 
grilled meat, head to Ros al-Jbal 
Street, close to the Nabi Saeen 
Mosque. If you’re in the mood for 
fish, meat, and veggie dishes and 
sandwiches, visit Chef Hazem 
Tatour’s Chef on the Road cart at 
the Dodge Mall (yes, the mall is 
named after the car!). 

The existing street food in Nazareth 
is distinctive, as restaurants are 

housed in small buildings on Main 
Street and open only for a few hours 
a day. A variety of such restaurants 
offer delectable food, but they are 
not always cheap. The best-known 
of these is Al-Zaeem Grill, located 
across from Mary’s Well Square. 
It offers charcoal-grilled meat 
sandwiches and meals that are 
fresh and delicious. You can order 
a sandwich or meal and enjoy it in 
the modest seating area near the 
street. Zoubi Shawarma and Falafel 
is another well-known restaurant 
that serves street food. It is open 
only for takeout and situated in the 
heart of the city next to the fountain. 
The street restaurant that stands out 
the most is Ojja Rasmi, located in 
Al-Midan. It is famous for making 
omelet sandwiches with aromatic 
herbs and vegetables and usually 
opens in the evening.

Nazareth has a large number of 
bakeries that serve bread along 
with other types of baked goods 
stuffed with herbs, meat, and 
eggs. All lovers of baked goods 

out there should make sure to 
add Al-Mashhadawi Bakery to 
their foodie list. It is located in the 
Mary’s Well area, opposite Tishreen 
Restaurant that we mentioned 
earlier. Customers are lured in by 
the aromas of thyme, spinach, 
and cheese that emanate from this 
restaurant. You can try a variety 
of baked goods because they are 
available in small sizes. Try their 
baked goods with spinach and 
omelet with sour cheese, and you 
won’t be disappointed!

You will know you have reached 
Pizza Gracie when you find a bunch 
of people waiting in line in front of 
the bakery on Galilee Street across 
from Golden Crown Hotel. They are 
experts in making special cheese-
filled baked goodies. Their delicious 
dough recipe is still a closely 
guarded family secret. This bakery’s 
onion and garlic baked goods with 
tomato paste are a must-try!

If you feel like eating something 
sweet after leaving Pizza Gracie, 
all you have to do is take a short 
walk to Shafa ‘Amer Ice Cream 
parlor. This ice cream shop had 
its beginnings rooted in the city 
of Shafa ‘Amer and sells delicious 
handmade ice cream flavored with 
mastic, lemon, and pistachio. Try 
their tasty Arabic ice cream with 
mastic and lemon, and you won’t 
regret it!

If you have a sweet tooth, you 
should try the oriental Arabic 
sweets, especially those made 
by Nazareth’s oldest pastry shop, 
Al-Mahroum, situated in the heart 
of the city close to the fountain. You 
should definitely taste their original 
knafeh! However, if you prefer 
sweets with high nutritional value, 
visit Nazareth Halva Factory, located 
on the way to the courts area. This 
factory is known for its first-class 

sesame-based halva as well as 
Nazareth tahina, one of the finest 
tahinis produced in the country.

A trip to Nazareth is not complete 
without trying the local coffee. There 
are several traditional coffee roasters 
in Nazareth, including Fahoum Coffee 
that has two branches: one near the 
market, and the other in the city’s 
center next to Legacy Hotel. If you 
would like to have a cup of coffee in 
a classy setting with a contemporary 
theatrical style and a lively 
atmosphere, visit Rosé Café, situated 
in the heart of Nazareth Market. 
Hisham will welcome you with a 
smile and offer you an unforgettable 
cup of coffee.

Historical Palestine
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A chef on the road. Photo by Arkan Hajaj.

A plate at Tishreen Restaurant.

Chef Ronen Khlaif.
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hroughout the years, Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab 
Minority Rights in Israel has gathered over 65 Israeli laws 
that violate the rights of Palestinian citizens in Israel and 
Palestinians in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) based 
on their national belonging. These laws limit their rights in all 
areas of life, from citizenship and residency rights to the right 

to political participation, land and housing, education, culture and 
language, religious rights, and due process rights during detention, 
especially on alleged security-related charges. Adalah has catalogued 
these laws in its Discriminatory Laws Database that is available as 
an accessible online resource on its website. This database is very 
frequently referred to by journalists and in individuals’ social media 
posts. It is also well-acknowledged by international human rights 
experts and mechanisms, such as the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
OPT and the recently established UN Independent Commission of 
Inquiry, which have both cited it in their reports.  

These laws do not demonstrate mere flaws in Israel’s legal system 
that, at best, need to be amended but rather reflect the core, racist 
ideology and values of the state. They are part of the constitutional 
definition of Israel as a “Jewish” state. The State of Israel was 
established based on this concept, and the codification of these 
discriminatory policies and practices makes evident how Israel has 
been systematically practicing segregation and domination over the 
Palestinian people in every aspect of their lives, wherever they live, 
since day one.

Legal Discrimination
against Palestinians
Is Intrinsic to a 
Racist Regime

T

Courtesy of Adalah, 
The Legal Center for Arab 
Minority Rights in Israel

Possibly the clearest demonstration of 
this fact is the 2018 Jewish Nation-State 
Basic Law that explicitly states that the 
right to self-determination is a sole right 
of the Jewish people. This law – which 
has distinct apartheid characteristics 
– constitutionally entrenches Jewish 
supremacy and the privileges enjoyed 
by Jewish citizens, while simultaneously 
anchoring discrimination against 
Palestinian citizens and legitimizing 
exclusion, racism, and systemic 
inequality.

A sharp illustration of the two separate 
legal tracks enforced in Israeli law, 
based on ethno-national identity, is the 
2003 Citizenship and Entry into Israel 
Law (Temporary Order), also known 
as the Ban on Family Unification Law. 
It bars Palestinian citizens of Israel and 
Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem 
from extending their citizenship or 
residency status to their spouses from 
the West Bank or Gaza. This means 
that Palestinians are stripped of the 

basic right to exercise family life in the 
places where they were born and have 
lived all their lives. Since the law’s initial 
enactment, the Knesset has always 
justified this measure under the pretext 
of “security reasons.” However, the 
newly legislated 2022 version of the law 
can be read as explicitly stating that the 
main aim of the law is demographic – to 
maintain a Jewish majority in Israel. 
Lawmakers now claim that this racist 
purpose is protected under the Jewish 
Nation-State Law and that it supersedes 
the right to equality, which was never 
constitutionally protected, as it is not 
enumerated in Israel’s Basic Laws that 
serve as its constitution.

Recently, the Israeli Supreme Court has 
in effect approved the prohibition of any 
attempt to amend Israeli constitutional 
laws to provide for an equal democracy. 
While cancelling the Central Elections 
Committee’s decision to disqualify the 
Palestinian party Tajammu (Balad) from 
running in the 2022 Israeli elections, 

Historical Palestine

A boy sits on a television outside an evacuated home in Umm al-Hiran. Photo courtesy of Adalah.
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the Supreme Court made clear that if 
Tajammu attempts again to propose a 
bill that would render the constitution 
as a foundation for “a state for all its 
citizens,” it would be in violation of the 

Key discriminatory laws
• The Law of Return (1950) grants every Jewish person in 
the world the right to obtain citizenship in Israel; by contrast, 
Israel denies the Right of Return to Palestinian refugees. 

• The Absentees’ Property Law (1950) defines all 
Palestinians who were expelled or who fled in 1947 as 
absentees and their property as absentee property. The law 
was used to confiscate millions of dunams of land later used 
solely for Jewish settlement. 

• The Citizenship and Entry Law (2003) and its subsequent 
amendments ban family unification in Israel between 
Palestinian citizens of Israel (PCI) and their spouses from the 
OPT, as well as from Iran, Syria, Lebanon, or Iraq. 

• The Benefits for Discharged Soldiers Law (2008) allows all 
institutions of higher education to consider military service – 
from which PCI are exempt for historical and political reasons 
– when determining applicants’ eligibility for financial 
assistance. 

• The Economic Efficiency Law (2009) gives the government 
sweeping discretion to designate “National Priority Areas” 
and to allocate vast resources for their development, which it 
does in a way that systematically excludes Arab communities 
in Israel.

• The Admissions Committees Law (2011) allows hundreds 
of small towns built on state land to select applicants based 
on their “social suitability.” The law is used in practice to filter 
out PCI and members of other marginalized groups. 

• The Nakba Law (2011) strips state funding from any 
public entity, including educational institutions, which 
commemorates the Nakba or Israel’s Independence Day as a 
day of mourning. 

• The Expulsion Law (2016) allows for the expulsion of Arab 
Knesset Members by their peers on ideological grounds, 
based on majority claims that they incite racism or support 
terror. 

• The Kaminitz Law (2017) increases the enforcement and 
penalization of planning and building offenses. The law has a 
disparate impact on PCI, many of whom are forced to build 
illegally due to decades of discrimination by the planning and 
building system. 

