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Message from the Editor

We are proud and happy to present to you an issue on Palestinian Bedouins that 
is authored almost entirely by Palestinian Bedouins. Their situation is dire and 
underreported. For example, I asked for a list of the Bedouin communities under 
threat of eviction, such as Khan al-Ahmar, Susiya, Msafar Yatta – not expecting 
to learn that 46 communities in the central West Bank alone (see the OCHA 
report) and 37 unrecognized Bedouin villages in Al-Naqab (the Negev) are at risk 
of forcible displacement. Not to mention the communities in the southern West 
Bank, among them Dgaiga (found online also under Dkaika and Dakaika, a village 
documented by British Mandate era aerial photos), whose fight for recognition is 
presented here. While this issue only scratches the surface of the topic, we are 
grateful for the engagement of the authors who shared their stories and insights. 

This Week in Palestine wishes to thank Bedouins Without Borders (BWB) for 
acquiring the Bronze Sponsorship in support of this issue and UNDP for their 
support of BWB. Our gratitude goes to the authors of this issue: Wisam Salah, 
the founder of BWB, an author and an activist; UNDP/PAPP; Dr. Ali Qleibo, an 
anthropologist, author, and artist; Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab Minority 
Rights in Israel; Khaled Al-Sheikh, an administrative and logistical coordinator for 
BWB; Ra’fat Abu Ayesh, an activist, tour guide, and educator from the Naqab; 
Marwan Abu Freih, the Naqab Branch Coordinator at Adalah; Dr. Ziad Hmaidan, 
a founding member and director of programs at BWB; Mahmoud Nassir Najada, 
a tour guide with BWB; Ahmad Heneiti, a researcher and author; Mahmoud 
Al-Afranji, a human rights and organizational consultant; Ibrahim Al-Hathalin, 
who lives in the Bedouin community Khashim al-Daraj; Sheikh Nasser Mubarak 
al-Ta’mari, a poet and a writer, and Huthaifa al-Hathaleen, a poet who has 
represented Palestine in the pan-Arab poetry contests The Poet of the Millions; 
Suleiman Naser al-Najada, a Bedouin from the Arab al-Ka’abne tribe; Sheikh Sami 
Abu Freih, a manager at the Bedouin Heritage Centre in Rahat; Jamal Darawi, a 
muslah and tribal judge who holds an MA in criminology and criminal justice; Ruba 
Farawneh, a photographer and the media coordinator for BWB; Nassar Ibrahim, 
an author and novelist; Osama Staiti, director general of tourism services at the 
Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities; Hind Hajar Salman, the coordinator 
of the women’s program at BWB; Nasser Mohammad Ka’abneh, a tour guide and 
Guardian of the Desert, and Ala’ Khalil, a financial administrative assistant for BWB 
and Guardian of the Desert; and Shirabe Yamada, the executive director of the 
Palestinian fair trade organization Sunbula, with Khadra Alsanah, the co-director 
of Sidreh, an organization working to empower Palestinian Bedouin women in the 
Naqab.

Enjoy the listed events. 

The entire team at TWiP wishes you well. Our thoughts are particularly with our 
brothers and sisters in Turkey and Syria as well as the Ukraine.

Tina Basem
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Bedouins
Without
Borders

By Wisam Salah

edouins without Borders (BWB) is exactly what the 
name implies: An organization that has Bedouins 
at its heart and a soul that connects to everyone, 
everywhere. For more than a decade, Bedouin 
activists and the founders of this organization have 
worked and served Palestinian Bedouins in their 
communities with whatever means were available. 
Back in 2015, few understood the importance of 
starting an organization that truly understands and 
advocates the whispering Bedouin call for attention 
and support.

B

Guardians of the Desert

The Bedouins of Palestine

Palestinian people have a vast 
and diverse culture. Palestinian 
Bedouins with their rich history, 
unique traditions, important 
production, lifestyle, and huge 
tribal lands and frontiers play a 
principal role in the geopolitical 
struggle against the occupation. 
Take demolitions, confiscations, 
military zones, forced relocation, 
confinement, deprivation of 
basic human rights, and cultural 
distortion and top that with 
devastating marginalization, and 
you have the experience of the 
average Palestinian Bedouin.

Though the Bedouin struggle 
started much earlier, 1948 was the 
year when thousands of Bedouins 
were removed from the map. 
Ninety percent of the Bedouins 
who had lived in Al-Naqab fled 
from their ancestral lands and 
grazing fields to the West Bank, 
Gaza, and the surrounding 
countries. In 1967, almost the 
same ratio of West Bank Bedouins 
who had lived in the upper and 
lower Jordan Valley and Jerusalem 
Desert fled, mainly to Jordan, 
some of them displaced for the 
second time (1948 refugees). 
UNRWA does not recognize many 
of these as refugees due to their 

unorthodox relocation, as they moved 
away from designated refugee camps 
into areas deep in the desert.

Whether they live in a recognized 
ghetto-like village with no access to 
land and are prohibited from keeping 
animals or whether they dwell in an 
unrecognized village that continuously 

During the inauguration of the Desert Tourism project 
between Bedouins Without Borders and the UNDP/
PAPP in December 2019. Photo by Bedouins Without 
Borders media team.
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endures demolition and lacks all 
basic services, they will suffer. All 
Bedouins – in historical Palestine 
that was occupied in 1948, the 
West Bank, or Gaza – face the 
same violations, albeit expressed in 
different terminology.

BWB-Palestine pledges to be a true 
and authentic Bedouin voice with the 
aim to serve Palestinian Bedouins, 
wherever they are, through all 
means possible, keeping alive the 
warm Bedouin welcome, generous 
hospitality, fascinating history, and 
much-needed strength of will.

Due to a lack of specialized 
organizations working with and for 
Bedouins in Palestine, BWB is an 
initiative that works from within, was 
founded by Bedouins, and is located 
on Bedouin land. BWB will always be 
sensitive and perceptive to Bedouin 
culture and heritage, relying on its 
three major departments that engage 
in research and documentation, 
foster development, and take 
part in advocacy. Initiatives and 
interventions are based on the 
findings of the First Bedouin Forum* 
and local communities’ direct needs 
assessment and carried out with 

a deep understanding of Bedouin 
culture. 

A young organization that faces huge 
tasks, BWB is trying to keep Bedouin 
chins up and hold on to their smiles. 
Proud Palestinian Bedouins, we are 
and will always remain true to our 
culture and heritage, singing the 
shepherds’ song in a borderless 
desert.
*The first Bedouin Forum took place 
at Maqam Nabi Musa, near Jericho, 
in 2019, with the participation of 18 
major Bedouin tribes from across 
historical Palestine.

Wisam Salah is the founder of 
Bedouins Without Borders, an 
author, and an activist. He is a 
devoted Bedouin with a bachelor’s 
degree in accounting and finance.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Guardians of the Desert in a field tour of Petra in Jordan in July 2019. 
Photo by Bedouins Without Borders media team.
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edouins and herder communities are among the 
most vulnerable in occupied Palestinian territory 
(oPt). The majority of Bedouins, who were forcibly 
displaced from the Naqab Desert, now reside 
in Area C and Greater Jerusalem, where they 
face numerous humanitarian and development 
challenges.

Bedouins bear the brunt of the persistent 
geopolitical context and, being somewhat removed 
from mainstream Palestinian society, have seen 
their traditional way of life and its chances of 
survival erode over time. The Bedouin community 
has difficulty accessing state services, including 
the justice system. It has fewer opportunities for 
decent employment and is subject to massive social 
disruptions. In Bedouin communities, marginalized 
groups such as women and youth face even greater 
vulnerability.

In addition, Bedouin livelihoods are impacted by 
Israeli policies such as restrictions on freedom 
of movement, forced displacement due to the 
construction and expansion of settlements, 
restrictive zoning and planning regimes, land 
confiscation, the denial of building permits, house 
demolitions, and a lack of law enforcement in 
response to settler violence.

The Bedouins – 
A Community 
Indigenous 
to Palestine

B
Courtesy of UNDP/PAPP

The Bedouins of Palestine

Bedouins reside under frequently 
harsh conditions in areas that lack 
proper road access and are isolated 
by checkpoints, severing them from 
essential services and markets and 
impeding their ability to generate an 
income and graze livestock. 

In an effort to address the challenges 
confronting Bedouin communities, 
UNDP provides assistance based on 
available resources, with a particular 
emphasis on promoting the 
transition of Bedouin communities 
from the “Humanitarian” to the 
“Development” tier, through the lens 
of fostering the Humanitarian-Peace-
Development HDP nexus while 
supporting their choice of lifestyle.

With assistance from the donor 
community and under a number of 
initiatives, most notably the former 
UNDP-Palestinian government 
initiative, Community Resilience 
Development Programme 
(CRDP), which was funded by the 
governments of Sweden, Norway, 
Austria, and Finland, substantial 
interventions have been made to 
alleviate the difficulties that Bedouin 
communities face. Investments were 
made in alternative energy, support 
for education and health systems, 
the development of new economic 
empowerment models, and the 
exploration of tourism’s potential, 
with due regard for the customs and 
traditions of the Bedouin community 
and a strong focus on the inclusion 
of women. These efforts continue to 
shape the UNDP’s emphasis on this 
essential and authentic layer of the 
Palestinian community, with the goal 
of expanding engagement to reach 
a large segment of the Bedouin 
population throughout the oPt.

UNDP was able to construct new 
schools, largely funded by the 
government of Germany via KfW. 
In addition, through the Education 

Cannot Wait (ECW) program, UNDP 
addressed the emerging needs 
of Bedouin communities with a 
focus on improving school learning 
environments and facilitating 
student transportation in remote 
areas. More recently and through 
the ongoing UNDP/Prime Minister’s 
Office (PMO) TARABOT Palestine 
program, which is funded by the 
governments of Austria and Finland, 
UNDP, in partnership with the 
Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
and Bedouins Without Borders, is 
expanding the cultural tourism scope 
in order to lay the groundwork for the 
expansion of desert tourism.

In accordance with its 
Transformative Resilience 
Framework, UNDP/PAPP will 
continue to advocate for the rights 
of the Bedouin community, support 
their sustainable development 
objectives, and explore practical 
solutions to the challenges they face. 
This is coupled with an overarching 
strategy for strengthening 
community engagement, preserving 
identity, and fortifying the bonds 
between the Bedouin community, 
the larger Palestinian population, 
and government entities in order 
to improve their socioeconomic 
resilience.

SCAN 
TO SHARE
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tones tender plants” is a familiar Arabic adage that 
describes the agricultural practice of piling stone 
clumps around tree trunks, saplings, seedlings, and 
vines in Palestine. The mound of stones minimizes 
water evaporation in the hot, dry desert climate 
during the day and collects evening dew that irrigates 
the plants at night.

“Stone piles spread all over!” exclaimed the Sab'awi  
(i.e., one who hails from Bir al-Sabe' Palestinian 
tribes) as he gesticulated with his hand and pointed 
his index finger. “Here, there, and everywhere!” 
As I followed his gesture, lo and behold, stone 
piles emerged into full sight. They dotted the hills 
and valleys and rolled into the endless horizon 
stretching between Subeita and Abda in the northern 
Naqab. Traces of this ancient agricultural tradition, 
an adaptation to desert conditions where water is 
scarce, can be spotted in Petra and, up to half a 
century ago, in Dura and Gaza. In brief, along the 
ancient spice and incense trade route bifurcating 
from Petra to Gaza via the northern Naqab cities, 
namely, Abda, Subeita, Kurnub, Al-Khalsa, Rahat, Bir 
al-Sabe'.

The “Incense Trade Route” is an ancient network 
of major land and sea trading routes, linking the 
Mediterranean world with eastern and southern 

Tender
Is the Stone 

“S
By Ali Qleibo

sources of frankincense, myrrh, 
spices, textiles, and other luxury 
goods. The Qur'an describes the 
Incense Trade Route as the winter and 
summer journey (رحلة الصيف والشتاء). 
The Holy Book credits Hashem ben 
Abed Munaf, the great-grandfather 
of Prophet Mohammad and the 
progenitor of the Hashem clan, 
for reconsolidating the Arab tribal 
alliances between Mecca and Gaza 
and the restitution of the ancient trade 
system that had collapsed during the 
state of chaos that prevailed when 
the Persian and Roman interests 
escalated into full conflict in the 
fifth century. As a wealthy Quraishi 
chieftain, born in Mecca and buried 
in Gaza, his sphere of influence and 
strategic nomadic Arab tribal alliances 
straddled across northern Hijaz, Wadi 
Arabah, Al-Naqab, Wadi al-Khalil, and 
Wadi Halhul and their tributaries. 

The semiarid geographic region, a 
cultural eco-niche, is a mainstay of 
Palestinian civilization and highlights 
our ancestral heritage and cultural 

patrimony, as testified in the 
extensive archaeological sites 
that are spread throughout 
Al-Naqab and Mount Hebron 
valleys. Rather than serving as a 
geographic barrier, Wadi Araba 
and the northern Naqab promoted 
a dynamic continuum with the 
Mount Hebron Hinterland in which 
Hebron and Jerusalem assumed a 
pivotal symbolic spiritual position 
as the ancestral homeland.

This lengthy process in the 
form of raids and counter raids 
(ghazzu), which entail stealing, 

Agricultural Technology 
and Urban Palestinian 
Patrimony in Al-Naqab

Al-Naqab Desert is the 
backbone of Palestinian 
culture, and the geographic 
basin formed by the major 
valleys in Mount Hebron 
presents the ecological 
context for the onset of the 
process of “sedentarization” 
of our Natufian and Amorite 
ancestral tribes over time. 
Throughout history, our 
predecessors' interaction 
with the environment 
has been a complex 
dynamic intellectual 
process, conditioned by 
the primordial process of 
“sedentarization” within 
the basin of the Mount 
Hebron valleys as they were 
inhabited by successive 
tribal demographic 
expansion, from whom the 
Sab'awi Bedouin tribes are 
the modern descendants.