• The Jewish Nation-State Law (2018) guarantees the ethnic-
religious character of Israel as exclusively Jewish, denies 
the right to self-determination of PCI, and entrenches the 
privileges enjoyed by Jewish citizens, while simultaneously 
anchoring systemic inequality, discrimination, and racism 
against PCI.

elections’ laws. With this decision, the 
Israeli Supreme Court has made illegal 
the mere idea of imagining a future of 
equal citizenship for all.

SCAN 
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Human rights march in Haifa. Photo courtesy of Adalah.
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ur country is very small yet has been teeming with life 
since the dawn of history. It abounds with artifacts that 
signify the abundance of human civilizations and peoples 
who have passed through its lands. The terrain varies, and 
the scenery differs despite the short distances. In the far 
northeast stand the Golan Heights with basalt rock, deep 

ravines, and abundant waters. The Jordan River Rift Valley, to the 
east, extends from northern Syria to the Dead Sea. It crosses the 
country from north to south and constitutes the natural border with 
Jordan. It is part of the Syrian-African rift, also called the Great 
Rift, that extends to Zimbabwe in Africa. The tectonic movement 
that created it millions of years ago is the reason for the country’s 
tremendous diversity. Its direct result was the elevation of towering 
mountains that run parallel to the Jordan Valley, extending along 
the entire length of the country. They are covered by dense forests, 
particularly in the north. Valleys and lakes, such as Alhula and 
Tiberias lakes, and the Dead Sea, the lowest place on earth, were 
formed as well, as was the Red Sea. The country lies on the coast 
of the Mediterranean Sea, which directly influences the climate, 
flora, and fauna, the totality of its natural life – besides offering 
enchanting beaches. I look forward every week to Sunday, when I 
can get out to take a walk and fill my lungs with the invigorating air 
of my homeland. This recharges me and allows me to go back to 
life’s routine.

Our Beautiful 
Country

By Usama Libis 
Translated by Elias Khayyo

Historical Palestine

O

My home is Nazareth, the city of the 
annunciation. Last week, for example, 
heading in my four-wheel drive from 
Seekh Mountain, the highest peak 
in the Nazareth mountain range, 
towards the northwest, I passed 
the depopulated village Saffuria. Its 
population was displaced in 1948 
when the Israeli authorities declared 
the location to be a military zone. To 
this day, the villagers are refugees 
in their own country while a Jewish 
settlement has been constructed over 
the ruins and land of their village!

The first stop on my path is Al-Qastal 
Spring, with its refreshing, overflowing 
waters. It is surrounded by spacious 
and fertile agricultural land that 
extends around the village and is 
continuously planted with a variety 
of vegetables, corn, and cotton that 
change depending on the season.

I proceed towards the west alongside 
a brook, crisscrossing it, climb an 
overlooking hill, and descend into the 
valley to reach the enchanting Horses 
Spring, also known among locals as 
Ras al-Ein, that emerges in a pool 
of sparkling water. After  refreshing 
myself by splashing its refreshing cold 
water on my face, I head west on a 
dirt road that runs alongside the brook. 
I enjoy the excitement of delving 
into the water with my car, letting 
the spray create its unique sound. I 
continue until I reach Al-Raheb Mill, 
an Ottoman-era structure that is a 
few hundred years old and contains 
canals with running water, the energy 
of which was harnessed to turn the 
heavy grinding stone to grind grain into 
flour. Many such mills can be found in 
our homeland alongside brooks and 
rivers.

Usama Libis on a Jeep hike.

Hiking by Jeep through 
the Lower Galilee
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I then proceed west until I reach 
the Upper Carmel Mountain Range 
that is green with thick forests. 
Plenty of oak, carob, storax, 
and terebinth trees grow here in 
addition to chicory and fragrant 
calicotome spinosa bushes, the 
strong scent of which fills the 
air, especially in springtime. In 
my four-wheel drive I begin to 
climb the mountain following 
a narrow, winding path that is 
steep and rocky, making driving 
more difficult and dangerous! 
Adrenaline rushes through my 
veins, making the driving more 
exciting and enjoyable. Covering a 
short distance requires about an 
hour due to the myriad obstacles 
and towering boulders I have to 
evade. Eventually, I reach a point 
that overlooks the expansive Marj 

ibn Amer that extends over the 
entire width of the country. From 
this lookout, the Nazareth mountain 
range stands tall to the east, and 
the famed Mount Tabor is clearly 
visible. According to the Bible, this 
is where Christ’s transfiguration 
took place, one of the most 
important events in Christianity 
in which the prophets Moses and 
Elijah appeared to Jesus and his 
disciples. From this lookout, one 
can also see the Central Carmel 
Mountain Range that is a bit lower 
than the Upper Carmel, where 
agriculture thrives and fewer 
forests grow.

Then, I continue to ascend on the 
circuitous path until I reach a very 
narrow section of the road where 
tall boulders form a great wall 

and indomitable barrier on the right while 
to the left is an abysmal precipice! In the 
middle of the road sits a boulder that had 
rolled down the hill. I exit my vehicle to 
inspect the boulder and its surroundings 
and decide to try to climb over it with my 
right wheel, driving slowly to avoid sliding 
into the precipice. Initially, my plan works, 
but then the car begins to slip until the 
back left wheel hangs over the side of 
the precipice, causing the vehicle to lean 
dangerously towards the left! I immediately 
stop, exit the vehicle, and eventually 
manage to tie its hoist rope to a large oak 
tree. The risk of falling into the precipice is 
reduced now, and I am able to proceed to 
Mahraqa Monastery and St. Elias Church 
which are perched on the mountain’s 
peak. According to the Torah, this place is 
sacred. Elias is the prophet who managed 
to defeat the unbelievers and to ignite his 
sacrifice, aided by lightning, after he had 
finished his prayer, while they failed to 
ignite theirs despite their fervent prayers 
and pleas to their god, Baal. 

Usama Libis has various interests and 
ambitions. Born in Nazareth in 1972, 
he went to Al-Mutran School and 
then obtained a bachelor’s degree in 
political science. While working at the 
Municipality of Nazareth, he opened 
Bayat Restaurant between 2005 and 
2013, then established a children’s 
day care center. Libis loves nature and 
driving four-wheelers and for some time 
worked at the Society for the Protection 
of Nature. Along with Nadeer, his wife, 
Usama currently manages an electrical 
engineering company. They are also the 
parents of Rana, Sam’an, and Haneen.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.
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A valley and a mountain in beautiful Galilee.

Scenic winding road in the Lower Galilee.

The Monk's Mill.
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he board of directors 
of the Palestine 
Children’s Relief Fund 
(PCRF) elected a new 
leadership slate at its 
October 2022 meeting. 
Vivian Khalaf, a private 

attorney based in Chicago, Illinois, 
was elected chairperson, Oussama 
Abughazaleh elected vice chair, and 
Dr. Aziza Nassar was re-elected as 
secretary. Fawaz Saad will continue 
to serve as treasurer, and serving 
as directors at large are Dr. Khaled 
Abughazaleh, Marwan Elmasri, 
Tania Nasir, Fatma Abughazaleh, 
Ashraf Abuissa, Said Shehadeh, and 
Dr. Walid Masoud. Steve Sosebee 
continues in his role as president. 
Outgoing CEO Imad Nassereddin 
officially ended his two-year term on 
December 31, 2022, but he continues 
to serve during the transition period 
to the new CEO, whose name will be 
announced early in 2023.

T

PCRF Announces
New Leadership

Courtesy of 

Historical Palestine

Vivian Khalaf First Woman
Elected Chairperson of the Board

Khalaf previously served a three-year 
term as a director at large and is the 
first woman to be elected chairperson 
in the organization’s 30-year history. 
“Being the first is great,” she says, 
“but my commitment will not be 
the last. I’m proud to be a part of 
this executive board and to work 
beside my colleagues collaboratively 
and passionately. I’m fortunate to 
be working with amazing people, 
including our staff, volunteers, 
doctors, and other stakeholders, all of 
whom I deeply respect and admire.”

She feels that PCRF has made a 
concerted effort to effect change in 
the organization, in alignment with its 
growth and increasing impact on the 
Palestinian health sector. “Along with 
our stakeholders, we will continue 
to review and refine our place in the 
world of NGOs that operate primarily 
in Palestine (as PCRF also engages in 
Jordan and Lebanon) and scrutinize 
and enhance our responsibilities 
within this work on every level,” she 
asserts. Further commenting on the 
growth and challenges facing PCRF, 

she assures, “We have identified 
where we need to shift. We are 
working tirelessly to address how 
best to safely navigate the challenges 
of the worsening political climate 
and the continuing need for quality 
health care in the region. These are 
continued efforts that require our 
utmost commitment to long-term 
solutions.”

Steve Sosebee added, “PCRF’s 
success over our 30 years is due to 
the leadership of strong and capable 
women, beginning with my first wife, 
Huda Al-Masri (may God rest her 
soul in peace). With Vivian assuming 
the role of chairperson during this 
critical time in our organizational 
development and growth, I am 
increasingly confident that our 
impact and service to Palestine will 
be stronger than ever. I look forward 
to working closely with her as 
chairperson to continue our mission 
of saving the lives of Arab children 
throughout the Middle East while 
strengthening the public health sector 
in Palestine.”

The Red Nose Clowns of Palestine entertain 
children being treated for cancer in the Huda 
Al Masri Pediatric Cancer Department in Beit 
Jala Hospital, opened by PCRF in 2013 as 
Palestine’s first public cancer hospital for 
children.

Amputee children in Gaza enjoy the annual “Camp Ability” sponsored by PCRF.
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The PCRF wasfounded in 1992 by 
Steve Sosebee with the support of 
concerned citizens and with the aim 
of bringing injured and sick children to 
the United States for free medical care 
that they could not receive locally. 
Since then, PCRF has provided 
life-saving medical assistance to 
thousands of ill and injured children 
and sponsored hundreds of volunteer 
medical teams that have come from 
all over the world to treat children in 
local hospitals. PCRF also has built 
two pediatric cancer departments in 
Palestine and will soon be opening 
a state-of-the-art Pediatric Cardiac 
Surgery Department at the Palestine 
Medical Complex in Ramallah. 
Numerous other major programs 
and projects are currently under way 
to help support the development of 
a sustainable health care system in 
Palestine. 

Khalaf is particularly proud of 
the work PCRF has done with its 
Amputee Program in Gaza, which 
began in 2019 and continues to 
support the care of children in 
Gaza who suffer from congenital or 
traumatic limb amputations due to 
injuries sustained during bombings 
or because of gunshot wounds. She 
affirms, “As long as the suffering of 
the Palestinian people continues, 
PCRF will continue working in pursuit 
of its 30-year mission.”

SCAN 
TO SHARE

One of the children being tutored through PCRF sponsorship so that they don’t fall behind in their 
studies during their long inpatient treatment in the Huda Al Masri Pediatric Cancer Department.

PCRF is the main NGO bringing hundreds of volunteer doctors and nurses from all over the 
world to treat thousands of children and train local personnel in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
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The Eternal
Strangers

By Ala Hlehel
Translated by Hind Husseini

nyone who tracks the development of Palestinian literature 
within the Green Line will be able to identify the three 
specific historical phases that numerous academics and 
researchers have referred to. The first spans the period 
prior to the Nakba, the second covers the period following 
the Nakba up until the early 1970s, and the third covers 

the current period, which began after the second Intifada and 
the failure of the Oslo Accords. Regardless of how much effort 
has been expended to classify and date these works, there are 
consistent features that distinguish them, particularly after the 
Nakba in 1948.

Contrary to the majority of Palestinian literary productions, which 
focus on Palestinian refugees and those living under the Israeli 
occupation, Palestinian authors within the Green Line write 
and have written about displacement in their works. Internally 
displaced persons are those who have been forced to flee their 
towns but continue to live within the historical borders of Palestine 
and thus became refugees in their homeland. This displacement 
impacted the approaches used by Palestinian authors within the 
Green Line and the contents of their works, as evident in their 
writings about the ruins of their villages, which they pass through 
on a daily or weekly basis, or in their daily life with Jews. Their 
writings include content and narratives that seem to me, through 
my studies, closer to the truth than others in this context.

A

Palestinian Literature from 
within the Green Line 

Historical Palestine

Until the 1970s (i.e., after the 1967 Palestinian Naksa), the vast majority of 
the Palestinian literary narrative content within the Green Line focused on the 
duality of land-homeland, according to late Professor Mahmoud Ghanayem, a 
well-known researcher. He mentions prominent figures that were active during 
that period of time, including Hanna Ibrahim, Mahmoud Abbasi, Zaki Darwish, 
Mustafa Murrar, and Muhammad Nafaa. Furthermore, he clearly indicates that 
this duality also included the question of Palestinian refugees, the tragedy of their 
displacement, and the special situation of those who remained. These dualities 
were embodied in the theme of diasporic alienation and alienation inside the 
homeland, and in the relations between Jews and Arabs in all its manifestations. 
Literature during that period also addressed other political and social issues that, 
in his opinion, reflected the characteristics of material and spiritual life, such as 
generational conflict, polygyny/divorce, younger generations’ preference for city 
living, and village life connection to religion and religiosity.

There is a recurring theme that has persisted for long decades (and not just 
in the 1970s): There were two streams of writing within the Green Line; some 
writers avoid discussing the political reality out of concern that they will clash 
with the Israeli authorities while others choose to engage in open conflict with the 
latter. Samih Al-Qasem and Mahmoud Darwish, together with other 
authors such as Muhammad Ali Taha, Naji Daher, and Salim 
Khoury, are among the writers who are recognized and 
identified today as having chosen the second stream. They 
also had tremendous fame in the Arab world.

Emile Habibi’s novel The Pessoptimist is rightly regarded 
as a turning point in the development of modernist 
literature within the Green Line. Prior to that, 
Palestinian literature was predominately ideological, 
indoctrinating, and entertaining. Ghanayem says 
that the seeds of The Pessoptimist were sown 
in the collection The Hexagram of the Six 
Days, and grew in the next generation of 
the likes of Riad Beidas mainly through his 
two novels Night Walk and The Marginal. 
In the novel Night Walk, Beidas invokes 
Scheherazade to illustrate the conflict of 
Palestinians within the Green Line who 
strive for noble values such as primacy, 
purity, and peace despite the tumultuous, 
conflicting, and draining reality they live in. 
Ghanayem and other academics attribute the 
shifts in Palestinian literature (both prose and 
poetry) within the Green Line since the 
1970s to Israel’s relative freedom of 
expression and openness to the 
Arab world. This encouraged 
authors to articulate political 
and national issues using 
contemporary and innovative 
approaches.
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Salma Al-Khadra Al-Jayousi, a notable 
poet and researcher, highlighted the 
distinctions between Palestinian and 
modern Arabic literature. Despite her 
assertion that Palestinian literature 
was and still is a vital and significant 
part of Arab literature, these contrasts 
included the time and place, the tone 
of discourse, and the focus on current 
local political issues. She says: 
“Palestinian writers’ greatest struggle 
and greatest victory is their refusal to 
be helpless victims of humanity in the 
second half of the twentieth century. 
Although they never stop feeling 
their people’s suffering, they exhibit 
endurance that transcends tragedy 
and necessity. This is what defined the 
direction and tone of contemporary 

Palestinian literature.” This statement, 
in my opinion, relates mainly and 
decisively to the Palestinian writers 
within the Green Line because they 
are the ones who most immediately 
experience the Israeli-Palestinian. In 
addition, they have exhibited resilience 
and a relatively swift approach as 
they unleashed their creativity and 
writing skills. For example, the first 
Palestinian play written within the 
Green Line following the Nakba was in 
1951. That’s only two years after the 
catastrophe!

According to Al-Jayousi, the Nakba is 
a source of both sacrifice and heroism 
for Palestinians. This duality has 
been and continues to be reflected 
in literary works produced within 
the Green Line. In her opinion, the 
first Intifada was a momentous point 
because it effectively transformed 
tragedy into heroism. This specific 
concept inspired a generation of 
Palestinian writers and poets within 
the Green Line, particularly in terms 
of promoting and revitalizing the 
theme of resistance literature and the 
so-called “correctness of contents.” 
Every stone flung in Jenin’s alleys 
or Al-Amari Camp sparked the 
imaginations of poets and writers in 
Nazareth, Haifa, and Jaffa.

One of the major ironies that 
influenced Palestinian writing and 
reading within the Green Line 
was their openness to the Arab 
world, which coincided with Israeli 
occupation and initiatives! Prior to 
1967 and Israel’s control over the 
West Bank and Gaza, Palestinians 
living within the Green Line were 
separated from those residing in 
those two territories. Following the 
Israeli occupation of the West Bank 
and Gaza, borders were opened, 
and the wall separating the West 
Bank and Gaza from the territories 
within the Green Line fell down (for 

a while). During the Camp David Agreement, Cairo made its books available to 
book importers, and after the invasion of Lebanon, Beirut’s books were made 
accessible for reading within the Green Line. 

Al-Jayousi mentioned that Fadwa Touqan traveled to Israel when the border 
restrictions were lifted. There, she met Palestinian poets and afterwards wrote 
them a heated poem in which optimism and sorrow were intertwined. Later 
on, before leaving his homeland to live in the Arab world, Mahmoud Darwish 
wrote one of his most beautiful poems, “Diary of a Palestinian Wound” which he 
addressed to Fadwa Touqan, and which begins as follows:

We do not need to be reminded.

Mount Carmel is in us,

and on our eyelashes the grass of Galilee.

Do not say: If we could run to her like a river,

Do not say it!

We and our country are one flesh and bone.

Before June we were not fledgling doves.

so our love did not wither in bondage.

Sister, these twenty years

Our work was not to write poems

but to be fighting.