The Bedouins of Palestine

General view of Subeita, a sprawling city 
along the incense and spice trade route.
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pillaging, and usurping land and 
water wells and expanding into new 
territories (diyar) – itself a form of 
ecological adaptation – may well be 
the case with our ancestral Amorite 
tribes, namely, Jebusites, Qedarites, 
Edomites, and Nabataeans, from 
whom the present Sab'awi tribes 
descend. 

“There is no prototype Bedouin.” Dr. 
Emanuel Marx, expert on Al-Naqab 
nomadic culture, smiled gently 
in answer to my query about the 
authentic characteristics of the “true” 
Bedouin. “The stereotypical image 
of the Bedouin as the lonely, rugged 
nomad with a camel and a tent is 
merely an adaptation to a particular 
environment.”

“We prefer the appellation of Sab'awi 
to Bedouin.” My host in Al-Naqab, 
Sheikh Khaled al-Dadda, pointed out, 
“Sab'awi refers to the inhabitants of 
the northern Naqab, most of whom 
practiced agriculture before we were 
forced to leave our lands that were 
to become Jewish settlements.” The 
tragic circumstances in which the 
Sab'awi tribes were displaced in the 
1948, 1957, and 1967 wars rendered 

them landless and deprived them of 
their natural resources.

Historically, the Sab'awi tribes 
engaged in herding, agriculture, 
and sometimes fishing. They also 
earned income by transporting 
goods and people across the desert. 
Scarcity of water and of permanent 
pastoral land required them to 
move constantly. The first recorded 
nomadic settlement in the Sinai dates 
back 4,000 to 7,000 years. Corollary 
to the complex cataclysmic events 
of desertification in Palestine during 
the neolithic and chalcolithic periods, 
demographic migrations plenished 
marginal areas of Palestine in which 
Al-Naqab conditioned new modes of 
ecological adaptations culminating 
three millennia ago with the founding 
of the cities of the desert along the 
ancient spice and incense trade route 
by the Edomites, precursors of the 
Nabataeans, as a point de capiton 
alongside ad hoc tribal resting areas. 
In due course enterprising merchants 
forged intertribal Arab alliances 

to safeguard the caravans along 
the route from Mecca to Gaza and 
built the cities of the desert whose 
architectural features, details, and 
social functions are the precursors 
of the urban Palestinian homestead 
in Jerusalem, Hebron, Dhahiriya, and 
Dura. They also bequeathed us the 
arch prevalent in Dura and Dhahiriya. 
Throughout, the nomadic tribes of 
Al-Naqab have been Arabs. Mount 
Hebron features common heritage 
that extends through time.

According to the conclusions 
of archaeologist Avi-Yonah 
and seminal work by Irfan 
Shahid, whereas the Edomites 
are considered descendants 
of Ishmael's son Duma, the 
Nabataeans are descendants of 
his son Nebajoh. Along with the 
Ammonites and Moabites, they 
belong to the Arabic nomadic tribes 
that migrated into southern Jordan. 
The Edomites drifted northward 
into Wadi Araba and wandered 
to southern Palestine, to Mount 
Hebron to build a kingdom that 
reached as far as Ashqelon (where 
Herod was eventually born). 
Through Edomite territory passed 
the spice road that in antiquity led 
from southern Arabia through Wadi 
Araba, famous for its rich copper 
mines. They established desert 
towns such as Al-Khalsa, Abda, 
and Subeita that were to flourish 
into large cities under Nabataean 
control, ensuring a steady flow 
of tribal caravans from Yemen to 
Palestine and thence to Egypt and 
Lebanon, whence Beit Jibreen 
and Ashqelon rose as major cities 
at the crossroads of several silk, 
spice, and postal roads.

Nabataean Bedouin tribesmen dug and paved 
water conduits that led to water wells and 
manholes to collect every water drop. These 
conduits are visible along the partially restored 
streets of Kurnub, Subeita, and Abda.

Early Umayyad mosque.

The Bedouins of Palestine
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In this sense Petra, Abda, Subeita, 
Kurnub, Bir al-Sabe', and Gaza are 
formalized interstices that wealthy 
enterprising tribes developed at the 
conjuncture of trade routes and 
offered services to relieve travelers 
and pilgrims. The cities were 
immense and included complex 
architectural features, such as 

taverns, inns, baths, and stables in 
addition to living quarters for local 
families, impressive homesteads, and 
official edifices. A consistent water 
supply, food, entertainment, places 
for prayers and comfortable lodging 
had to be established for both man 
and beast of burden to help ease their 
stay. 

In Subeita, the trail leads us past water fountains, winding 
streets, and wide boulevards flanked by houses and shops 
blocked by stones, as the residents closed shop and migrated in 
search of gainful livelihood once the trade routes shifted their 
course. Abandoned stables with carved troughs and mangers for 
drinking and eating, and the lavishly built house of the governor 
among rows and rows of houses bespeak the glory of the ancient 
city of stone, the precursors of our own architecture in Dura, 
Dhahiriya, Hebron, and Jerusalem.

Striking Edomite and Nabataean 
temples, succeeded by imposing 
Byzantine churches and modest 
Muslim mosques abound within 
the cities' fortified walls and at 
various interstices to serve the 
spiritual needs of both the locals 
and the pious travelers. For that 
purpose, every drop of water had 
to be ingeniously collected—water 
wells, water conduits, terraces in the 
form of platforms to control water 
drainage following the rain storms, 
and stone mounds abound. Edomites, 
Nabataean, Byzantines, and Muslim 
converts in the footsteps of their 
chalcolithic-period predecessors 
worked and further developed the 

land usage, traces of which are 
still visible. They assigned each 
agricultural produce; stretches 
of land (mares) in the flat valleys 
were marked to sow wheat, barley, 
and cereals in general, terraces 
close to town, and water wells for 
planting leeks and various seasonal 
vegetables, orchards of fig trees, 
almonds, prunes, and peaches dotted 
the terraced platforms while vineyards 
spread into the vast horizon of which 
nothing remains but the barren 
landscape strewn with stone piles.

Dug and paved water conduits 
leading to water wells and manholes 
to collect every water drop are visible 

Subeita was a sprawling city along 
the incense and spice trade.

Striking Edomite and Nabataean temples, succeeded by imposing Byzantine churches and modest Muslim 
mosques, abound within the cities' fortified walls and at various interstices to serve the spiritual needs of 
both locals and pious travelers.

The Bedouins of Palestine
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along the partially restored streets 
of Kurnub, Subeita, and Abda. A 
walk in these cities is quite revealing 
of the glorious past of these dream 
cities strewn in the desert. Whereas 
Abda is primarily a walled holy city 
with Canaanite temples and idols, it 

also houses magnificent Byzantine 
churches; a veritable monastic 
town that catered to the needs of 
pilgrims on the way to St. Catherine 
Monastery in Sinai, it boasts huge 
wine presses and caves carved 
on the chalky mountainside. The 
famed wine of Abda was sought 
internationally and exported via Gaza 
seaport. The locals lived in the caves 
that sprawl up the fortified hill.

“From which house do you come?” 
 is an antiquated question من دار مين؟
among Jerusalemites inquiring 
about the family name of a new 
acquaintance. Once answered, the 
interrogation proceeds, “Whose 
chamber?” من بيت مين؟, literally, 
Who is your father? The architecture 
of the house, the layout of the 
rooms, reflected the social structure 
along hamula and clan categories. 
The same structure is instantly 
perceived in the partially restored 
building complex known as “The 
Pool House” (Dar al-Birkeh) in 
Subeita. Inside the vestibule, an 
open air courtyard, with the typical 
water well. Adjacent to it stands a 
carved stone basin, the birkeh. The 
courtyard is flanked by doorways 
that lead to private chambers. The 
spatial layout brings back to memory 
the house of my great grandmother, 
Aisheh Saleh Nuseibeh, in the Old 
City. It reverberates the echo of 
Jerusalem's social structure and that 
of the hamula as the extended family. 

In the lengthy process of ecological 
adaptation to the new environment, 
the perception of Bir al-Sabe' tribes 
did not merely reflect and react 
to but also incorporated the new 
ecological and techno-economic 
resources, working them into a 
system that was conducive to the 
survival of the tribal structure as 
an integral whole. The complex 
dynamic process underlies the 

transformation of the environment 
into a resource and can be viewed 
as the origin of the pragmatic 
adaptability of the Palestinians to the 
diverse challenges in war and peace, 
under contemporary occupation and 
in the diaspora. Throughout history, 
Palestinian society has preserved 
its tribal structure of social solidarity 
within the clan. Unity within the four-
generation family unit is one of its 
most salient political, economic, and 
religious structures.

The dynamic process of ecological 
adaptation to the environment, 
the cultural diversity of which the 
Canaanite nascent city-states were 
composed, and the influences of 
the various peoples with whom the 
Palestinians mixed reveal a tapestry 
of life that has witnessed continued 
adaptations that structured 
and conditioned the unique 
socioeconomic system, religion, and 
spiritual legacy to which the diverse 
Amorite tribes adapted and set the 
patterns for the other peoples that 
followed. Arabs, Greeks, Ionians, 
Babylonians, Egyptians, Persians, 
and Crusaders were followed in 
modernity by the Ottomans, British, 
and Israelis who have played an 
ever-increasing role in reorganizing 
the ecological system, expanding 
Palestinian resources in new 
directions, and reshaping Palestinian 
modern identity. Heirs to all these 
peoples and cultures, Palestinians, 
and Al-Sab'awi tribes as a case 
in point, can claim neither racial 
genetic purity nor ontological cultural 
homogeneity.

Palestinian cultural identity has 
been produced within the context 
of Palestinian geography and 
bears structural continuity with 
primordial Amorite categories of 
thought and mythos. Throughout 
history, each period was merely a 

fleeting moment that in its transient 
fragility represented a momentary 
socioeconomic dynamic adaptation 
of the culture to the available 
resources, thus ensuring the survival 
of the family within the tribe. 

Jerusalemites, Hebronites, and Al-
Sab'awis alike remain tribal peoples 
whose elementary kinship unit was 
dynamically structured by the early 
pattern of cave dwellings that formed 
the ancient cities and hamlets that 
remained inhabited well into the 
twentieth century. In modernity, the 
locus of the extended family, the 
subunit of the tribe (hamula) in the 
Palestinian village, remains invariably 
the hosh, the four-generation family-
living courtyard.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.

Dr. Ali Qleibo is an anthropologist, 
author, and artist. A specialist in 
the social history of Jerusalem 
and Palestinian peasant culture, 
he is the author of :أرض األجداد 
 The Land of) من األزل إلى األبد
Our Ancestors), A Jerusalemite 
in Japan, Before the Mountains 
Disappear, Jerusalem in the 
Heart, and Surviving the Wall, 
an ethnographic chronicle of 
contemporary Palestinians and 
their roots in ancient Semitic 
civilizations. Dr. Qleibo lectured 
at Al-Quds University and is a 
frequent contributor to This Week 
in Palestine.

Modern-day Bedouins, 
the extant tribes from Bir 
al-Sabe', are descendants 
of splinter Edomite and 
Nabataean clans. They 
were once prosperous 
enterprising merchants, 
but the shift in the incense 
trade route in the eighth 
century undermined the  
underpinnings of their 
economic structure.
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The entrance to the walled, 
fortified monastery in Abda.
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History

Pre-1948: 90,000 Bedouins inhabit the Naqab. They are largely a semi-nomadic 
community, engaged in cattle herding, grazing, and agriculture. Under the British 
Mandate (1922-1948), some Bedouin tribes begin to settle in permanent villages 
in the region. 

1948: During the Nakba (“catastrophe”), 750,000 Palestinians flee or are 
expelled from their native land. 11,000 Bedouins remain in the Naqab, most of 
whom are dispossessed of their land and become internally displaced within the 
new State of Israel. The remaining tribes are forcibly transferred into a closed 
zone in the northeast Naqab known as the Siyaj (“fence”), and are placed under 
military rule until 1966.

1969-1989: The Israeli government establishes seven townships for the 
Palestinian Bedouin in the Naqab: Tel as-Sabi’ (Tel Sheva), Rahat, Shaqib as-
Salam (Segev Shalom), Ar’arat an-Naqab (Ar’ara BaNegev), Kuseife, Lakiya, 
and Hura. The townships are created to concentrate and forcibly urbanize 
Bedouin communities, allowing for Israeli authorities to increase control over 
the population and expropriate their ancestral land. All other Bedouin villages are 
considered illegal, or “unrecognized”.

1999-2003: The Israeli government “recognizes” eleven Bedouin villages in 
the Naqab, many of which existed prior to 1948. After recognition, the living 
conditions in these villages remain very poor. By contrast, all new Jewish 
localities in the Naqab – which Israel actively seeks to expand – are connected 
to public infrastructure and utilities.

PALESTINIAN BEDOUIN
CITIZENS OF ISRAEL
IN THE NAQAB (NEGEV): 
A PRIMER 

Courtesy of ADALAH

2013: The Israeli Knesset approves the Prawer Plan, through which the Israeli 
government seeks to destroy the unrecognized villages and forcibly relocate 
over 70,000 Bedouin citizens into cramped government-planned townships and 
recognized villages. Although the plan was formally halted in late 2013, following 
strong local and international protest and condemnation, the government 
continues to pursue the policy of forced displacement and dispossession. 

2013 onwards: The Israeli government continues to conduct home demolitions 
and other coercive practices across the Naqab, and implements various 
projects predicated on the forcible displacement of Bedouin citizens, including 
industrial zones, military firing and training areas, man-made forests and the 
establishment of new Jewish towns.

Key Figures

- Over 300,000 Palestinian Bedouin citizens of Israel currently live in the Naqab.

- There are 37 unrecognized Bedouin villages in the Naqab, home to more than 
80,000 people. 

- 34,750 Palestinian Bedouin citizens live in recognized villages, most of which 
still lack essential services. 

- 192,000 Bedouins reside in government-planned townships that, though 
connected to public infrastructure, are still severely under-funded.

- Over two-thirds of Palestinian Bedouin citizens in the Naqab live below 
the poverty line, three times higher than the poverty rate for Israel's general 
population. 