It may be too soon to define distinct 
features of contemporary Palestinian 
literary works within the Green Line 
over the last 20 years, particularly in 
the aftermath of the second Intifada. 
A number of early features, however, 
can be mentioned: Most poets of the 
twenty-first century, whether male 
or female, create personal poems. 
These poems are self-reflective and 
self-visionary, avoiding occasionalism 
and sloganeering in favor of free 
verse or poetry to make connections 
between the personal and the public, 
as well as between politics and power 
and how they interact. With this sentence: 
Among the most prominent of these poets 
are Nimr Saadi, Samer Khair, Ayman Kamel 
Ighbariya, Ali Qadiri, Asmaa Aziza, and Ali Mawasi, 
as well as well as a new generation that seeks to 
write nontraditional narrative prose (novels, tales, theater, etc.), 
whether in terms of creative storytelling or content.

Historical Palestine

Mahmoud Darwish
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Despite these new creative and content 
tendencies, the new generation of 
Palestinian writers within the Green Line is 
still writing in broad Palestinian time (past 
and present), despite differences in place 
and geography.

What Jayousi mentioned regarding 
Palestinian writers in general, in my 
opinion, still holds true for the new 
generations of Palestinians within the 
Green Line, just as it did for previous 
generations. She says, “Palestinian 

writers are unable to flee the 
events of today’s history, which 
engulf them even before they 
are born. They can’t change 
their memories, rearrange their 
relations that go beyond random 
events, or choose what they 
liked about their past. They 
have become permanent exiles: 
eternal strangers who encounter 
challenges of all sizes and 
shapes.” 

Born in 1974, Ala Hlehel is a 
Palestinian writer and editor 
based in Akko. With degrees 
from the University of Haifa 
and the Screen Writing School 
in Tel Aviv, he has worked in 
print and broadcast media 
since 1995. Ala has written 
stage plays and scripts for 
films and presented his work at 
prestigious theaters such as the 
Royal Court Theatre, London, 
and the Schaubühne, Berlin. His 
novels and short stories in the 
humorously realistic tradition 
of Palestinian literature have 
appeared in venues such as 
Banipal and World Literature 
Today.

_____
The historical narrative for this article is based on the following two research sources (in Arabic):
Mahmoud Ghanayem, “New Directions and Changes in Arab Narrative Literature in Israel,” 
The New East No. 35, 1993; and Salma Al-Khadra Al-Jayousi, Introduction to the Anthology of 
Modern Palestinian Literature, New York, Columbia University Press, 1992. 
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Salma Al-Khadra Al-Jayousi

Weaving and Cracks by Fouad Agbaria. Courtesy of Zawyeh Gallery.
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The law banning family 
reunifications undermines 
the very basic rights of any 
citizen to fall in love and 
form a family.

An Ongoing
Nakba

By H.E. Hussam Zomlot

rom negating the existence of the Palestinian people to 
promoting Palestinian fragmentation, Israel has a long 
record of policies that aim to maximize its control over 
the land and the people of Palestine. It continues 
to pursue the policy: all of the land, none of the 
people. While the most consequential attempt at 

emptying Palestine of its indigenous population was the 
1947–49 Nakba, several discriminatory laws, policies, and 
practices have been implemented since then, targeting the 
Palestinian presence in our homeland. 

Israel’s Citizenship Law prevents family reunifications 
when an Israeli citizen marries a Palestinian from the 
territory occupied in 1967 (West Bank or Gaza). The law 
also prevents Palestinians in occupied East Jerusalem 
from reunifying with spouses from the rest of the occupied 
Palestinian territory. This is a matter of consensus among 
Zionist parties in the Israeli parliament and represents one 
of the cruelest measures against the most basic rights of the 
Palestinian people or people anywhere. When in 2021, Israeli 
Foreign Minister Yair Lapid explained that banning Palestinian 
family reunifications represents “one of the tools aimed at 
ensuring a Jewish majority in the State of Israel,” his statement 
was not met with an outcry from his Western allies. On the 
contrary, Western officials have repeatedly stated that “Israel is a 
democracy” with which they “share values.”

F

The Deliberate Separation 
of Palestinian Families

Historical Palestine

The West allows Israel to do whatever 
it wants. Thus, the Israeli government 
has been allowed to impose racist 
policies on all Palestinians ever 
since 1948, and it applies not only 
to the territories it occupied in 1967. 
The situation of Palestinians living 
inside the 1948 boundaries is not 
a priority for any Western diplomat, 
and Palestinians living in exile rarely 
receive a mention.

But the issue of Palestinian family 
reunifications is at the core of 
Israel’s attempts to subjugate and 
fragment the Palestinian people. 
Compare the Israeli Citizenship Law 
(and its specific ban on Palestinian 
family reunifications) with the 
latest “regulations” regarding the 
entry of foreign passport holders 
to the territory occupied in 1967, 
particularly the West Bank. The 
emphasis on foreigners having to 
notify the Israeli authorities when they 

initiate a romantic relationship with a 
“resident of the territories” not only 
indicates the hysterical focus Israel 
has on the “demographic issue,” it 
also shows something even more 
important: In terms of demographic 
planning, the Israeli government deals 
with both sides of the 1967 border as 
a single territorial unit (while paying 
lip service to its commitment to the 
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Historical Palestine

two-state solution). That is why Israel 
is also so keen to prevent Palestinians 
from abroad from entering or visiting 
any part of historical Palestine. 
Adding further urgency to Israel’s 
febrile plans is that, today, in 
historical Palestine, the Palestinian 
population – Christian and Muslim 
– has surpassed the Israeli Jewish 
population (by over 200,000 people) 
for the first time since the Nakba.

Israel’s doors are open for Jews from 
other countries. They are invited to 
move to Israel or become settlers 
in illegal colonial settlements in the 
territory occupied in 1967. But the 
doors are closed for Palestinians who 
wish to visit, invest, study, teach, 
pray, or build a family in their ancient 
homeland. 

Israel operates with total impunity 
in doing this. There is not a hint of 
reproach from Western parties. And 
since its actions remain without 
consequence, why would Israel 
even consider changing a policy 
that, according to its own politicians, 
represents an issue of national 
security?

In Israel, a Jewish citizen is free to 
marry any person. A Palestinian 
citizen is not. The message seems 
clear: You either isolate yourself 
within your own communities or leave 
the country. In the occupied territory, 
settlers can bring anyone, including 
Christian Zionists, to volunteer in 
their illegal colonial settlements. 

Palestinians cannot even reunify their 
families. Israel’s control and ultimate 
say over the Palestinian population 
registry is very rarely mentioned 
by Western diplomats, but it is one 
of the most acute problems faced 
by Palestinians. Banning family 
reunifications between Palestinians 
on both sides of the 1967 border 
cannot be separated from Israel’s 
overall policies to control the land 
and the people of Palestine. But 
the fact that Israel has chosen to 
violate even the right to family life 
for Israeli Palestinian citizens is very 
telling and shows precisely why 
Palestinian, Israeli, and Western 
human rights organizations such as 
Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch have denounced Israeli 
policies as apartheid policies.

The international community has 
enough tools to confront this 
situation. The question now is: Will 
international actors continue to treat 
Israel as a state above the law, or will 
they finally consider Palestinians as 
equal to all others? 

Ambassador Husam Said Zomlot is 
a Palestinian diplomat, academic, 
and economist. He was appointed 
Head of the Palestinian Mission 
to the United Kingdom in October 
2018.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

The Savior, by Asad Azzi, 
1999. Courtesy of Yvette 
and Mazen Qupty Collection 
of Palestinian Art.
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Scythopolis-Nysa

By Waleed Atrash
Translated by Elias Khayyo

he city of Bisan, situated in the Jordan Valley, is one of the ancient 
cities in human history. It was inhabited over 6,500 years ago 
and has been more or less continuously inhabited until today. Its 
importance is due to its exceptional geographic location on the 
fortified Al-Husn Hill (Tal Bisan), its 
proximity to the central junction of the 

sea road (Via Maris) and the Hawarna pathway 
(Via Triana Nova), the abundance of water in 
the area, and the fertility of its land.

According to Greek tradition, as recounted 
by the Roman historian Plinius in Naturalis 
Historia, the name Scythopolis-Nysa traces 
back to Greek mythology: Dionysus, the god 
of wine, buried Nysa, his nurse, in this location 
and assigned Scythian soldiers to guard the 
tomb. Hence, the name Scythopolis-Nysa.

Archaeological excavations revealed that the 
Hellenic city was fortified and walled, covering 
the entire area of Tal al-Mastaba, which 
amounts to 250,000 square meters. The city 
was planned according to the orthogonal 
planning scheme, introduced by Hippodamus 
of Miletus, which maintained an architectural 
and functional separation between public areas 
and residential and industrial buildings. The 
Hasmoneans invaded the city in 108–107 BC, 

T

The Capital of Hellenistic, 
Roman, and Byzantine Palestine, 
the Islamic City of Bisan

razed and burned it completely, and 
dispersed its population to other Hellenic 
cities not controlled by the Hasmoneans. 
After the occupation of Syria by Pompey 
in 64–63 BC put an end to Greek rule in 
the east, Scythopolis-Nysa was rebuilt 
between 57 and 55 BC, maintaining its 
Hellenic name. Over Tal Bisan, a religious 
and administrative center (acropolis) was 
established. However, its topography 
and rugged terrain prevented the city’s 
rebuilding in accordance with classical 
hippodamian planning. Thus, in the city 
center, a central market (forum) was 
constructed that included a courthouse 
(basilica) and two temples, which became 
the main axis for the city’s development. 
Around the forum, four columned streets 
were built, along which lay the basilica, 
the sacred buildings, the public buildings, 
and the theaters. For daily activities and 
business, Palladius Street was constructed.

Scythopolis-Nysa was now ruled by the 
Romans, who occupied the Levant for 400 
years and established the ten-city union 
known as the Decapolis. Scythopolis-

Nysa was the largest among these and 
soon transformed into a flourishing 
commercial and cultural center, becoming 
the most important city of the union, 
which prompted Emperor Hadrian to visit 
in AD 130. During the second century, 
Scythopolis-Nysa had five gates, two 
of which have been discovered: the 
Damascus Gate in the northeast and the 
Caesarea Gate in the northwest. During the 

Historical Palestine

Aerial shot of Scythopolis-Nysa.

The facade of the northern theater.
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Roman era, renovations were carried out 
in the city center, and new public buildings 
were constructed along the enormous 
public buildings street, among which three 
buildings are distinguished: an altar for the 
worship of Caesar, erected to the northeast 
of the basilica; the Trail of the Nymphs, 
a complex dedicated to the mythological 
nymphs that comprised a fountain and a 
luxurious marble basin, at the center of 
which is a semicircular arc covered by 
a half dome; and the temple of Caesar 
Marcus Aurelius (AD 160–181) that was 
established over an elevated platform, and 
featured a 15-meter high, straight northern 
facade adorned with architectural elements 
and a semicircular back facade with a 
place for the statue of the god or Caesar at 
its center.

One of the most important cultural 
buildings discovered at the city’s center 
is the southern theater, built on a natural 
hill that inclines from south to north. Its 
construction dates back to the beginning of 

the first century. At the end of the second 
century, it was expanded and rebuilt during 
the city development project of the Roman 
Peace era (Pax Romana). The theater 
comprises three main parts: the platform 
building, the orchestra, and the auditorium 
that consists of three floors: the first is built 
on natural rock, while the second and third 
floors are built on a set of aqueducts and 
domes. The theater has a capacity of about 
9,000 spectators.

Scythopolis-Nysa maintained the distinct 
Hellenic-Roman character in its buildings, 
which resulted from a simultaneous 
combination of Eastern and Western 
cultural attributes. The architecture of 
Scythopolis-Nysa and its mundane and 
religious culture, together with the various 
languages its population spoke (Greek, 
Latin, and Aramaic), reflect the process by 
which a merger and coexistence of strong 
cultures occurred, as they emerged from 
the culture of the Hellenic and Roman 
world and from the ancient traditions of the 

East in the Mediterranean Sea basin.

The city of Scythopolis-Nysa was in its 
golden age under Byzantine rule. When 
Christianity was introduced around AD 
350, the new faith greatly influenced 
the city’s design, as pagan temples 
were removed. During this period, two 
historical events took place: in AD 363, 
an earthquake hit the area and destroyed 
large parts of the city and many public 
buildings in its cultural center. The second 
occurred when Caesar Theodosius 
ordered that Palestine be divided into three 
provinces and Scythopolis-Nysa was 
declared the capital of the second Palestine 
province, Palaestina Secunda. Thereby, 
the city became one of the most important 
administrative and religious centers, and its 
population reached about 40,000 people in 
the sixth century.

In 359, Scythopolis-Nysa was chosen as 
the seat of a special court for Emperor 
Constantine II during his war against 
paganism. This choice might have been 
due to its location between Antioch 
and Alexandria, from which most of 
the accused came. During the reign of 
Emperor Julian (361 to 363), it appears 
that the pagans enjoyed good graces, albeit 
temporarily. But during anti-Christian riots 
that erupted in the city in 362, the tomb of 
Patrophilus, the first bishop of the city, was 
desecrated.

Studies and results of archaeological 
digs indicate that the development of 
the Christian character of the city of 
Scythopolis-Nysa reached its peak in the 
fifth and sixth centuries, when the city 
became a cultural and religious center. 
Its center was redesigned, and new 
buildings and streets were constructed, 
such as the eastern and western public 
baths, new buildings on Palladius Street, 
and the semicircular Sigma building that 
consisted of twelve rooms and contained 
three arcs. Unlike in other Decapolis cities 
(Jerash, Gadara/Umm Qais, Bosra, and 
others) where no churches were built 
in the city center, the city on Tal Bisan 
became the seat of a bishop and a home 

The archaeological site in 
Bisan is considered one 
of the best-preserved 
sites in the country and 
an exquisite example 
of civil and civilizational 
development in the Middle 
East, with a variety of 
buildings constructed 
across the ages. The city 
remained buried in dirt for 
many centuries before it 
was excavated and revived 
50 years ago. Today, visitors 
can stroll among the ruins 
of buildings of distinctive 
quality and superior 
construction, including 
theaters, squares, baths, 
and columned streets. Its 
churches display splendid 
mosaic panels that attest to 
ancient glory.

for monks who resided in its monasteries 
and managed the city’s religious and 
social affairs. In many cases their authority 
exceeded that of the province governors 
and heads of the municipal system.

Some of the most important information 
about the churches, church fathers, and 
history of monks in Scythopolis-Nysa has 
reached us through the works of Kyrillus, 
who visited the city in 518 and 531. He 
mentions names and locations of the 
city’s churches and monasteries, including 
St. Basilius Monastery, John the Baptist 
Church, St. Procopius Church (the first 
saint in the palace of the bishop), John’s 
Hermitage (located on the road leading 
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An illustration of 
the linen mill.

An illustration of the 
altar of Caesar and the 
path of the nymphs.

Mosaics from the Church of St. Basilius Monastery.
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to St. John Church), St. Thomas Church 
(located on the road leading to Caesarea), 
and Antanant Monastery (in Ein al-Tina). 
Historical documents and archaeological 
excavations indicate the existence of 
eight churches and monasteries in the 
city of Scythopolis-Nysa, most of which 
were constructed on the hill surrounding 
the city center. Their floors were covered 
with colorful mosaics and adorned with 
geometrical panels, the wheel of fortune, 
vegetables, birds, and predatory and 
domesticated animals.

The first half of the seventh century was 
characterized by important historical and 
cultural events in Syria and Palestine, the 
most significant of which included the 
recession and collapse of the Byzantine 
empire, the Persian occupation (in 614), 
and the Islamic conquest (634 to 636). 
In the beginning of the Umayyad period, 
we see a new administrative division of 
the Levant and Palestine, as the Byzantine 
administrative division was replaced, the 
second Palestine province was replaced 
by June al-Urdun, and Scythopolis-Nysa, 
the capital of the province, recovered its 
ancient Canaanite name of Bisan.

The cultural scene of the Islamic city 
of Bisan became distinctive, as some 
symbols particular to the Roman and 
Byzantine culture were still in use, together 
with the characteristics of the Islamic city. 
The city streets, squares, magnificent 
gates, Roman theater, fountains, and 
Byzantine baths stood empty and were no 
longer used for public activity. The new 
Muslim residents of the city lived side by 
side with the original Christian, Jewish, 
and Samaritan residents, and together with 
Greek and Aramaic, Arabic became an 
official language of the city. The economic 
system continued to use the Byzantine 
currency until it was replaced by the 
Umayyad currency during the rule of Caliph 
Abdul Malik ibn Marwan who ruled from 
685 to 705 (AH 65 to 86).

During the seventh century, Caliph 
Mu’awiya initiated reforms and ordered 
that the capital of Jund al-Urdun be shifted 
to Tiberias, which caused Bisan to lose 
its administrative status. Yet it maintained 
its commercial and industrial position 
due to the importance of its location at 
an important crossroads. During this 
period, the city plans were redesigned 

in a calculated manner, and the city was 
divided into four functional areas, each of 
which had distinctive features: residential 
neighborhoods, graveyards, markets and 
shops, and the industrial area. One of 
its most important markets was Caliph 
Hisham Ibn Abd al-Malik’s market, 
constructed in 738 on Sylvanus Street, 
which contained 38 shops. At the gate of 
the market, an engraving of gilded glass 
mosaic testifies that Caliph Hisham ordered 
Ishaq Ibn Kubaysa to build the market.