- 2,241 structures were demolished in 2019 alone, 85% of which were 
demolished by the owners of the structures, under immense pressure by Israeli 
authorities and under the threat of exorbitant fines.  

 Adalah

The Bedouins of Palestine



22 23THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Legal Action: Adalah's Key Cases

- HEALTH: In 2001, the Health Ministry opened mother-and-child clinics 
in six unrecognized villages, following Adalah's Supreme Court litigation. 
Due to inadequate public transportation, among other factors, accessing 
clinics outside the villages is extremely difficult for many Palestinian 
Bedouin, particularly women. In 2009, the Ministry closed three clinics, 
despite mortality rates in the unrecognized villages being the highest 
in the country (four times the rate in the Israeli Jewish population). 
Adalah filed a petition, and three clinics subsequently reopened over the 
following two years. 

- DRINKING WATER: In 2006, Adalah petitioned the Supreme Court 
on behalf of residents of six unrecognized villages to demand that 
the villages be supplied with drinking water. The residents are forced 
to purchase their drinking water from a central location, before 
transporting it at their own expense in metal containers, or to access it 
from water access points located several kilometers from their villages 
via improvised and unhygienic plastic hose connections. In 2011, 
Adalah won the case: the Supreme Court guaranteed the right to water 
as a constitutional right, regardless of the legal status of the locality. 
However, the Court held that the unrecognized villages are only entitled 
to “minimal access” to water, without specifying what constitutes 
“minimal.”

- FORCED DISPLACEMENT: In 2015, after 13 years of litigation, the 
Supreme Court ruled in the case of Umm al-Hiran (numbering around 
350 Bedouin residents), allowing Israel to carry out its racist plan to 
demolish the village and forcibly displace its residents, for the sole 
purpose of establishing the Jewish-only town of Hiran over its ruins. 
Under extreme pressure from the authorities, in 2018 most residents 
signed an agreement to abandon their village and to relocate to the 
township of Ḥura. The state later abandoned the agreement. A number 
of residents remain on their land in Umm al-Hiran, while Israel continues 
promoting the development of the Jewish-only town of Hiran. Many 
other unrecognized villages are under imminent threat of evacuation. 

- EDUCATION: After a seven-year legal struggle, in 2021, Adalah 
secured the opening of the first high school in a newly recognized 
Bedouin village, Abu Tulul. Further, following Adalah's legal actions, 
in 2019, the first high school opened in the unrecognized village of 
Al-Zarnouq, serving more than 300 students in the village, which has 
a population of 5,000 Bedouin residents. Before the school's opening, 
students had to travel up to 90 kilometers to attend school, an obstacle 
that contributed to low levels of educational achievement and high drop-
out rates, especially for girls.

State Policies of Forced Displacement, Dispossession of Land and 
Segregation

Israel has been using an array of policies, laws, and planning mechanisms to 
dispossess Palestinian Bedouins of their land, reduce their living space, and 
forcibly displace them to a segregated, concentrated, urban area in the northern 
Naqab. They include:

“Development-induced displacement.” Israel locates “development” projects 
– e.g., highways, weapons testing facilities, military firing zones, high-voltage 
electricity lines, and mines – on or near Bedouins' land as a means of asserting 
state control over the land and evacuating the Bedouins. An example is the 
planned construction of a phosphate mine that would displace thousands, cause 
the demolition of 500 homes, and create serious health and environmental 
hazards for nearby communities.

Denial of basic services. Most of the unrecognized villages have no schools 
or health clinics. They all lack vital infrastructure, including electricity, running 
water, paved roads, and sewage disposal systems. Even the recognized villages 
lack adequate infrastructure to meet the needs of the residents. Israel aims to 
achieve forced displacement by creating a coercive environment that is not 
suitable to live in. 

Evictions and demolitions to expand Jewish settlement. All the structures in 
unrecognized villages are considered unlawful by the Israeli government, and 
thus subject to high fines and violent demolitions, frequently carried out by 
heavily armed state forces. The passage of the 2017 Kaminitz Law expanded the 
state's administrative power to demolish homes, making it even easier for it to 
pursue demolitions without judicial review.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Photo courtesy of Amnesty International.
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ost Palestinian narratives and stories concerning 
Bir al-Sabe’ and the Naqab are lesser-known than 
the many narratives that focus on the history of 
Palestine’s northern and coastal areas. Due to the 
significance of safeguarding Palestinian collective 
memory, researchers are currently studying the 
history of these areas. In this context, one of the 
most prominent Bedouin personalities in the history 
of southern Palestine must be highlighted.

This man had a remarkable, one-of-a-kind 
personality. He rose to prominence as a defiant and 
rebellious figure in the middle of the twentieth century 
because he refused and resisted the presence of 
British Mandate forces and the building of Zionist 
kibbutzim on his land. Remaining largely unknown 
in his time, he conducted commando raids and 
operations against the British forces. When in danger 
or once his mission was accomplished, he used to 
dart off like a ghost and vanish in a flash, leaving no 
trace behind. People began to refer to him as Hboob 
al-Reeh (Blowing Wind) because his movements 
were similar to the fast blowing of the wind. Only later 
was it revealed that this Palestinian Bedouin rebel’s 
name was Eid Suleiman Eid al-Sane’.

He was born in 1892 in Al-Amarah Village in the Bir 
al-Sabe’ district as a member of Al-Tarabin tribe, one 
of the most prominent and largest tribes of Badiyat al-

Hboob 
al-Reeh

M
By Khaled Al-Sheikh 
Translated by Hind Husseini

A Bedouin Legend

Sham (the Syrian Desert) and Egypt. 
Eid Suleiman Eid al-Sane’ succeeded 
in terrifying and destabilizing the 
British forces in southern Palestine 
for a decade. He was a member of a 
rebel group of tribesmen who used 
hit-and-run tactics to attack British 
military sites. The British forces 
carried out merciless raids against 
the tribes of that region to force 
Hboob Al-Reeh to surrender and 
cease his attacks. Nonetheless, the 
tribes supported him, acting secretly 
out of fear of the British forces.

In 1935, he died as a martyr of the 
resistance in a fierce battle against 
a large troop of English soldiers 
who surrounded him and his fellow 
fighters. He refused to surrender and 
fought alongside his fellows until he 
ran out of ammunition. 

It is crucial to keep this hero’s story 
alive in the minds of Palestinians, 
particularly among Palestinian 
Bedouins. We should be aware and 
proud of our ancestors’ resistance 
against colonization and recognize 
that we remain an important part of 
the Palestinian resistance’s past and 
present.

Hboob al-Reeh is a living example 
that proves that Bedouins fought 
for their land. His story refutes 

the Zionist claims that Bedouins 
surrendered without resistance and 
collaborated with the occupiers.

Khaled Al-Sheikh was born 
in Jordan. He earned a BA in 
sociology from Palestine Ahliya 
University and has worked in 
various organizations, including the 
Central Elections Committee. Today, 
he serves as an administrative and 
logistical coordinator for Bedouins 
Without Borders.
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  good eight months have passed since the Naqab 
uprising against the Israeli afforestation policy that 
aims to seize the land in the Naqa’ area east of Bir 
al-Sabe’. And a year and a half have passed since 
the Dignity Uprising took place in 1948-occupied 
Palestine, during which Israel arrested thousands 
of Palestinian Bedouin youth in the Naqab and 
flooded the streets with police officers and their 
vehicles. It also doubled house demolitions and 
court cases to gratify the extremist Israeli groups, 
among them the Sayeret Barel militia, which roam 
the streets of Bir al-Sabe’ and call for the ethnic 
cleansing of Arabs from Israel. In the meantime, 
these groups have chased Palestinian Bedouin 
youths simply for being in the city, and the Israeli 
municipality has increased its public activities 
in the courtyard of Al-Masjid al-Kabeer (Great 
Mosque)in Bir al-Sabe’, aiming to show great 
disrespect to the Palestinian Bedouins, who are 
passionate about their mosque.

In recent months, Israel has persecuted Arabs, 
kept scores of youth behind bars, demolished 
houses, and kidnapped students from the 
university campus of Bir al-Sabe’ because they 

Al-Naqab
Bedouins

A

By Ra'fat Abu-Ayesh 
Translated by Elias Khayyo

Finding New Ways of 
Resisting Policies of 
Displacement and Israelization

Years ago, in response to 
the expansion of Israeli 
settlements that cut into 
Palestinian lands and hearts, 
Palestinian youth in the 
West Bank attempted, 
unsuccessfully, to establish 
Bab al-Shams (Gate of the 
Sun) village in the hills of 
Area C.

expressed their Palestinian identity. 
The Israeli government went to 
extremes in inciting against the 
Naqab’s Palestinian Bedouins, 
publishing writings that attempt to 
brand the Naqab Palestinians as 
invaders and criminals. Furthermore, 
it announced that it is implementing 
eleven development schemes in 
the Naqab and opening twelve 
new settlements for Ukrainian and 
European Jews, usurping the land 
from its Bedouin owners in the Naqab 
and threatening with displacement 
more than 100,000 Naqab 
Palestinians.

The humanitarian crisis that is evident 
in the Naqab has been initiated by the 
occupation authorities to appease 
the Israeli fascists who despise the 
shape, color, dress, and originality 
of Bedouins. These forces deny 
Bedouins the right to own and access 
their land, refuse to acknowledge the 
justice of the Bedouin cause, and 
instead compel them to abandon 
their land through oppression and 
displacement policies. 

In addition to the oppression, 
harassment, and fascism, Israel’s 
traditional chiefs and the proponents 
of the so-called new approach 
continue their desperate attempts 
to destroy Arab awareness and 
impose a false concept of citizenship, 

The Bedouins of Palestine
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linked for them with the complete 
abandonment of traditional lifestyles. 
The most dangerous aspect of these 
measures is the attempt to erase the 
values that prompted the Dignity and 
Naqab afforestation uprisings from 
the collective awareness of the young 
generation of Bedouins living in Israel. 
In mere weeks of heroism, patriotic 
action, and sacrifice, Bedouin youth 
have managed to obliterate close to 
30 years of Israelization efforts and 
billions in funds spent to create the 
“Israeli Arab.” 

The occupation authorities hoped 
that oppression would result in 
submissiveness, and that lack of 
building permits and the deprivation 

of water, electricity, and infrastructure 
in Bedouin villages would lead to 
voluntary displacement. But the 
occupation authorities failed to 
displace even a single Arab family 
from its land in the Naqab, even 
though they demolished 14,000 
houses in only six years. They also 
wagered that the plundering of Al-
Masjid al-Kabeer in Bir al-Sabe’ and its 
conversion to a museum, as well as 
the suppression of the Palestinian Arab 
presence in the city – which means 
the world to Naqab Bedouins! – would 
make them forget their cause and 
accept the situation. They hoped that 
the Bedouins would become weak and 
incapacitated, but the opposite is true.

Among tents with wooden poles, 
where the noise and smell of an old 
gasoline electric generator mixes with 
mountain air and the talk of residents 
and visitors, the tent owners speak 
angrily yet with dignity and natural 
patriotism about their suffering. They 
explain how and why they moved to 
the mountains when their city was 
seized by Israel and its residents were 
displaced. 

Naqab residents had only two ways 
to return to their land. Both constitute 
first-rate cases of patriotic practice. 

Take the honorable members of 
Al-Dabsan family. Today, they 
welcome guests and talk about the 

suffering they have endured since the 
occupation displaced them from their 
land during Al-Nakba. Initially, they 
lived on land that belonged to others 
because they found no alternative. 
But as the family grew, the crisis was 
exacerbated. When the family saw no 
possibility of a solution, they refused 
to fall victim to the crime of “forced 
urbanization” and moved back to their 
former unrecognized village. This has 
caused disputes with their neighbors 
on land where they are considered 
guests, and they have to withstand 
unremitting demolitions. 

Indeed, the Israel Land Authority (ILA) 
has spared no attempt to divide and 
rule, pushing the original inhabitants 
to fight internally over artificially 
restricted resources, which has led 
to disintegration and weakened their 
unified resolve. The aim is to make 
them forget the real cause of their 
suffering: the occupation.

The second case of patriotic action 
is not family-based. In Rahat, the 
second largest Arab city in the 
country and the largest Bedouin city 
in the world, young couples suffer 
from great hardship. Over 12,000 
young couples and families in the 
city have been waiting for building 
permits since the city was established 
in the 1970s when Naqab Bedouins 
were forced by Israel to give up 
their nomadic lifestyle. Racist ILA 
policies stipulate the expansion of the 
city’s suburbs and neighborhoods, 
in measures planned since its 
establishment, to displace members 
of unrecognized villages to the city 
in further forced (re)settlement 
practices. In suburb 1, the ILA plans 
to force-settle and displace the 
families of Al-Zarnuq village, which 
negatively affects Rahat’s residents 
who are unable to find housing. The 
Israeli authorities’ rationale is to force 
a maximum number of residents to 

The Bedouins of Palestine
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live on a minimum area of land, and 
they have no objection to the creation 
of poor neighborhoods and ghettos 
for Palestinian Arabs. In response, 
scores of youth from Rahat formed a 
group to protest and reject this plan. 
They created their own suburb, have 
moved and remain there, defying 
the ILA, which on a regular basis 
destroys not only their homes but 
also the tents of Al-Dabsan family.

What makes these two cases 
exceptional is that the affected 
individuals took action and created 
facts on the ground instead of 
hoping for sympathy from the 
colonialists. In the past, only Israel 
imposed realities in its colonial effort 
to usurp the land, for example, by 

establishing settlements on top of 
Bedouin villages. A similar case is 
the afforestation of land around Bir 
al-Sabe’, carried out by the Israel 
National Fund, which aims to prevent 
Bedouins from grazing their livestock 
in areas owned by Bedouins. 

Thus, imposing a de facto situation 
on the ground has ceased to be 
an Israeli monopoly but rather has 
become a patriotic act practiced 
by the Palestinians who live in the 
Naqab. In more than one case, the 
Palestinian Arab presence returned 
to the space of struggle. An example 
is the return of the Naqab Arabs to 
pray in front of their mosque that has 
been usurped in Bir al-Sabe’, and to 
demonstrate for its restitution even 
though the town’s Israeli population 
has formed armed militias and the 
government persecutes Palestinian 
Arabs. The people of Bir al-Sabe’ – 
i.e., the Naqab tribes gathered in Bir 
al-Sabe’, which forms the Naqab 
historical center – have returned 
and demonstrated in the heart of Bir 
al-Sabe’, the town that was invaded 

by armed settlers who searched for 
Arabs to assault and kill only eight 
months ago.

The instinct of the Palestinian 
Bedouins who live in Bir al-Sabe’ 
District and the Palestinians who live 
inside Israel places dignity above the 
considerations of livelihood, as was 
evident in the Dignity Uprising.

Instinctive patriotic action in Bir 
al-Sabe’ has become a reality. Its 
organization must take place within a 
knowledge framework that exposes 
the Israeli attempts to cloak existential 
battles in the guise of provision of 
services. The Naqab Bedouins’ battle 
is against the occupation and not for 
the improvement of its conditions! 
The attempt to isolate them 
intellectually from the one and only 
Palestinian destiny, namely national 
independence, under the ruse of 
improving the living conditions must 
be seen for what it is: an attempt to 
improve the conditions of slavery and 
erase the position of the Palestinian 
people that has been underscored by 
blood and steadfastness. This makes 
the battle for awareness as important 
as the battle for land and existence.

Ra’fat Abu Ayesh is an activist, 
tour guide, and educator from 
the Naqab. He has worked in 
journalism, writing, and international 
advocacy.
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Suppressing citizens and razing their agricultural lands in Al-Maasara area, east of Bethlehem, 2014. Photo by 
Abdel Rahman Younis.
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  continuation of the military control strategy that 
has been in place since the 1950s finds expression 
in the settler-colonialist crackdown on Arabs living 
in Bir al-Sabe'. While the makeup of Israel’s political 
coalitions has shifted several times in recent years, the 
attitude of Israeli institutions has remained consistent in 
maintaining this policy. This tactic is modeled after “Old 
Man” David Ben-Gurion. His objective was to settle the 
Naqab by sieging and squeezing as many Bir al-Sabe' 
Arabs as possible into the smallest possible tract of 
land. The ultimate aim is the Judaization of the Naqab.

In the course of history, not only have tools and methods 
changed but also their names and organizational 
structures, with some governments using power and 
others repression. However, the deep attachment that 
Arabs have for their land in the Bir al-Sabe'/Naqab 
districts has ensured that all these attempts to grab 
Palestinian property and wipe away the Bedouin-
Palestinian Arab legacy of the Naqab have failed.

Using
Afforestation
to Oust the
Rightful Owners

A

By Marwan Abu Freih 
Translated by Hind Husseini

Finding New Ways of 
Resisting Policies of 
Displacement and Israelization

New tools and strategies have been 
devised by the Israeli government in 
its aggressive campaign against the 
Arabs of Bir al-Sabe'. It portrays the 
Arab population in the Naqab as a 
violent culture that does not respect 
the law and that constitutes a threat to 
the state. The most notable example 
of this strategy is calling the struggle 
of these Arab communities as they 
defend their land and houses a security 
issue. These misrepresentations aim 
to facilitate and legitimize tools of 
oppression and uprooting and justify the 

use of excessive violence and colonial 
methods to plunder lands. They are part 
of an ongoing campaign of provocation 
against Naqab inhabitants, carried out 
under the pretense of strengthening law 
abidance while aiming to control the 
Naqab’s Arab citizens. 

In line with such strategies and acts 
of provocation, the Israeli government 
depicts them as invaders on property 
that belongs to the state and has 
adopted an afforestation policy in order 
“to safeguard state land.” Currently, 
this afforestation has evolved from the 
mere planting of trees and cultivation 
of forests into a military war waged 
against the land’s rightful owners in 
various locations in the Naqab. It has 
become a covert weapon of the Israeli 
armed forces and its security and 
intelligence organizations.

The Jewish National Fund (JNF) owns 
around 2.6 million dunams of land, and 
Israel controls 93 percent of all public 
lands, which adds up to nearly 22 
million dunams. However, a significant 
portion of these lands belong to 
Palestinians, including villages that were 
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uprooted or destroyed and territories 
seized from Arabs under numerous 
confiscation laws.

Recent developments in the Naqab 
shed light on the attempts undertaken 
by the Israeli government to settle 
land disputes, confiscate land, and 
impose control over the largest 
possible number of acres owned by 
Arabs. These measures have been 
implemented as part of a military 
strategy that is part of a series of more 
comprehensive measures that aim to 
seize the lands of the Naqab: The JNF 
in cooperation with the Israel Land 
Administration (ILA) afforest lands in 
the Naqab. They do this even though 
the question of the ownership of 

these lands – which are referred to as 
“settlement lands” – is still unresolved, 
and these lands are currently subject to 
property registration procedures. This 
indicates that the process of afforesting 
Naqab lands is an imposition of facts 
on the ground that aim to deny the 
people their right to own property. It 
seizes lands from their rightful owners 
and transfers them to the JNF. As a 
result, both the Land Settlement Act 
and the Forestry Act are violated. 
This is done with the collaboration of 
Israeli security forces and under the 
protection of the Yoav Police Unit and 
members of ILA. 

Large troops of police and special 
forces impose a siege on the area 

to be afforested, put up police 
checkpoints, and repress all types 
of protests. For example, they utilize 
undercover units to carry out arrests, 
which is a discriminatory practice that 
comes under the category of ethnic 
classification. In addition, they use 
shock grenades, rubber bullets, and 
internationally prohibited tear gas, 
which they administer via drones. This 
accounts for only a minor portion of 
the overall violent police repression 
carried out against Arabs by armed 
Israeli police forces. They do this 
under the guise of permitting the JNF 
to afforest the Naqab, proceeding 
in a manner that resembles military 
campaigns and exemplifies the colonial 
practices employed by the Israeli 
government.

The policy of afforesting lands under 
the pretext of “protecting state lands” 
is not new, nor is it the product of 
recent governments. The most recent 
implementation was developed 
in response to a petition from the 
Society for the Protection of Nature in 
Israel, submitted in 2015 (15/8391), 
upon which the Israeli government 
established the Scoop Committee. This 
committee was tasked with defending 
Israel’s territory against invaders in 
specific emergency situations when 
there is an imminent threat to state 
territory. However, these so-called 
invaders are the rightful owners of the 
lands yet invisible citizens in the eyes 
of the military ruler. 

In fact, the Scoop Committee is a 
dictatorial committee chaired by a 
representative of the ILA. It includes 
representatives from the Israel Nature 
and Parks Authority, the Planning 
Authority, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection, two observers from the 
JNF, and the government’s legal 
adviser. The committee meets in full 
secrecy and then provides to the 

Israeli authorities, including the ILA, its 
proposals and plans for afforestation 
of lands in the Naqab and historical 
Palestine. This is done without 
the District Planning and Building 
Committee’s authorization to avoid 
giving “invaders” an opportunity to 
“seize” state lands. Accordingly, by 
proposing to plant trees and uproot 
people, this committee illegally abuses 
its authority and steals lands under 
the guise of preventing “invaders,” 
implying that the Bedouins are 
invaders. Through all this, it attempts 
to convince landowners to use the 
courts to settle ownership disputes by 
enforcing a unilateral solution.

“This is racism, they don’t want you 
here,” a 70-year-old man told me a 
few days ago, as the ILA prepared to 
confiscate 1,200 dunams of land that 
he had inherited from his father and 
grandfather to be afforested by the JNF. 
We are the rightful owners of this land, 
and they are the invaders. We are here 
to plant wheat and hope.

Marwan Abu Freih serves as Naqab 
Branch Coordinator at Adalah–The 
Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights 
in Israel.

A map illustrating part of the Naqab lands proposed for afforestation under the pretext of “protecting state 
lands” by the “Scoop Committee.” Source: Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel (SPNI), 2020.

Proposed land for afforestation based on the southern district map of Bir al-Sabe'
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he desert occupies more than 60 percent of the 
geographical area of historical Palestine, and 
numerous Palestinian Bedouin tribes have dwelled 
there throughout history. They were in contact with the 
other tribes and parts of their community that lived in 
the Sinai desert, Jordan, and the Arabian Peninsula. 
During and immediately following Al-Nakba of 1948, 
800,000 Palestinians were displaced from historical 
Palestine by Zionist gangs. At the time, more than 
100,000 Bedouins lived in the Naqab alone, and 
90,000 of them became refugees, forced to move to 
the refugee camps in Gaza, the West Bank, Jordan, 
and the diaspora. Only 10,000 were able to remain on 
their land in the Naqab. The Bedouin tribes of the West 
Bank continued to live in the areas that extend from 
the northern ends of the Naqab, along the Dead Sea’s 
western shore, to the northern Jordan Valley.

Israel viewed with deep suspicion the Bedouins who 
stayed in the 1948 territories. It imposed its military 
governance system on them, as on the rest of the 
Palestinian people in the 1948 territories, thereby 
transforming the Palestinian communities into 
“pending spaces” and communities that live in a “state 
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The Policies that Aim to Force 
Palestinian Bedouins to Give 
Up Their Lifestyle

of exception,” or in “homo sacer and 
bare life conditions,” as outlined by the 
Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben. 
Moreover, like all Palestinians who 
remained in the 1948 territories, the 
Naqab Bedouins were placed under 
an extensive “discipline and punish” 
system and “restrictive biopolitics” 
described by Michel Foucault, 
exposing their lives to a rigorous state 
of siege. For example, any movement 
between cities and towns required a 
permit from the military regime. 

Once Israel lifted the military 
governance system, it worked to 
Israelize the Palestinians of 1948 in 
order to integrate them into its colonial 
system as second- or lesser-class 
citizens through a social engineering 
process that combines the use of soft 
power tools and the exertion of power, 
even extreme violence. In parallel with 
these policies, Israel launched a great 
settlement process in the Naqab in 
order to cordon off the area called the 
containment area, which is where the 
Naqab Bedouins live. 

Bedouins have been 
exposed to an ongoing and 
slow strategy that employs 
soft power as well as 
violent means as it aims to 
erase their identity, reduce 
their cultural and national 
awareness, and fragment 
and marginalize their 
communities in the hope 
that they will succumb and 
accept their displacement, 
urbanization, and the 
confiscation of their lands.

Israeli helicopter flying low to scare the local 
Bedouin inhabitants of Msafer Yatta, south of 
Hebron. Photo by Mashhour al-Wihwah, 2022.
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Currently, 270,000 Palestinian 
Bedouins live in the Naqab. They have 
faced and are still facing many policies 
that aim to reduce their awareness 
of their Bedouin identity and induce 
them to accept the fate that has been 
decided for them in order to seize their 
territory. Such measures include the 
attempt to co-opt and appeal to some 
Bedouin sheikhs by appointing them as 
mukhtars (mayors) to ensure Bedouin 
submission. Doors have been opened 
for Bedouins to enroll in the Israeli 
army. Cultural influence has been 
exerted through the Israeli education 
system and lifestyle. Bedouins have 
been exposed to intimidation and 
pursued by security forces. Bedouins 
as a group or community have been 
treated is if they were not related to 
the Palestinian community. Laws – for 
example, the Absentees’ Property Law 
– have been adopted and implemented 
to serve Israel’s colonial plans, and 
Bedouin ownership of the land is not 
being recognized, as outlined in the 
Prawer Plan of 2013.* Roads and 
colonial settlements have been built 
on Bedouin land, and nature reserves 
and afforestation projects have been 
used as pretexts to seize Bedouin 
land. Israel’s “canning policy” aims 
to prevent Bedouins from living their 
traditional nomadic lifestyle of grazing 
livestock and instead gathers them in 
constrained areas, which has resulted 
in their urbanization and displacement. 
Numerous laws have been passed to 
this end, and efforts are being made to 
control population growth and reduce 
the high birth rate among Bedouins. 

In spite of all these attempts to erase 
their identity, Bedouins have been able 
to resist and preserve their language, 
identity, and national affiliation. They 
have also continued to cling to their 
territory. 

The Bedouins who live in the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip, the territories 

occupied in 1967, were placed 
under Israel’s military governance 
system and have been facing the 
same colonial policies, albeit more 
intensely and violently as they are 
being imposed through a different legal 
system. 

After the Oslo Agreement, a process 
of rebuilding Palestinian collective 
awareness was launched, with 
many actors contributing to its 
implementation, starting from Israel 
to donor countries that support the 
reconciliation process. The Palestinian 
National Authority found itself taking 
part in this process.

The process of collective awareness 
engineering targeted all Palestinians, as 
policies were implemented that aimed 
to erase, suppress, and fragment their 
national identity and prevent resistance 
by involving the Palestinian community 
in the process of deforming Palestinian 
culture, society, economy, and values. 
This process achieved many of its 
objectives even though the Islamic 
and national factions opposed 
the agreements and kept up their 
resistance. Others, however, have 
subscribed to the culture and interests 
of the peace process that operates 
according to international and regional 
agendas. It objects to the resistance 
of Palestinians while claiming that 
the best alternative is what they call 
“peace,” which has failed to guarantee 
the dignity of Palestinians or grant the 
minimum fulfillment of their national 
rights.

The Bedouins of the West Bank live in 
territories that were classified as Area 
C under the Oslo Agreement. Here, 
Israel was granted full control of lands 
and resources. Thus Bedouins found 
themselves without support in facing 
Israel’s ambitions as it works to annex 
Area C. They have suffered being 
denied ownership of their land and 
been exposed to access restrictions 

and the confiscation of their land 
that was declared military or border 
zones or used to expand colonial 
settlements. As a result, Bedouins 
have been prevented from inhabiting or 
grazing their lands, forced to abandon 
their traditional nomadic lifestyle 
that is based on grazing livestock, 
and exposed to forced settlement 
and urbanization, which to Bedouins 
means that they have lost everything, 
from their identity to their culture to 

the ability to utilize their expertise – 
handed down through generations – to 
generate an income and secure their 
livelihood. 