The industrial area was built over the ruins 
of Roman and Byzantine public buildings. 
During archaeological excavations 
extensive industrial facilities from the 
Umayyad period were discovered, which 

Dr. Waleed Atrash is a graduate of Haifa University with a PhD in classical archaeology. 
Has been working at the Antiquities Authority since 1987 and is a senior researcher 
and archaeological excavator responsible for classical excavations, field supervision of 
archaeological excavations, and the guidance of researchers and archaeologists. He is 
engaged in writing scientific reports concerning the excavations in Bisan and Tiberias, 
among others, and has published six scientific books and over 70 articles. He edits Hajar 
al-Zawiya (Cornerstone) journal that covers archaeological sites and which to date has 
published ten issues, the latest of which is titled Book of the City of Jerusalem: From the 
Stone Age to the Ottoman Era (in Arabic).

Article photos are courtesy of the author.

included potteries for making earthenware 
and a factory for dying leather and linen, 
built in one of the eastern Byzantine bath 
halls next to the owner’s house.

Throughout the Umayyad period, Bisan 
maintained its traditional role in exerting 
political, economic, and commercial 
influence over the surrounding area, the 
Bisan district, and preserved its cultural and 
architectural heritage. In addition, it created 
new neighborhoods, mosques, factories, 
and markets until it was destroyed by 
a powerful earthquake (7 to 7.5 on the 
Richter scale) in the year AH 131 (January 
18, 749).
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s I walked up the stairs to the second or third floor of 
the Borghese Museum, I was fascinated by the music 
I could hear playing, and thought, “Wow, Italians have 
a special touch for the details.” During a soiree event 
hosted by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) 
organized at the famous Borghese Gallery and Museum 

in Rome, including a private visit of the art galleries, I was 
surprised to find myself in front of musicians. Yes, the music 
I had enjoyed while walking up the stairs was live. I scanned 
the portraits hung around the walls and covering the ceilings. 
The paintings were mostly works by the famous artists Bernini 
and Raffaello. Nevertheless, I was unable to focus properly on 
the artworks, as my auditory senses overpowered my visual 
senses. The tones overrode the artist’s feather. I felt I had to 
approach the musicians who played to every ear! 

On the left played a charming, brave young lady dressed in 
a long black soiree gown. I could not resist asking in Arabic 
whether she was Palestinian! If mistaken, I told myself, she 
would not understand my Arabic and could just ignore my 
inquiry. My urge was not merely caused by curiosity, her beauty 
and confidence were too Palestinian to my eyes. The young 
lady continued to play while answering softly, “Yes, I am Tibah 
Saad from the Galilee, and these are my brothers; we are The 
Galilee Quartet!” The surprise had a chilling effect on me, as my 
foreign colleagues in the conference began flocking in to enjoy 

The Galilee
Quartet: 
Music Diplomacy 

A

By Dalal Iriqat

Historical Palestine

the artworks while listening to a 
high-level performance by the young 
Palestinian ensemble. 

With great pride, I present to you 
the Palestinian musical ensemble 
The Galilee Quartet. It is made up 
of three brothers and one sister: 
Mostafa, Ghandi, Omar, and Tibah 
Saad. Founded in 2011, the quartet 
formed to participate in the Palestine 
National Music Competition in 
2012 and received first prize. They 
continued to rehearse until 2013, 
at which time they scattered to 
different countries in pursuit of their 
musical studies. But they regularly 
reunited during academic and 
summer holidays and recently have 
performed numerous concerts in 
the Middle East and Europe. They 
have performed also as members 
of the Palestine Youth Orchestra and 
the Mediterranean Youth Orchestra 
and recently became associates of 
the Ensemble Music Academy of 
Palestine at Dar Al Kalima College in 
Bethlehem. The quartet is known for 
its diverse music, as all members 
play both Western classical and 
Arabic traditional music. 

Female quartet member Tibah is 
studying music at the Stauffer 
Academy Cremona, an international 
music academy founded in 1985, 
one of Italy’s most prestigious music 
institutions and an international 
reference point for string players. 
The academy selects young 

The Galilee Quartet.
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musicians of exceptional talent 
from all over the world, offering the 
opportunity to an exclusive path 
of artistic growth entirely free of 
charge! Thanks to the partnership 
enjoyed by the Stauffer Academy 
and the Italian MOFA, I was given the 
opportunity to get acquainted with 
The Galilee Quartet that I proudly 
classify as a Palestinian National 
Brand.

This experience came on the 
sidelines of my participation as 
a speaker in the Mediterranean 
Dialogues: Rome Med 2022, a 
conference that provides a high-
level global political space. Public 
diplomacy communicates with the 
masses in countries worldwide, 
aiming to influence and persuade, 
which directly reflects on foreign 
policy. Public diplomacy is 
concerned with bringing peoples 
closer together by finding common 
grounds. Music diplomacy is one 
of the most important branches 
of public diplomacy, as music is a 
medium that affects people even 

if they do not speak the same 
language, a communication tool that 
needs no teacher.

Prof. Dalal Iriqat is an assistant 
professor at the Arab American 
University Palestine, AAUP. She 
has been a weekly columnist at 
Al Quds Newspaper since 2016 
and was identified as a Young 
Global Leader at the World 
Economic Forum YGL 2021. You 
can follow her on Twitter @
Dalaliriqat or reach her by email at 
Dalal.s.iriqat@gmail.com.
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Mostafa and Gandhi Saad with their violins, Omar Saad, viola, Tibah Saad, cello.

Golgotha, by Ibrahim Hanna 
Ibrahim, 1958. Courtesy 
of Yvette and Mazen Qupty 
Collection of Palestinian Art.
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Personality of the Month I

he elevated stature of historian, geographer, and researcher Dr. Shukri 
Arraf is incontestable. He has devoted his life to authoring a large 
collection of books that exceed 40 in number. His oeuvre provides 
an encyclopedic cultural dictionary that reveals a keen perception of 
Palestinian cultural geography gleaned from personally conducted 

fieldwork and replete with biblical and ethnographic insights of social, geographical, 
and architectural landmarks related to the Palestinian experience and memory; i.e., 
our cultural patrimony. 

The 93-year-old historian greeted me cheerfully at the entrance of his garden in 
his hometown of Ma’liya. Despite the signs of time on his venerably wrinkled face, 
his passion for his work prevails over his personality and imbues him with vitality 
and ardor. His face gleamed with a bright smile as he led me enthusiastically to his 
office, where paper slips, pads, folders, folios, and books were strewn over every 
surface in the expansive office. Creative chaos, an integral aspect of intensive 
research work, dominated the scene. Here, there, and everywhere loose papers 
poured from the shelves, and floated all over the desk and chairs. Some floated 
in loose order, others – as aids for identification of important references – were 
tucked between the pages of scattered books that piled on top of each other. A good 
number of the books, strewn amidst the piles of closed books, manuscripts, and 
papers, were left purposefully open and turned over to safeguard specific pages to 
be used as a quick reference. 

The orderly chaos is integral to creative work: 
the scattered jumble of papers, jotted notes, and 
books lay out the necessary references with 
which the engaged scholar sorts, lays out, and 
defines the scope of his thesis and to which he 
returns at any moment during work as props to 
support his ideas, to cite pages and paraphrase 
paragraphs. Throughout the visit, Shukri Arraf 
quoted paragraphs and phrases from these 
well-marked papers, pads, and marked books 
while expounding on the Arabic nomenclature of 
Palestinian historical geography. 

The topics of his interest range in diversity to 
include the fauna and flora of Palestine and the 
relationship of Palestinian first names to the 
native flowers, shrubs, and trees to encompass 
the natural geographic landscapes and specific 
appellations. A case in point is his book on 
“donkeys” in which he cites over a hundred 
geographical locations related to donkeys: valley 
of the donkey, mount of the donkey, rock of the 
donkey, etc. 

His topography books include inventories of 
past and present mosques, sanctuaries, and 
churches. He has even written a book that 
archives the number and names of police 
stations during the British Mandate. His 
prodigious oeuvre includes books that describe 
the structure of the Palestinian village, the 
architecture of Palestinian peasant dwellings, and 
agricultural tools. In his collection of 40 books, 
Shukri Arraf provides an extensive scholastic 
listing of extant Palestinian villages as well as 
villages destroyed by the Israelis or forgotten and 
abandoned in the past five centuries.

The initial impression of his workspace as if in a 
state of complete chaos emerges as a reflection 
of a dynamic analytical process of categorization 
in which the processes of isolation, tabulation, 
classification, grouping, and codification reflect 
the historical paradigm of Dr. Shukri Arraf and 
crown him as the pioneer of Palestinian historical 
geography.

T
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Shukri Arraf
Pioneer of Palestinian Historical Geography

By Ali Qleibo
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Personality of the Month II

orn in Nazareth in 1963, Saleem Zaroubi is a very active, successful 
astrophysicist, widely regarded and prominent within the community. 
He obtained his BSc and MSc in physics from Technion, a 
technology research university in Haifa, where he also was active 
politically and served as the head of the Arab student committee. 

In 1994, he graduated with a PhD from Hebrew University, specializing in 
the same field. From 1994 to 1997, Zaroubi was a postdoctoral fellow at the 
physics and astronomy department of the University of California at Berkeley, 
and from 1998 to 2004, he was a research associate at the Max Planck 
Institute for Astrophysics, near Munich. In 2004, he moved to the Kapteyn 
Astronomical Institute at the University of Groningen, The Netherlands, where 
he became an associate professor in 2006 and a full professor in 2011. Since 
2016, he works also as a full professor at the Department of Natural and Life 
Sciences at Open University of Israel, where he currently also chairs the newly 
established Astrophysics Research Center (ARCO).

Prof. Zaroubi’s main research topic is cosmology, the field that studies the 
universe as a physical entity and explores its overall properties, formation, and 
evolution. In particular, he works on various issues related to the formation 
and evolution of the large-scale structure of the universe, which refers to the 
patterns of matter and galaxies on scales much larger than individual galaxies 
or groupings of galaxies. He has published more than 150 scientific papers 
in professional journals and books. He also writes in Arabic about scientific, 
social, and political issues, addressing the wider public. His most recent 

publication is the book entitled 
In the Beginning: Physics, 
Philosophy, and the History of 
Cosmology (in Arabic). 

Prof. Zaroubi has left his mark 
across multiple fields of physical 
cosmology, and indeed several of 
his seminal papers (e.g., on the 
Wiener filtering reconstruction 
of large-scale structures, or on 
the reconstruction of the power 
spectrum, and on the density, 
velocity, and potential fields of all 
sky galaxy redshift surveys) are 
still referred to in contemporary 
research. His international 
reputation is unquestioned, 
and he has received many 
invitations to hold review talks 
at international conferences 
and colloquia in top scientific 
institutes. Most of Prof. Zaroubi’s 
research activity in recent years 
is associated with the LOFAR 
Epoch of Reionization (EoR) 
Key Science Project, and this 
is reflected in his publication 
record. This project is designed 
to uncover the EoR, which is a 
crucial period in the history of the 
universe related to the formation 
of the first generation of galaxies. 

Among the many research grants 
and prizes that Prof. Zaroubi has 
received is the Alexander von 
Humboldt Research Prize that 
was granted in 2022. This award 
is given by the German Alexander 

B
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von Humboldt Foundation to 
internationally renowned scientists 
and scholars who work outside 
of Germany in recognition of their 
lifetime research achievements. 
Recipients are “academics whose 
fundamental discoveries, new 
theories or insights have had a 
significant impact on their own 
discipline and who are expected to 
continue producing cutting-edge 
academic achievements in the 
future.”

Prof. Zaroubi’s research is driven 
by scientific curiosity rather than 
personal ambition, and both his 
scientific knowledge and his 
personality have been essential to his 
success.

Saleem Zaroubi
A Physicist from Nazareth

Historical Palestine
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Book of the Month I

ethlehem in Palästina is a fascinating account by a young Swiss doctor who 
explored the famous town of Bethlehem, the place of Jesus Christ’s birth, more 
than 170 years ago. It is an essential research document for Palestine studies 
that has been available only in German until now.

In 1835, 27-year-old Swiss doctor Titus Tobler traveled to Palestine to 
undertake medical research. The trip sparked a lifelong fascination with the Holy Land, 
and over the course of four visits to the area, Tobler wrote several extensive geographical 
studies and travelogues on Palestine. He eventually became a prominent authority on 
Palestine studies in Europe and used this platform to enter politics. On his second journey 
to Palestine, Tobler spent considerable time in Bethlehem and decided that the city of 
Christ’s birth, which had so often been studied as a mere environ to Jerusalem, deserved 
its own detailed publication. 

The book, published in German in 1849, delivers a fascinating and meticulous insight into 
the historic small town in the critical few years before global events changed it forever and 
opened it up to the world. It details all aspects of the inhabitants’ lives, including access 
to water, agricultural practices, cooking traditions, dress, hygiene, family dynamics, 
attitudes towards one another and towards foreigners, economics, professions, and, most 

B

By Titus Tobler

 Translated by Michelle Standley
Foreword by Khalil Shokeh and Maxim Sansour

Nomad Publishing, 2022, 263 pages, £ 30
Available at https://www.nomad-publishing.com/bethelehem-in-palaumlstina.html

significantly, the growing trade of making 
and shipping souvenirs abroad. Some of 
Tobler’s most interesting observations 
describe the long-term feuds between 
different Christian denominations in the 
town, which, along with similar rivalries in 
Jerusalem, would be used as a pretext for 
the Crimean War just four years after the 
publication of his book.

The book’s most impressive sections, 
however, and probably the most valuable 
for researchers, are to be found in Tobler’s 
comprehensive survey of the Church 
of the Nativity, to which he dedicates 
more than half the book. Tobler delivers 
a detailed account that includes the 
measurements of every room, column, 
and mosaic. For key items, such as the 
Grotto of the Nativity and the nativity crib, 
Tobler documents each item’s mention in 
all historical literature that was available 
to him, tracking the changing accounts or 
assumptions about that item from Jesus 
Christ’s birth until the mid-1800s.

As insightful as Tobler’s accounts are, 
the book is possibly more interesting 
for what it says about Tobler himself 
and his frequently unfiltered European 
perspectives, that, despite Tobler’s 
repeated claims to the contrary, 
are anything but neutral. Moreover, 
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Bethlehem in Palästina
Tobler’s research seems to have been 
undertaken with limited conversations 
with local residents. An accomplished 
linguist, Tobler was quite comfortable 
with conversing and referencing texts 
in German, Greek, Latin, French, and 
English; however, he did not speak 
Arabic and only seldom refers to facts 
obtained directly from the locals. Instead, 
his research is largely based on his own 
observations, conversations with other 
Europeans in town, and historical texts. As 
the actual residents of Bethlehem have no 
voice in his book and limited agency in the 
events around them, we learn very little 
about the perspectives of Bethlehemites 
towards their Ottoman rulers and the 
various foreign institutions in town. This 
critique of Tobler’s work is, of course, 
not unique to Tobler, as the travelogues 
of many of his contemporaries have also 
been called into question in modern times 
for their bias, undeclared motivations, 
and an inclination to depict Palestine as 
a primitive place waiting to be redeemed 
by Europeans. Some historians consider 
Tobler even slightly more positive than 
others regarding his observations of 
the locals, as he at least mentions that 
Bethlehemites were hardworking and that 
he had become fond of some of them and 
enjoyed their company.

Despite the book’s historical importance 
and essential value to Palestine studies, 
it remained until recently available in 
German only. This new translation into 
English renews its significance as a 
crucial source for those who wish to 
understand Palestine and the evolution of 
European attitudes towards it. 

Historical Palestine
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Book of the Month II

By Thomas Suárez

Published by Olive Branch Press, an imprint of Interlink Publishing, 2023 

Paperback, 470 pages, US$25
Available at the Educational Bookshop, Jerusalem, and online booksellers worldwide.

For more information and to order, visit http://palestinehijacked.net.

Palestine Hijacked

his is a book of history written to influence the present” – These opening 
words of Palestine Hijacked neatly summarize the core purpose of this 
new book by Thomas Suárez. It is indeed a book brimming with history 
about the “hijacking” of Palestine, from the turn of the twentieth century to 
the Suez Crisis of 1956, some of the most interesting of which has never 

before been published.

It is history pulled out of its museum display, dusted off, and put to work: Suárez 
wields it as a weapon to lay bare the truth behind the “narratives” that afford the 
Israeli state seemingly endless impunity. To accomplish this, Suárez dissects the 
Zionist movement’s actual driving forces, its motivations, methods, and ever-present 
messianic theater, interweaving a half-century of secret intelligence reports, newly 
declassified military and diplomatic correspondence, and Zionist terrorists’ own 
records as they boast of their successes.

“T

The hijacking of Palestine is also a 
story of the cynicism and lies of key 
figures such as Chaim Weizmann, 
David Ben-Gurion, and even Winston 
Churchill, all exposed here in their own 
words. Britain’s own cynical deceit in 
its collusion with the Zionists ultimately 
backfired once British stewardship was 
no longer needed, at which point the 
Zionists used the British occupation of 
Palestine to present their war of outright 
conquest as a liberation movement.

The Zionists’ relentless terrorism – 
the likes of which had been largely 
shoved down the memory hole – is 
meticulously documented. It targeted 
anyone in their way: the British who 
had helped establish Zionism, Jews 
who opposed the Zionist agenda, 
and of course the Zionists’ ultimate 
obstacle, the Palestinians themselves. 
Far from being isolated atrocities by 
rogue groups, the use of terror was 
deliberate and sustained, carried out 
or supported by the same leaders who 
then established and led the Israeli 
state.

Among the myths that the book lays 
to rest is that the Zionists accepted 
the UN’s 1947 decision to partition 
Palestine. Partition was proposed in 
full knowledge that the Zionists would 
never abide by it but went along with 
it simply to establish a state. Indeed, it 
was fear of Zionist terrorism that led the 
UN to “give” Israel a disproportionately 
large tract of land in its mapping of 
Partition.