The Bedouins of the West Bank face 
the dangers of being deported from 
their land and forced to settle in 
confined areas. Over the past years, 
the Israeli occupation forces have 
deported hundreds of members of 
Al-Jahaleen Bedouin tribe from the 

areas denoted as C around Jerusalem 
to make room for the expansion of 
the illegal-under-international-law 
colonial settlement Ma’ale Adumim. 
They were gathered on a narrow 
piece of land, known today as Arab 
Al-Jahalin village, which belongs to 
Al-Ezariyya village near Jerusalem. 
In 2014, the Israeli occupation 
authorities announced a plan to resettle 
the Bedouin communities that live 
throughout the West Bank in three 

urban agglomerations near Jericho.

If we compare the reality of Bedouins 
living in the territory occupied in 1967 
with those living in historical Palestine 
(1948), we find that the same colonial 
plan is imposed on them; merely the 
implementation mechanisms differ. All 
Bedouins face numerous obstacles 
as a result of the imposed economic 
and social transformation process. 
Many of these come in the context 

Suppressing citizens and razing their agricultural lands in Al-Maasara 
area, east of Bethlehem, 2014. Photo by Abdel Rahman Younis.
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of the deforming social engineering 
and restructuring process to which 
all Palestinian Bedouins are exposed. 
Bedouins of the 1948 areas, “citizens,” 
face great discriminatory colonial 
policies, whereas the Bedouins of 
the West Bank face a racial colonial 
occupation. They resist these policies 
by clinging to their land, education, 
and all manner of legitimate peaceful 
resistance, even though large numbers 
of Bedouins have been forced to 
settle and abandon their traditional 
lifestyle of traveling with their herds 
of livestock, having to give up many 
of their sheep, goats, and camels. 
Their situation is exacerbated by other 
factors, such as the harsh economic 
reality in Palestine, the rising costs of 
basic necessities and animal fodder, 
successive droughts over recent 
decades, a lack of donors, scarce job 
opportunities, and the lure of menial 
day labor in Israeli settlements that 
brings more money. Moreover, the 
Palestinian National Authority has 
not been able to provide the support 
necessary to enable Bedouins to face 
these cultural, social, economic, and 
political challenges. 

The Damascus Gate popular 
uprising in Jerusalem (2021) 
has proven that Palestinian 
collective awareness throughout 
the entirety of historical Palestine 
remains strong. This awareness 
and solidarity have proven that 
the social engineering process 
that aims to produce “a new, 
submissive Palestinian or 
Bedouin” will fail at key moments. 

Holding a PhD in sociology, Ziad 
Hmaidan is a writer, sociologist, 
and human rights activist. He 
is also a founding member and 
director of programs at Bedouins 
Without Borders.

* See “Resource: Full text of Prawer-Begin Plan for Negev Bedouin,” +972 Magazine, July 19, 2013, available 
at https://www.972mag.com/resource-full-text-of-prawer-begin-plan-for-negev-bedouin/.

SCAN 
TO SHARE

Eviction, demolition, and suppression of citizens 
and activists in the Khan al-Ahmar community, East 
Jerusalem, 2018. Photo by Abdel Rahman Younis.
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Dgaiga

gaiga* is a Bedouin village in the 
West Bank, southeast of Hebron, 
which has been inhabited since the 
early nineteenth century. People there 
depend on raising livestock for their 
living. Their life used to be quiet and 
simple until 1948, when the State of 
Israel was created and borders were 
set that divided historical Palestine. 
Since that time, Dgaiga has been 
suffering from measures such as 
the confiscation of cattle, house 
demolitions, and the imposition of 
fines. 

The situation grew much worse in 
May 2022, when the village was 
suddenly and literally reoccupied. A 
number of Israeli soldiers besieged 
the village and constructed a new 
military camp in its vicinity, preventing 
people from moving freely in and 
out of the village. Moreover, they 
bulldozed the surrounding lands to 
construct a new road and, in doing 
so, created a wall that no one can 
cross! Khalid, a shepherd, says, “I 
was really shocked when I saw it. It 

D

By Mahmoud Najada

An Unrecognized Village 
in Area C

was like a terrible nightmare! What 
can I do with my cattle? There are no 
pastures left to graze them. They will 
simply starve!” Indeed, the people in 
Dgaiga have suffered because fodder 
is very expensive and the pastures 
are no longer available to them. This 
has led to tragic results because 
the loss of their livestock has meant 
utter poverty for many. 

This new occupation has affected 
people psychologically, socially, and 
economically. Ibrahim, a 31-year-
old father, told me a terrifying story: 
“My 8-year-old daughter had left 
to fetch her goat when soldiers 
began to chase her; they were rude 

and aggressive. When I saw them, 
I rushed to protect my daughter, 
but they stopped me. They were 
shouting at the little girl, threatening 
that they would shoot her and her 
goat the next time.” Tears welled 
up in his eyes as he recounted his 
experience: “I was entirely powerless 
and helpless.” 

Anyone who visits Dgaiga will meet 
Mohammed, a man whose entire 
body is paralyzed, yet he heads the 
village council and is leading the 
struggle for survival, inspiring his 
people and his friends. He explains, 
“We live in a big prison; our relatives 
have a very hard time when they 

Aerial views of Dgaiga village from various years indicating the existence of 
the village in 1945 and its ongoing habitation. Photo courtesy of BIMKOM.
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want to visit us. I have often felt 
embarrassed when guests come to 
visit me because the soldiers allow 
them only a half-hour visit and then 
aggressively force them to leave. My 
guests don’t even have time to drink 
their coffee! Entirely unacceptable!” 

Mohammed spoke with great 
bitterness while telling me of other 
horrible incidents: “Many shepherds, 
most of them children, have been 
arrested without any reason and 
taken to the army camp. Sometimes, 
they are detained for hours; at other 
times, the soldiers take them at night 
to some faraway place and release 
them there, forcing them to return 
home by foot.” 

A military observation point has 
been established on an overlooking 
mountain to observe everything that 
goes on in the village. “They have 
binoculars that can see everything, 

even the ants! So we women cannot 
carry out our duties freely; there is 
no privacy!” said Hajja Sara. “When 
we milk our goats and sheep, we 
must do it quickly, which is why we 
don’t get the same quantity as we 
used to, before the army came.” 

In another incident, a drone was 
flown over Dgaiga Elementary 
School. “It scared the kids who 
rushed inside, into the classrooms,” 
explained Ali, the school principal. 
“Once the drone was gone, we tried 
to get them to leave the classrooms, 
but they were too terrified, and we 
were hardly able to make them go 
outside!”

Dgaiga has very poor infrastructure: 
a fragile water network, no 
electricity, and dirt roads. Any 
attempt to develop the village has 
been refused and thwarted by the 
Israeli occupation authorities. Things 

got much worse when the army 
confiscated some of the citizens’ 
vehicles under the false claim that 
they were illegal vehicles. The true 
aim was to restrict and paralyze the 
inhabitants’ movement. Those who 
are sick are particularly affected, as 
are women who are about to deliver 
a child, because the nearest hospital 
is about 40 kilometers away; a 
distance that takes more than an 
hour because there are military 
checkpoints along the way.

The soldiers’ treatment of us is 
full of hatred. It seems to be their 
explicit racist intention to show 
disrespect to people, which extends 
beyond Dgaiga residents to those 

of nearby villages. Whenever they 
meet residents driving on the narrow 
paved road, they taunt them and 
force them off the road, even if that 
damages their vehicles.

While the situation in Dgaiga is bad, 
people fear that it could become 
even worse. Something must be 
done to avoid catastrophe, to prevent 
more suffering and alleviate the 
poverty.

Photo courtesy of BIMKOM.

Mahmoud Nassir Najada is from 
Al-Najada Village in Hebron, 
Palestine. He is an English-
language teacher at the Ministry of 
Education. A member of Bedouins 
Without Borders, Najada also 
works as a guide.

*This is the Bedouin pronunciation of daqeeqa, which literally means precise and is used as a nickname 
for a thin, neatly dressed woman. 

From the British archive, 1945. The blue lines were the borders 
of Dgaiga, and the red lines were the suggested path of a planned 
separation wall. The green line is the 1967 armistice border.
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Bedouins are living a 
permanently temporary life 
not because of their nomadic 
lifestyle but because their 
homes are in constant threat 
of demolition.

n the eastern slopes of Palestine’s central mountain 
range, hikers can see many tents and wood-tin 
structures inhabited by Palestinian Bedouins. The 
density of these tents and barracks differs from one 
place to another; in some places, they are very sparse, 
whereas elsewhere, they form densely built Bedouin 
communities. These tents and shantytowns lack all 
services and infrastructure considered necessary for 
communal life under normal circumstances. 

The inhabitants of these homes can be divided 
into two categories: Palestinian Bedouins and 
village inhabitants, found especially in the Hebron 
Governorate, who depend on livestock for their 
income. Although these shepherds have lifestyles 
that are similar to the traditional Bedouin way of life, 
they are distinct because they are villagers who own 
houses in their villages.

Among Bedouins, there are also two categories: the 
Bedouins who have lived historically in the eastern part 
of the Palestinian mountain range, such as the Ta’amra 
and other tribes, and those who were deported with 
their herds from the Naqab and the areas south of 
the Dead Sea during the Nakba and in the 1950s. 
So, in fact, the latter are Palestinian refugees though 
they kept their traditional lifestyle rather than move to 
refugee camps because most of them were able to 
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retain part of their livestock during the 
deportation. These are Al-Jahaleen, 
Al-Ka’abna, and Al-Rashayda tribes. 
Over the years, Al-Jahaleen have 
spread throughout the areas east of 
Jerusalem, in parts of the Ramallah 
governorate, and to the south of 
Jericho, whereas Al-Ka’abna and 
Al-Rashayda spread throughout the 
Jericho governorate, especially in 
the southern areas. Some families 
also mingled with other tribes, as, 
for example, some families from 
Al-Ka’abna tribe who live east of 
Jerusalem.

The Bedouin communities live in areas 
classified as Area C according to the 
Oslo Agreements. Here, we find many 
Israeli settlements and bypass roads 
that connect these settlements and 
link them to Israel, leading across the 

separation wall. Area C is distinguished 
by low population density, which 
makes it ideally suited to the Bedouin 
grazing lifestyle that depends on large 
areas of land that are neither inhabited 

Palestinian children playing next to their demolished home in the Bedouin village of Khirbet Humsa.
Photo courtesy of MEE.
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nor classified as agricultural land. 
But these areas are under threat of 
Israeli annexation not only because 
of their low population density but 
also because Israeli law allows for 
annexation in cases when land is not 
used for agriculture – a perpetuation of 
the false Zionist claim that Israel was 
founded as “a land without people for 
a people without a land.”  

Israel considers the areas in which 
the Bedouin population spreads 
to be important and thus prevents 
Bedouin communities from any type of 
development, whether in infrastructure 
or any other field. For example, these 
communities are denied the right to 
access water and electricity networks. 
Israeli restrictions prevent them from 
constructing roads or paving existing 
dirt roads. Likewise, they may not 
convert their tents and shantytowns 
into concrete buildings or erect new 
buildings. Thus, these communities 
suffer from deprivation and are not 
able to expand their semi-permanent 
structures to respond to population 
growth. While hundreds of buildings 
have been demolished, most Bedouin 
houses in these communities have 
received notifications of demolition. 
Nevertheless, most Bedouin families 
try to reconstruct their houses in place 
of the old ones. According to data 
issued by the United Nations Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs in the Palestinian Territories 
(OCHA), 46 Bedouin communities in 
the center of the West Bank are at risk 
of forcible transfer.ii

Demolitions and affected 
Bedouins and farmer shepherds 
in Area C (January 1, 2010 to 
January 31, 2023)iii

Demolished structures____3,494

Displaced people________6,402

Affected people________33,422

The traditional Bedouin lifestyle 
depends on mobility and travel, but 
Bedouins in Palestine have been 
forced by Israel to settle permanently 
in the places where they live. In cases 
when a Bedouin takes down his tent 
and barracks to move with his family 
to a place with abundant grass and 
water during the dry season, the Israeli 
occupation forces prevent him from 
returning. Some Bedouin families 
have tried to circumvent this policy 
by leaving their tents and barracks in 
place and leaving behind some family 
members. Sometimes, the Bedouins 
who live in the Jordan Valley in winter 
move to the mountains during the 
summer, but their place of living, as 
registered on the Bedouin family’s ID 
card, is where they live during winter.

Because Bedouins live in areas where 
Israeli settlements are spreading as 
well as in and near areas that Israel 
has deemed firing zones and closed 
military zones, Israel has tried to 
deport Bedouins from these places to 
areas A or B. In late 1993 and again 
in the early 2000s, Israel deported 
the Bedouin families that were living 
around Ma’ale Adumim settlement. 
The Israeli civil administration prepared 
housing units to gather the Bedouins in 
the East Jerusalem area in a place near 
the village of Al-Nuway’ima and in the 
village of Fasayil, both located north of 
Jericho.

Palestinians appreciate Bedouins for 
the steadfastness and resistance they 
show despite the many restrictions 
that they encounter. The lives of 
Bedouins are by nature and daily 
practice characterized by resistance 
patterns that they need in order 
to survive. They live in tents and 
barracks, at times even in caves, 
frequently possessing only the bare 
minimum necessary to keep them 
alive. Bedouins are resilient, as they 
must overcome the psychological 

conditions associated with deprivation. 
Their homes and structures are 
made of simple materials, and when 
these homes are demolished, their 
owners are quick to rebuild and rise 
up. Similarly, as Bedouins rely on 
livestock rearing to support their 
livelihoods, they need large areas not 
only for themselves but also for their 
animals, which is why their dwellings 
need large spaces. Animal grazing 
also requires access to vast areas of 
land that is neither built-up nor arable. 
This kind of terrain is available mainly 
on the eastern slopes of the central 
Palestinian mountain range and in 
other areas where Israeli settlements 
are spreading and where closed 
military zones have been imposed. The 
Bedouins with their traditional lifestyle 
affirm the Palestinian identity of these 
areas on which the occupation forces 
are trying to impose an Israeli identity. 
The identity of the land is determined 
by the identity of the people who use it, 
and the Bedouin use of these territories 
helps retain their Palestinian identity, 
resisting Israeli encroachment.