In another unexpected twist, Suárez 
provides compelling and previously 
unknown evidence that the most 
notorious assassination of the period 
– that of UN Mediator Count Folke 
Bernadotte in 1948 – was not the work 
of the terror gang Lehi, as posterity 
tells us, but of the Israeli state itself, 
squarely placing Israel as the active heir 
to the decades of pre-state terror that 
had brought Palestine to its knees.
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Perhaps most crucially with respect to 
opening the eyes of the Western public, 
Suárez exposes the state as a fraud, 
fundamentally and on its own terms: 
despite its self-anointed identity as “the 
Jewish state,” he demonstrates that 
the Zionist movement and the state it 
spawned consistently worked against 
Jewish safety and dignity, instead 
exploiting them for the sake of the racial-
nationalist settler state.

In short, the book proves to the outsider 
what Palestinians have always known 
firsthand: that Israel’s theft of Palestine 
and its regime of apartheid and ethnic 
cleansing are not the result of  complex 
historical circumstances, but the 
intended, singular goal of Zionism since 
its beginning.

As Dr. Salman Abu Sitta, president of the 
Palestine Land Society, described the 
book, “Palestine Hijacked is singularly 
powerful ... an eye-opener, a must-read 
to clear the fog of deliberate deception 
used to shield Israel’s crimes against 
Palestine.”

Thomas Suárez, a musician by training, 
is a history researcher whose previous 
books include three on Palestine and 
three on the history of cartography. A 
former West Bank resident, he taught 
violin at the Edward Said National 
Conservatory of Music’s Jerusalem 
branch and was to assume the same 
post at the Gaza City branch, but the 
conservatory was never able to get him 
past the Israeli siege.
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December Happening 
A Collective Art Exhibition

uring Christmastime and the holiday season, special festive and 
traditional celebrations are held in Bethlehem, reflecting the city’s 
religious and historical significance and rich heritage that attract 
thousands of local and international visitors yearly. To cherish 
the season and celebrate the city, Bab idDeir Art Gallery has 

organized December Happening, 
an exhibition that brings together 
inspirational works by more than 30 
artists of different generations and 
backgrounds. The collection includes 
selected paintings, sculptures, 
and photographs, some of which 
were produced specifically for the 
exhibition and others that are featured 
for the first time. 

The exhibition embodies the 
Palestinian spirit as the works reflect 
Palestinian identity, symbolism, and 
the political, social, and cultural 
contexts, most of which focus 
on landscape-related themes. 
Landscape painting tends to be 
associated with natural scenes 
that feature hills and valleys, plants 

D

Exhibition of the Month

and trees, and many other natural 
elements. Yet in Palestinian art, 
landscape is an inclusive subject 
that, beyond the terrain and its 
plants, depicts the family and the 
home, represents memory and 
belonging, tells stories, recollects 
history, and celebrates culture. 

More importantly, landscape 
paintings fall within an ongoing 
legacy that has been established 
by artists who, regardless of their 
age and experience, reflect on the 
Palestinian landscape in unique, 
authentic, and creative styles. While 
some artists have chosen to depict 
landscape scenery with a very 
emotional and historical purpose, 
others have used landscape 
art to talk about the occupation 
and its impact on the ecological 
environment. Among the many, 
diverse works, some depict urban 
scenes and the local architecture 
of historical sites, while others 
represent iconic symbols such as 
olive trees and cactus plants in new 
mediums and styles.

November 26, 2022 to January 30, 2023

The location of the gallery in the old 
city of Bethlehem, only a few meters 
away from the Church of the Nativity, 
allows many internationals to visit 
the exhibition. The focus on this 
theme and the selection of works 
is intentional because Palestinian 
land and identity have long been 
provocative matters, especially for 
international visitors. The themes 
and symbolism of many of the 
artworks present a new and different 
perspective on the Palestinian 
narrative, history, and culture. 

December Happening joins artists in 
one voice to counteract what Edward 
Said once asserted in an interview: 
“Nothing in the world seems to 
sustain the Palestinian story. In other 
words, if you stop telling it, it will 
simply be dropped and disappear.” 

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Historical Palestine
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Events

BETHLEHEM
CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Thursday 5
16:30 Candy and Sandy is a Christmas show 
produced by Al-Harah Theater. Organized by 
Bethlehem Municipality. Bethlehem Peace 
Center.

RELIGIOUS EVENTS 
Thursday 5
11:30 Reception of the Very Reverend 
Francesco Patton, OFM, the Custos of the 
Holy Land, on the feast of Epiphany. Manger 
Square.

Friday 6
8:30 Reception of His Eminence Archbishop 
Mor Anthimos Jack Yakoub, the Patriarchal 
Vicar of Jerusalem and the Holy Land. 
Manger Square.

9:30 Reception of His Eminence Metropolitan 
Anba Antonious, Coptic Orthodox Bishop. 
Manger Square.
10:00 Epiphany Mass. Church of Saint 
Catherine.
11:00 Reception of His Beatitude Patriarch 
Theophilos III, Greek Or thodox Patriarch. 
Manger Square.
14:45 Reception of His Grace Abuna 
Enbakom, Archbishop of the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church in the Holy Land. Manger 
Square.
23:30 Greek Orthodox Mass, celebrated by 
His Beatitude Patriarch Theophilos III, Greek 
Orthodox Patriarch. Church of the Nativity.

Wednesday 18
11:00 Reception of His Beatitude Nourhan 
Manougian, the Armenian Orthodox Patriarch 
of Jerusalem. Manger Square.

RAMALLAH
EXHIBITIONS
Sunday 1 to Tuesday 31
11:00–18:00 The 3rd edition of Ramallah Art 
Fair presents more than 200 artworks from 
40 Palestinian, Arab, and international artists. 
The exhibition runs until February 12, 2023. 
Zawyeh Gallery.
11:30–12:00 A People by the Sea: Narratives 
from the Palestinian Coast (1748–1948) is a 
guided exhibition tour by assistant curator 
Malak Abdulwahab. The exhibition runs until 
May 31, 2023. The Palestinian Museum.

THEATER
Thursday 5
19:00 Byout is a theatrical-l i terature 
production by Al Saraya Theatre in Jaffa. 
Ashtar Theatre.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Bir’im, by Michael Hallak, 2015. Courtesy of Yvette and Mazen Qupty Collection of Palestinian Art.
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Sani Meo
Publisher

The Last Word

No Question Regarding 
Identity

A priest from Beit Sahour, clearly with a sense of humor, once said: “I don’t understand 
why Jesus left the beautiful Galilee and came to our area. The Galilee is a much nicer 
place!” He was right, northern Palestine is gorgeous. 

Given that Jerusalem and Bethlehem are top priorities for pilgrims, the Galilee can be 
a bit overshadowed, although it does have its share of pilgrims and tourists. There is 
much beauty, history, culture, and certainly adventure that await visitors to the Galilee. 
For pilgrims, Nazareth – Galilee’s capital and its largest city – is a must. It’s where Jesus 
spent his childhood and contains the Grotto of the Annunciation where it is believed 
the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and announced that she would conceive and bear 
Jesus. Everyone should visit the stunning city of Haifa which occupies a beautiful 
position on the slopes of Mount Carmel and boasts the amazing Baha’i Gardens, the 
German Colony, and many museums and other attractions. And how can one not go to 
the sea on a visit to Galilee? As one of the lowest lakes in the world, Lake Tiberias, also 
called the Sea of Galilee, and its surroundings are flooded with religion and history. It’s 
also where cool Jesus walked on water! I wouldn’t recommend trying that, but a boat 
trip on the lake would be nice. One can even engage in some watersports. Alternatively, 
biking around the lake or taking a hike in the hills above would thrill adventurers and 
provide amazing panoramas. Furthermore, in order to enjoy a magical panoramic view 
of the lake and beyond, climb or drive to the peak of Mount Arbel, located in the Lower 
Galilee, which stands sharply and prominently over the Sea of Galilee. From there, one 
can see the Horns of Hittin, where Saladin defeated the Crusaders in 1187 AD. Content 
on plenty more sites and shrines is included in this issue of This Week in Palestine. 

I hate to spoil the mood, but since their forced subjugation to the state of Israel post 
1948, the indigenous Palestinian population of northern Palestine initially faced attempts 
at ethnic cleansing and had to work very hard to survive unfair conditions. Al-Nakba 
forced thousands to flee to adjacent countries for safety. Some eventually immigrated 
to countries around the globe, but most remained in the countries they initially fled 
to and became refugees, remaining so even to this very day. Obvious attempts have 
been made to tamper with their identity. Do read the article in this issue by Adalah, 
a respected human rights organization, about the discriminatory laws faced by 
Palestinians in northern Palestine. Seven decades after the Nakba, however, the identity 
of the people living in northern Palestine is clear: they are 100% Palestinian. Seventy-
plus years later, the Palestinians of northern Palestine are a proud, successful, and 
simply beautiful people.

Politics aside, northern Palestine is a must-see.

Long live Palestine!
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