The Bedouin lifestyle minimizes 
Palestinian subordination to Israel. 
While most of the raw materials 
needed to produce feed for livestock 
and veterinary medicines come 
either directly from Israeli sources or 
through Israel, the simple lifestyle of 
Bedouins as they depend on grazing 
minimizes their dependence on 
livestock feed. The daily movement of 
their herds in open pastures is much 

healthier than animal husbandry in 
factory settings, and so the traditional 
grazing lifestyle frees Bedouins from 
dependence on the Israeli economy. 
In addition, as Bedouins raise large 
numbers of livestock, they contribute 
red meat and dairy products to the 
Palestinian market, thereby enhancing 
Palestinian production, minimizing 
Palestinian dependency on Israeli 
sources, and increasing Palestinian 
economic dissociation from the Israeli 
occupation.  

Ahmad Heneiti graduated from 
Birzeit University with a master’s 
degree in social and cultural 
affairs, with a concentration in 
Palestinian agriculture and Bedouin 
communities, particularly in Area 
C. He has published two books in 
Arabic with the Institute of Palestine 
Studies, titled Bedouin Communities 
in the Central West Bank as a Case 
Study (2018), and Israeli Policy 
towards the Jordan Valley and Its 
Prospects (2016).

i The Oslo Agreements divided the West Bank into 
three areas: Area A comprises 18 percent of the 

West Bank and is governed by the Palestinian Authority (with some restrictions). Area B, 22 percent of the 
West Bank, falls under Palestinian civil administration but Israeli security administration; and Area C, 60 
percent of the West Bank and the area that contains natural resources such as water and agricultural land, 
falls under full Israeli sovereignty.
ii  See OCHA, “Bedouin Communities in Area C at Risk of Forcible Transfer,” 2017, available at https://
www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-198627/. 
iii OCHA, “Breakdown of Data on Displacement and Demolition in the West Bank,” available at “Data on 
Demolition and Displacement in the West Bank,” accessed on January 31, 2023 (the data are updated 
daily), available at https://www.ochaopt.org/data/demolition. 
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he Bedouins in the Gaza Strip are a natural extension 
of the Bedouins living in southern Palestine, and 
part of the Bedouins in al-badia (desert) of the Sinai 
Peninsula, Al-Naqab, and southern Jordan, and they 
traditionally used to move along its trails.

Before 1948, the Bedouins of this vast area exhibited 
two lifestyles: Settled Bedouins lived in Gaza and Al-
Naqab in the valleys that contained sources of water 
and arable and pastoral plains. Nomadic Bedouins 
moved in the Naqab region and the northern and 
central Sinai along established routes to graze their 
livestock, traveling during specific seasons. They were 
known for herding and as protectors of pilgrims and 
trade convoys.

The most prominent and numerous Bedouin tribes 
were Al-Tarabin and Al-Tayaha tribes, followed by 
Al-Azazmah and Al-Jabarat, and then Al-Nuseirat and 
Al-Hanajrah, in addition to two relatively small tribes, 
Al-Ehwat and Al-Sa’idiyen. Each tribe encompasses 
a number of clans, and each clan comprises several 
families: Al-Tarabin tribe includes 21 clans; Al-Tayaha, 
27; Al-Azazmah, 11; Al-Jabarat, 14; Al-Hanajrah, 6; 
Al-Nuseirat, 3; Al- Ehwat, 2; and Al-Sa’idiyen, 4. They 
all used to live a traditional Bedouin life in tents (called 
hair-houses) that were handmade of cattle skins and 
hair. At the end of the Ottoman Empire, however, 
some of the tribes’ communities urbanized, setting 

The Bedouins 
in the Gaza 
Strip 

T
 By Mahmoud Al-Afranji

up schools and building mud houses 
along with traditional hair-houses. 
They used to eat the meat and drink 
the milk of their livestock, which they 
called halal (approved by God), in 
addition to wheat and rice. Bedouins 
tended to cook their food on wood 
fires, where they also prepared the 
strong, bitter coffee, the traditional 
hospitality drink. 

During the 1948 war and the ensuing 
displacement of the Palestinians, many 
Bedouins of the southwestern Naqab 
took refuge in the Gaza Strip, like other 
Palestinians from the nearby villages 
and cities, some of which had been 
inhabited by settled Bedouin tribes, 
“citizens,” especially in the central 
Gaza Strip. The land of Al-Nuseirat 
and Al-Hanajrah tribes, for example, 
extends from the shores of the central 
region in Gaza to the interior of Bir 
al-Sabe’, and the same clan may 
include citizens and refugees. Many 
of the refugee camps in the central 
Gaza Strip (such as Al-Nuseirat Camp, 
Al-Bureij Camp, and Al-Maghazi 
Camp) were established on the lands 

of the families of Al-Nuseirat tribe, 
namely Abu Zayed, Abu Mazyad, and 
Al-Masdar, and those of Al-Hanajarah 
tribe, such as Abu Medin, Al-Nabahin, 
Abu Huli, Abu Maghaseeb, and Abu 
Daher,  or on adjacent lands. Most 
of the residents of these camps are 
Bedouins from Bir al-Sabe’ who had 
become refugees and preferred to 
live close to their relatives. This also 

applies to Al-Tarabin Bedouins who 
had lived in northern Sinai, southern 
Gaza (today’s Rafah Governorate), and 
the western Naqab. Many Al-Tarabin 
clans took refuge in northern Sinai, 
Rafah, and Khan Younis, including the 
Abu Sitta clan who, incidentally, are 
the ones who introduced agricultural 
mechanization to farm their vast lands 
in the Naqab plains.

Later, Bedouin communities were 
established south and north of Gaza 
City and subsequently became small 
villages, such as Al-Mughraqa, a 
Bedouin community for refugees from 
Al-Wahidat, Al-Khurti, and Abu Raqiq 
clans, Juhr Al-Deek, and the Bedouin 
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Village. Other clans took refuge in 
Jabalia Camp, such as Al-Qatatwah 
clan, which includes the Abu Sharia 
and Al-Hasayna families.

The Bedouins in the Gaza Strip still 
preserve their social customs when 
it comes to weddings and mourning 
or expressing condolences. They are 
distinguished by the spirit of solidarity 
that exists between the tribes and 
inter-clan cohesion within the same 
tribe. On various occasions they give 
gifts of sheep and sacks of rice, sugar, 
and coffee to support each other 
as they fulfil their duty of showing 
hospitality to visitors. Visits are usually 
based on a collective, non-individual 
basis, where members of a clan, 
headed by its sheikh, gather and set 
off together to congratulate or console 
another clan. Those who fail to show 
solidarity are reprimanded. Likewise, 
when a groom wishes to marry, he 
never goes alone or only accompanied 
by his father to ask a young woman 
to accept his marriage proposal, as 
this would be considered an insult by 
the woman’s family. Rather, a group 
of prominent members of the clan, led 
by its sheikh, head out to request the 
woman’s hand and agree on al-siaq 
(the dowry).

Traditionally among Bedouins, the 
festivities (lit. called days of joy) that 
mark a wedding may extend for a 
week because the related tribes come 
from far away. However, this custom 

has changed among the Bedouins 
who live inside the small Gaza Strip, 
where it is limited to the bride’s “henna 
day,” on which the groom’s mother 
comes with the women of her clan 
to the house of the bride’s mother. 
She presents her with henna as a gift, 
and they all celebrate the occasion 
by decorating the bride with intricate 
henna drawings on her hand and face 
and singing Bedouin wedding and 
henna songs.

A groom’s evening is celebrated with 
the people of the tribe, honoring their 
groom with Bedouin songs while 
playing the shababah (a hand-made 
flute) and the rebaba (a stringed 
instrument with a wooden body 
covered by goat skin and played with 
a bow) and dancing dabka. At the end 
of the night, they dance al-dahiyya (a 
dance accompanying the reciting of 
poetry), with the attendees dividing 
into two rows, at the head of which a 
singer presents improvised poetry in 
which he praises his group and pokes 
fun at the other group in a humorous 
tone and amicable atmosphere. This 
tradition has grown in Gazan society, 
where many Bedouins have formed 
professional groups to celebrate 
weddings, including those of peasants. 
On the wedding day, an official lunch 
is offered in which the groom’s family 
slaughters sheep and the women 
prepare saj bread and rice to honor 
visitors and well-wishers from other 

clans and tribes with an official meal. 
The well-wishers offer naqut (gifts) 
that could be cash or halal (livestock 
or goods).

However, many of the simple Bedouin 
heritage features have begun to fade 
in the Gaza Strip, with the Bedouins 
moving to urban life, living in cities and 
brick houses. They have preserved 
only the basic customs, such as the 
diwan (gathering place), the space in 
which the tribe members gather for 
weddings and times of mourning, or to 
solve problems that may arise within 
a specific tribe or between tribes. The 
diwan belongs to the tribe’s sheikh, 
as he is its chief, and his diwan, the 
house of gathering, is called al-malam 
(the one who holds authority). Bedouin 
customs are usually more evident in 
communities that live far from cities, 
such as the Bedouin Village in the 
northern Gaza Strip, and the village of 
Al-Mughraqa in the center of the Strip. 
Here the Bedouin character is still 
evident, both through the presence of 
hair-houses and the daily gatherings of 
clan men.

The Bedouins in Gaza also still resort 
to tribal judiciary even though modern 
regular courts exist. They prefer to 
settle their disputes through this 
medium because they are attached 
to their customs and traditions, and 
respect the orders of the elders 
of their clans. They also prefer to 
avoid the long litigation period that 

is typical of the regular courts. The 
status of the tribal judge is usually 
linked to his extensive experience and 
knowledge of Bedouin customs and 
traditions as well as the status of his 
clan among other clans. Tribal judges 
have ranges and specializations, and 
the most prominent among them 
is al-malam, the judge with whom 
the litigants meet in an attempt to 
resolve the case or who refers them 
to the specific tribal judge who is 
competent and specialized in their 
particular case. Al-munsahed is the 
judge who specialized in cases that 
involve bloodshed and honor, e.g., 
cases of assault on life and honor. 
Until the 1990s, and because there is 
no munsahed left in the Gaza Strip, 
the Bedouins of Gaza used to take 
their cases to a munsahed in the Sinai. 
These crimes are now referred to the 
regular judiciary.

Mahmoud Al-Afranji is a human 
rights and organizational consultant. 
He holds a bachelor’s degree in 
political science and diplomatic 
studies, and is an MA scholar in 
international law and diplomacy. 
Mahmoud has been working in 
the field of human rights for more 
than nineteen years in the oPt and 
MENA, defending the principles and 
values   of democracy, social justice, 
and human rights and fundamental 
freedoms.
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alestinian desert dwellers who live in the West Bank 
in the areas west of the Dead Sea and the Jordan 
Valley (the Jerusalem desert) follow an ancient 
way of life that over the centuries has adapted 
successfully to various developments and changes. 
Since the Zionists occupied Palestine in 1948, 
however, the Bedouin lifestyle has been in decline 
for various reasons, while the occupation has 
strongly impacted the economic life of Bedouins. 
Their main source of income stems from raising 
livestock and pastoral production. But for the past 
decades, this source of income has been in peril. 

The rising cost and increasing difficulty of feeding 
their animals constitutes a burden not only for 
Bedouins but also for livestock breeders in general 
and is causing them to slowly abandon this 
traditional means of livelihood as time passes. Most 
pressing is the fact that the Israeli army prevents 
Bedouins from grazing their flocks in vast areas of 
the Jordan Valley and the southern West Bank. The 
Israeli authorities use the pretense that those areas 
are required to train their soldiers, and thus they 
designate vast stretches of land as firing zones. 

A Tradition
in Peril

P

By Ibrahim Al-Hathalin  
Translated by Elias Khayyo

The Pastoral Production 
Method among Bedouins 
and the Risks of Decline

Another factor is the seizure of 
thousands of dunums of Palestinian 
land by Israeli settlers. Moreover, 
a small group of settlers imitate 
Palestinian Bedouins by launching 
pastoral settlements and raising 
livestock themselves. They are 
adopting the same lifestyle as 
Palestinian Bedouins or shepherds 
in general, erecting stockyards and 
tents and buying livestock. They then 
chase after Palestinian shepherds 
to seize their land and prohibit them 
from entering it by the force of their 
firearms. Such activities occur in full 
view of the Israeli army and police, 
and the latter provide protection for 
the settlers – and even attack the 
Palestinians.

In addition, the declining rate of 
rainfall in the eastern and southern 
areas of the West Bank over the last 
three decades has increased the 
rate of desertification and caused 
a significant and critical decrease 
in grazing grounds. An excessive 
increase in feed prices over the 
past years has furthermore directly 
caused a decrease in the number of 
livestock herds in these areas, and 
the spread of infectious diseases 
such as hoof-and-mouth disease 
and the plague has caused the death 
of many newborns. 

Given that the situation is 
deteriorating on a daily basis, several 

serious attempts have been made 
to shift the culture of primitive 
shepherding to more contemporary 
methods. The Palestine Bedouin 
Fodder Company was founded 
to establish mills and provide 
stockyards for Palestinian Bedouin 
and farmer shepherds to allow 
them to produce and store fodder 
and potentially purchase it when 
it is more affordable. However, 
this experience was unsuccessful 
due to the lack of serious follow-
up by the Palestinian authorities 
and insufficient know-how among 
Palestinian Bedouins and farmer 
shepherds.

What is needed is a comprehensive 
plan to support Palestinian Bedouin 
shepherds, enabling them to 
continue to raise livestock on a 
commercially feasible scale that 
supports their livelihoods.

Ibrahim Al-Hathalin lives in 
Khashim al-Daraj, a Bedouin 
community southeast of 
Jerusalem.
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abataean poetry has enjoyed a place of prominence in 
the hearts of Bedouins. From ancient times until our 
current era, it has served as one of the principal means 
of documentation and provided decisive evidence 
of wars, historical events, and sources of pride. 
Some have utilized it to praise their chieftains for the 
foresight, generosity, determination, and power they 
possessed.

Perhaps while browsing social media outlets, you have 
seen a clip of a person with a distinct and vigorous 
Bedouin dialect reciting ornate and rhythmical speech 
with rhymes interwoven in the first (sadr) and second 
(ajz) portions. Readers well versed in Arabic literature 
may have read such a Bedouin text. Allow me to shed 
some light on this aspect of literature and satisfy your 
hunger for knowledge.

The examples mentioned above relate to Nabataean 
poetry, a term linguists use for spoken poetry 
presented exclusively in the Bedouin dialect. The 
name derives from the original mother language of 
Arabic. This poetry is composed in a scale devised 
by Al-Khalil Ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi. There are many 
derivatives and styles, such as the short and long 
hajini (the camel-related rhythm ), al-mas’hub (the 
extended), al-hilali (related to Bani Hilal ancient Arabic 
tribe), al-sakhri (related to the Bani Sakher Arabic 
tribe), al-mankus (the half-mast poetry), and more. 

Nabataean
Poetry

N

By Naser al-Ta'mari al-Ta'amra 
and Huthaifa Al-Hathalin

Other styles have been created by 
poets in the form of dialogue and the 
art of al-qalta (lit. clipping, interrupting, 
and complementing each other in 
formalized ways). In addition, there 
are standardized forms of music that 
include poetic feet and rhymes. New 
styles have emerged that were created 
through the intense efforts of very 
experienced poets.

Bedouins find sacredness in this 
cultural expression that accompanies 
them throughout the stages of their 
lives, from al-jahiliyya (pre-Islam) 
through souq ʿokāẓ (Okaz Market, a 
well-known market on the pre-Islamic 
Saudi Arabian peninsula where some 
of the most famous poets would 

recite their works), to this very day. 
Arabs traditionally have taken pride in 
their poets and considered them their 
ambassadors. When the nomadic 
lifestyle was replaced by a more 
settled mode of living, the Bedouins 
kept their own specific dialect that 

varied depending on which countries 
their journey had taken them through, 
taking on attributes of the civilizations 
where they spent most of their time.

There are common vocabularies 
that are considered standard and 
fundamental in spoken language, 
as Bedouins are classified into 
two categories when it comes to 
Nabataean poetry: those of the Arab 
Peninsula and the Bedouins of the 
Levant.

The Bedouins of the Arab Peninsula 
practice rituals that distinguish 
them from others. Not only did they 
develop this type of poetry by creating 
poetic rhymes and scales, but they 

also went further by establishing 
academies for teaching its rules and 
fundamentals to those who love and 
have a gift for poetry. They consider 
Nabataean poetry the legitimate scion 
of classical Arabic poetry because it 
is full of Bedouin words that originally 
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were words in standard Arabic, such 
as ‘ams’ (yesterday) and ghadan 
(tomorrow).

Among the Levant Bedouins, i.e., 
those who live in Syria, Jordan, 
Palestine, and Lebanon, Nabataean 
poetry does not enjoy the same 
status as with those in the Arab 
Peninsula, even though the number 
of Levantine Arab tribes and clans is 
large. Nevertheless, here we find poets 
who intuitively possess wonderful 
poetic talent and giftedness. Utilizing 
the Bedouin tongue, they depend 
on spontaneity and do not abide 
by rhyme or scale, as do the Arab 
Peninsula poets. 

When poets wanted to propose an 
issue, whether it be a complaint or a 
need such as an appeal to release a 
prisoner, they frequently expressed it 
in the form of a poem (qaseed in the 
Bedouin pronunciation, qaseeda in 
standard Arabic), then they would take 
it to the ruler, prince, or sheikh and 
recite it before him. Many stories tell 
of incidents that occurred particularly 
in Saudi Arabia. They exhibit a 
tremendous and exquisite eloquence, 
often narrating a situation that involves 
an action and reaction. Poems 
frequently give form to important or 
significant situations; in fact, prisoners 
have been released through the tongue 
of a poet, and in some cases, the 
needy have been spared destitution 
through an expressive poem.

Bedouins rely not only on historical 
records for the documentation of a 
certain event, such as a battle, for 
instance, but also on al-qaseed. 
Poets have documented particular 
events and narrated their occurrences 
and active players via their qaseed. 
Today’s Bedouins are keen to preserve 
their history for the next generations, 
believing in the proposition that a poet 
can make a nation, even though not 
every nation can produce a poet. 

Nabataean poetry has expressed 
the history of the Arab desert since 
Banu Hilal composed the famed 
Al-Sirah al-Hilaliyyah (Al-Hilali epic) 
that chronicled raids, disasters, 
celebrations, passion, unity, and 
disunity. Nabataean poetry has 
developed, with poets competing with 
their compositions, securing it a strong 
presence in the Arabic library. It is now 
one of the most powerful languages 
of dialogue in the Levant, the Gulf, and 
Yemen. We must learn, compose, and 
teach it to the new generations. It is the 
identity of the Bedouin discourse and 
its chronicling of events.

Sheikh Nasser Mubarak al-Ta’mari 
is a poet and a writer. He holds an 
honorary doctorate degree in literature 
from the International Arab Literary 
Forum and was appointed by royal 
decree of the King of Jordan as 
Manaqee’ al-Dumum, (equivalent to 
a supreme court judge in the tribal 
judiciary system). He also has held 
high positions as an adviser for the 
Palestinian National Authority. 

Born in 1996 and raised in Um al-Kheir 
village in the Hebron governorate, 
poet Huthaifa al-Hathaleen received 
his BA degree in Arabic language 
and literature from Hebron University. 
Representing Palestine, Huthaifa has 
participated in the pan-Arab poetry 
contest titled The Poet of the Millions 
in 2017 (its eighth season), 2018, 
and 2021 as one of the 100 most 
prominent  poets in the Arab world.
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l-dahiyya, also known as al-dahha or al-samer, is not 
merely a song or form of dance but encompasses 
both in the most beautiful traditional art form passed 
on by our Bedouin ancestors. Al-dahiyya originated 
from a practice performed in olden times, when 
a limited number of men would gather at night, 
surround themselves with scattered fires, and loudly 
clap their hands while making sounds that resemble 
the roaring of lions. The aim was to intimidate their 
enemies by deceiving them into thinking that they 
were a large group.

As time passed, the warlike dahiyya transformed into 
a dance accompanied by the recitation of rhymed 
poems that is performed at Bedouin weddings. The 
poetry that accompanies al-dahiyya is similar in 
purpose to classical Arabic poetry, narrating events 
and expressing praise, zealousness, and courtship.

Al-dahiyya is a Bedouin folk art that is indispensable 
at weddings and on special occasions and intimately 
linked to Bedouin traditional customs. At Bedouin 
weddings, al-dahiyya starts with what is called al-sari: 
the male relatives of the groom approach the tent of 
the bride’s family while collectively and repeatedly 
chanting in the Bedouin dialect: “First we must 
mention Prophet Muhammad, with the intercession 
of Muhammad and the assistance of Ali.” Hereby, 
they indicate to the owners of the tent that they are 
coming to ask for the family’s permission to hold 

The Bedouin
Dahiyya

A

By Suleiman Naser al-Najada  
Translated by Elias Khayyo

al-dahiyya. The family receives them 
by repeating, “Welcome, welcome to 
you, welcome, oh ally, oh boy.”

The men then line up in front of the 
tent of the bride’s family while the 
fires inside the tent are extinguished, 
making it dark inside so that the 
women gathered within cannot be 
seen. This reflects the Bedouins’ 
protectiveness of their women.

Then, al-badda’ or al-ithnein (a man 
who improvises qaseed, poetry) 
stands at one end of the dahiyya line, 
and all participants repeat after al-
badda’, “Welcome, welcome to you, 
welcome, oh ally, oh boy.” The men 
in the line recite and clap in unison 
and move their bodies and heads in 
perfect harmony with the recitations 
of al-badda’. 

An elaborately dressed woman (al-
hashi, who could be the bride or any 
woman who can move well in front 
of men), her face veiled, emerges, 
carrying a ceremonial sword. She 
starts dancing in front of the line, her 
movements coordinated with and 
mimicking the men’s movements in 

the dahiyya line, never revealing any of 
her charms.

Al-dahiyya continues until late at night, 
interspersed with many interludes 
during which al-badda’ recites 
poems, chanting to established 
melodies and rhythms and praising 
with creativity and skill the reputation 
and honor, competence, and wealth 
of the bride’s and groom’s families 

and commending the young people’s 
beauty, skills, and bravery. At times, 
he may narrate events that happened 
in the community, even bantering 
and poking fun at some community 
members. Al-badda’ may take a 
short break while the men lined up 
in al-dahiyya utter loud sounds that 
resemble the roars of lions until 
another badda’ stands up to take 
charge of reciting poetry. Several 
badda’ can take turns or join each 
other in a duet, as each tribe brings 
along and is proud of its own.

At some point, al-dahiyya is 
interrupted by one of the men – 
generally the father of the bride – 
performing what is known as tawseeq 
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al-hashi, in which he asks the bride 
to sit on the ground in front of the 
dahiyya line. Out of respect for them, 
everyone sits down as well. Now the 
skills of al-badda’, who speaks on 
behalf of the groom and who could be 
a member of his tribe, are challenged 
and must be revealed as he recites 
and improvises al-qaseed in order 
for the father to release the bride. All 
kinds of generous offers are made 
to entice the father to agree to the 
marriage, such as: “I will give you a 
thousand camels laden with copious 

quantities of coffee.” Al-dahiyya goes 
on in this manner for some time. 

Finally, the bride’s father releases 
the bride when he is satisfied with 
the creativity and eloquence of the 
groom’s badda’ in describing al-hashi, 
which means that the marriage is 
approved. The bride gets up and 
leaves, after which the groom’s family 
rises and joins in singing, victoriously, 
another dahiyya to celebrate.

Thus, al-dahiyya is both a dance and a 
poetic art form that has been passed 
on through generations to document 
and preserve history, narrate battles, 
praise heroism, and tell stories of 
lovely, virtuous courtship. These 
poems are recited to a number of 
repeated melodies and frequently 
improvised. Some are based on one 
stanza that comprises rhymed first 
and second verses. Others are based 
on two stanzas, each with two verses. 
The first and second verses of the two 
stanzas both rhyme. 

Like any art form, al-dahiyya has 
influenced and is influenced by the 
passage of time and the succession 
of generations. In our current time, 
al-dahiyya is performed frequently 
accompanied by loud deafening 
music that makes proper listening 
difficult. Strong spotlights distract, 
and the movements in the line can be 
haphazard rather than coordinated, 
not conforming to the recitation of 

expressive zajal (another form of 
Arabic poetry). This is unlike what 
we know about the traditional art of 
al-dahiyya as it was performed before 
music was added. Today, al-dahiyya 
has become popular and is not 
reserved for experienced poets but 
rather practiced by all who are tempted 
to pretend that they are a badda’, 
which may lead to poor, inferior, 
inexpressive, and inelegant speech. 
Today’s al-dahiyya is not limited to 
desert dwellers either, as it has moved 
to cities and villages and is narrated 

in non-Bedouin dialects or, worse, 
in imitation of the Bedouin dialect. 
Teenagers dance to the music without 
understanding or appreciating the 
words of al-qaseed that has become 
devoid of aesthetic context. Also, 
anyone who wears trousers or any 
attire dissimilar to the attire of desert 
dwellers can now stand in al-dahiyya’s 
line and perform strange movements. 
All of this has negatively impacted this 

genuine art form, whether at the level 
of al-qaseed, attire, or the congruity 
of the elegant and dynamic dance 
performance that we once knew.

In closing, I call upon Bedouins 
to preserve this folk tradition with 
all its rituals, meanings, lessons, 
admonitions, and aesthetics the 
way our ancestors left it for us. 
Developments do not always mean 
that the beautiful becomes more 
beautiful; they could lead to ugliness 
and corruption.

Suleiman Naser al-Najada is a 
Bedouin from the Arab al-Ka’abne 
tribe.
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umerous Arab tribes with large clans and families 
dwell in southern Palestine. These tribes once owned 
half the total area of Palestine, namely the entire Bir 
al-Sabe’ District and the Naqab. Geographically, the 
Naqab has a triangular shape, the point of which is 
located at Boq’at al-Mrashrash on the Gulf of Aqaba. 
It includes the Gaza Strip, the mountains of Hebron, 
the Sinai Peninsula, eastern Jordan, the area south 
of the Dead Sea, and Wadi Araba. Many Arab tribes 
used to live in the middle of Al-Naqab in the eternal 
city of Bir al-Sabe’, considered the metropolis of the 
south, the capital of Arabian tribes, and the bride of 
the desert. It is located between Gaza and Hebron, 
around 50 kilometers from each town.

Bedouins resided in Bir al-Sabe’ for centuries. The city 
used to be home to a community of Bedouins until 
they were expelled to the surrounding areas in 1948. 
To this day, it holds a special place at the core of their 
hearts as their home and meeting place. Here, they 
held their markets and carried out trade. The people 
of Bir al-Sabe’ were distinguished by the simplicity of 
their lives and the harsh conditions imposed on them 
by the desert. 

As people in any society live their lives and 
continuously interact, it is natural that conflicts 
arise. Therefore, it has been necessary to find 
basic mediation methods for situations that require 
arbitration, litigation, and dispute settlement. While the 

Tribal Law in 
Bir al-Sabe'*

N

By Sami Ben Jarad 
Abu Freih Al-Toura 
Translated by Elias Khayyo

most basic code of rules and primary 
source of Bedouin legislation is their 
great religion, tribal conventions 
have frequently proven stronger than 
religious doctrine. This is due to the 
average person’s lack of detailed 
religious knowledge, on the one hand, 
and the traditional tribalist ways that 
tend to steer proceedings, on the 
other. Thus, conventional judges were 
found to reconcile people by using 
knowledge passed on orally from 
generation to generation. These wise 
men and women have become a 
reference point in cases of conflict. 

In Ottoman times, no formal court 
existed for the tribes living in Bir 
al-Sabe’. People had to rely on a 
governing council that consisted 
of two employees and a sheikh 

who was replaced every few years. 
The Turkish government ruled 
the country according to civil and 
Islamic laws and Turkish conventions 
and traditions, which created an 
atmosphere of hostility towards the 
Turks. Aware of this resentment, the 

British Mandate colonialists changed 
their approach.

After the collapse of the Ottoman 
Islamic Caliphate, the British 
authorities set up tribal courts with 
judges that based their ruling on tribal 
law. This maneuver not only alleviated 
the British Mandate government from 
the burden of having to follow up on 
issues related to the Naqab but also 
created an atmosphere of satisfaction 
and acceptance of the new colonists 
among Bedouin community leaders 
because rulings were passed 
according to their conventions and 
traditions.

These courts, however, lacked 
organization. For example, all those 
who claimed to be sheikhs could 

become involved and become 
members, which rendered the 
government unable to set things right 
because of the court’s immaturity and 
lack of knowledge regarding current 
realities. Chaos reigned until 1920, at 
which time the government removed 
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all sheikhs except those who had been 
selected by their tribes. The members 
of these tribal courts were not paid 
for their work, nor did the government 
grant them official status, nor did the 
sheikhs have to take the customary 
oath of office in which they swore to 
be fair in their judgments. 

Between 1919 and 1920, in addition 
to the tribal courts, a “blood council” 
was formed and tasked with ending 
bloody conflicts between tribes that 
had arisen due to cases of murder 
and the ensuing revenge. During 
the two years of its operation, the 
council solved over 150 violent cases 
and was able to stop bloodshed 
numerous times. The meetings of 
this council were presided over by a 
district general, also known as major 
general, and the members were paid 
three pence for every case. By 1922, 
the blood council had solved all, or at 
least most of the cases assigned to it 
and was dissolved, leaving the tribal 
courts on their own.

As stated in the Palestinian 
constitution, the British governor 
ordered the high commissioner: 
“Establish separate courts for Bir 
al-Sabe’ and any other tribal areas as 
you deem appropriate. These courts 
are allowed to apply tribal traditions 
unless they are inconsistent with 
natural justice and morals.” Based on 
this order, a tribal court of 16 officers 
was formed that included members 
of Al-Tiaha, Al-Trabeen, Al-Azazmeh, 
Al-Hanajreh, and Al-Jbarat  tribes. In 
1923, Sir Herbert Samuel, the British 
high commissioner, asked these 
members to take the following oath: “I 
swear by the Almighty God that I will 
well and truly do right to all manner of 
people without fear or favor, affection, 
or ill will.” Furthermore, he gave the 
order to pay every member 20 pence 
for each session. In 1930, their pay 
was raised to 50 pence, and the 

British commissioner was authorized 
to cancel the membership of any 
judge or authority of this and any 
similar court. 

In 1924, Sir Gilbert Clayton, the 
British governor of Palestine, issued 
an order that provided for setting up 
one or more tribal courts in the Bir 
al-Sabe’ District, each formed by 
at least three sheikhs. They were 
responsible for cases referred to them 
by the district court president or the 
district governor. The governor had to 
inform the high commissioner about 
every case audited by the tribal court, 
clarifying the reason for the ruling that 
was obtained. 

These courts prevailed until the Zionist 
occupation of Palestine in 1948. The 
newly established Israeli government 
canceled these courts and made 
litigation through civil and Israeli laws 
mandatory. These laws run counter 
to the local population’s religion, 
conventions, and traditions, but take 
into consideration reconciliation 
issues that take place apart from 
courts and that have alleviated 
honor issues that Bedouins call 
“disgrace.” This abolition of tribal 
courts, however, did not stop the 
Bedouins from litigation according 
to their conventions and traditions, 
even though it is considered illegal 
under Israeli law. Bedouins fail to 
acknowledge the ruling establishment 
and ignore the official judiciary 
and its rulings. However, they are 
very disciplined in implementing 
the decisions taken by their tribal 
judges and commit the parties to 
them. Bedouins consider judges to 
be men on whom Arabs depend to 
solve their conflicts according to their 
conventions and traditions, apart from 
the existing law. While conditions 
may vary in different places, this 
article focuses on the Bedouins in Bir 
al-Sabe’.

In Bir al-Sabe’, there are two types 
of judges: Arab judges, called 
makhattett, make legislation. These 
are the judges to whom people turn 
apart from tribal courts, and they 
play this role even today due to the 
abolition of formal tribal courts. 
Governmental judges of tribal 
courts, called lahasit al-khutoom 
(stamp lickers), were the official 
judges designated by the British high 

commissioner whose role officially 
ended with the Israeli occupation of 
the country in 1948.

There are several well-known types 
of judges to whom Bedouins turn 
when a conflict breaks out. Here, the 
Israeli government does not interfere. 
Every type is distinct, and they differ 
in terms of point of view and in their 
treatment of issues according to how 
they understand the conventions and 
types of cases before them.

Al-malam (the gatherer) brings 
together two opposing groups for the 
first time in order to identify their case, 
assigns competent mediators who 
are specialized in the particular type 
of case, and determines on which day 
the hearing is to be held. If the parties 
agree on the names of the mediators 
who should deal with this case, they 
proceed and turn to them. Otherwise, 
they go to al-kibar (the elders). 

Al-kibar have the right to select the 
mediators to whom the two opposing 
groups have to turn for litigation, 
based on the elders’ assessment of 
the type of case. These mediators are 
like investigative judges and usually 
assigned by the two groups. Each one 
of them buries a pebble in al-malam’s 
house once they have identified the 
type of conflict. This so-called “pebble 
burying” leads to the next stage of 
litigation. Considering the importance 
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of the elders’ roles and authorities, 
they are also called mu’ammirat 
al-seereh (the rebuilders) and have 
the right to reconcile the two disputing 
parties without turning to any other 
mediator.

Ahel al-dyar (property judges) 
deal with conflicts related to land, 
properties, borders, buying and 
selling, and foreclosure. These 
conflicts are the most complicated 
for Bedouins because they consider 
land to be equal to honor. Usually, 
these people are selected among 
landowners who own vast territories 
and are known for their honesty and 
broad knowledge concerning land, 
inheritance, and borders.

Ahel al-risan (lit. people of halters, 
meaning horse breeders) deal with 
issues related to purebred Arabian 
horses and their breeds. They write 
identification documents of blood 
and kinship for every horse and 
mare. Bedouins traditionally love 
horses and hold their breeds in high 
regard. What’s more, a conflict takes 
place if someone curses someone 
else’s horse or claims that it is not 
a purebred Arabian. Other disputes 
happen over the ownership of horses, 
their breeds, the selling, buying, or 
lending of a horse, and any harm that 
might have been done while the horse 
was lent to someone, especially if it 
was sold in violation of an agreement 
or a tradition. 

Al-munashid (the implorer) pleads for 
innocence, the restitutions of honor, 
and taqtee’ al-wajh (lit. cutting a 
face), which refers to an attack by the 
offending party while the victim was 
protected by another tribe. Similarly, 
al-dakhaleh (intermediator) refers to 
the one who seeks protection of a 
criminal who has committed a crime 
or attacked a home, the latter being 
one of the most difficult cases if a girl 

has lost her honor because this could 
stigmatize an entire clan. 

Daribiyye (taxation) and al-ziyood 
(surplus) judges deal with financial 
issues such as conflicts over the 
trade and theft of sheep and camels, 
or the feeding of a guest with another 
person’s sheep. This is usually 
solved by an agreement between 
the two parties with the interference 
of reputable tribe members. Here, 
someone who possesses money 
may relieve the thief by contributing 
a partial amount of money in hopes 
of being repaid once the thief is able 
to pay. Daribiyye and al-ziyood differ 
in terms of authority and sternness: 
daribiyye tend to be less judgmental 
and carry less authority than al-
ziyood. Al-ziyood are deemed to be 
first-rate judges. 

Manaqi’ al-dumoom (lit. blood drops) 
or qassasseen (evaluators) deal with 
cases of major crimes that involve 
the shedding of blood, such as injury, 
murder, and the payment of blood 
money. Bedouins require manaqi’ 
al-dumoom to be extremely pious and 
religious because of the importance 
of the cases they deal with. They are 
thus selected by consensus, unlike 
the other judges.

Precedents conventions are 
considered the main but not the 
sole resource for the formulation 
of legal rules in a tribal community. 
They play an important role and 
are considered a reference for the 
majority of legal rules that relate to 
life within the community and its 
statutes when a conflict breaks out. 
Therefore, the Bedouin conventions 
are memorized by the tribe’s sheikhs, 
also called awarif. Tribal judges base 
their judgment on what they are told 
by the senior sheikhs who declare 
their provisions by stating, “This is 
what I told you and what I was told 

by my elders” to emphasize that the 
convention is stable and longstanding.

The convention is considered the 
tribe’s point of reference based on the 
oral transmission of precedent cases, 
and the tribe adheres to it wherever 
it goes. It is not associated with a 
piece of land because the tribe does 
not settle in one place throughout the 
year as it travels in search of pasture 
and water. Every tribe used to have 
a primitive lifestyle with the power of 
convention prevailing. It cannot be 
employed anywhere else, however, 
because conventions differ from one 
tribe to another.

A convention differs from a tradition 
in that convention is legally binding, 
whereas a tradition is less binding. 
Not aware of this difference, 
Bedouins tend to use these terms 
interchangeably, referring to them as 
tribe traditions.

Bedouin judicial norms aim to control 
the behavior of individuals to ensure 
that the members of a Bedouin 
community interact harmoniously, 
which is why they should achieve 
the following four goals: First, 
conventions aim to bring about 
security at the individual and tribal 
levels. This can be achieved by using 
the required means to prevent assault 
between individuals and groups and 
by providing means to compensate 
for damages caused when an attack 
has taken place. Second, conventions 
aim to ensure justice and equality, 
which helps balance differences 
among Bedouin society members and 
prevent violence. Third, conventions 
aim to ensure social stability as every 
individual and group is committed 
to following the provisions of the 

conventions that should not be 
violated. Any deviation is considered 
a crime and should be penalized. And 
finally, Bedouin conventions contribute 
to reconciliation after conflict and 
in court proceedings, which is an 
advantage of the tribal law. This 
aspect is lacking in civil laws such 
as Islamic law and conventional law. 
Tribal judges not only judge between 
people but also gather the two parties 
in one house in order to end the 
conflict, a practice that is called al-
jaha (reconciliation). Sometimes this 
can be part of a judgment and penalty. 
Here, the perpetrator must apologize 
to the victim.

Sheikh Sami Abu Freih holds a 
doctorate from Al-Sheikh Noah 
Al-Qudat College, Islamic Judiciary 
Department. He currently works as 
a manager at the Bedouin Heritage 
Centre in the city of Rahat.

 * The Israeli name of this ancient settlement is Beersheva.
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ith the onset of the British colonization of 
Palestine, the impact of tribal justice expanded, 
as did the extent of its interventions in societal 
issues. When the Israeli occupation of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip imposed its authority over 
all existing official institutions – such as health, 
agricultural, educational, and judiciary institutions, 
and appointed military rulers to oversee them – 
Palestinians sought alternatives to the occupation’s 
criminal justice systems. As a result, Palestinian 
tribal justice mediators (re)appeared and have 
played a significant role in settling civil and criminal 
issues. Although the Palestinian administration 
has established authorities and organizations to 
monitor societal events and concerns and created 
preventative and rehabilitative mechanisms, tribal 
practices still have an influence today.

Similar to the ordinary legal system, tribal customs 
draw on a wide range of sources, such as Islamic 
law and customs and traditions that have evolved 
into social norms. In unprecedented cases 
relating to societal, scientific, and technological 
developments, tribal mediators and judges apply 
ijtihad (independent reasoning) and tribal justice 
precedents. Because the intention is to elicit proper 

Prioritizing 
Reconciliation
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By Jamal Darawi 
Translated by Hind Husseini

The Role of Tribal Justice 
in Protecting the Rights of 
Children

behavior and reconciliation, a person 
who administers tribal justice and 
applies its laws and customs is 
called muslah (reformer). 

Tribal justice employs a variety of 
methods of proof, including explicit 
recognition, witness testimony, 
oaths, evidence, inferences, and 
peremptory judgments made by 
ordinary courts. Ethics, customs and 
tradition, and social norms all play 
a role in shaping tribal justice. They 
seek to protect the social fabric, 
which includes keeping high moral 
standards, ensuring equal rights for 
all citizens, and maintaining peace. 
Thus, its rulings are often seen as a 
moral obligation that must be met. 
Anyone who acts contrary to or in 
defiance of tribal justice is subject 
to social exclusion and punishment. 
Judgments are carried out by 
mediators upon whom the parties 
have agreed in advance.

According to traditional tribal norms, 
a boy is regarded as a minor until 
he reaches puberty, or age 16, and 
a girl is considered a minor until she 

reaches sexual maturity. Anyone 
above this age is presumed to be 
of sound mind and legal capacity. 
Thus, if minors are accused of a 
wrongdoing, their testimony will 
not be considered. Instead, their 
legal guardians must listen to them, 
admit to a misconduct on the child’s 
behalf, or deny the accusation and 
declare that the child is innocent. But 
the guardians’ input is sought solely 
for the purpose of testifying.

According to tribal justice, the 
rights of any child, whether male 
or female, are protected. Because 
children are incapable of defending 
themselves, any violation of their 
well-being or assault against them 
is met with societal condemnation. 
Severe punishment and large 
financial penalties are placed on the 
perpetrator, especially in situations 
of sexual abuse. In severe cases, 
punishment may include the eviction 
of the perpetrator from his house or 
area. Moreover, reparation payments 
can be imposed that may exceed the 
value of blood money,* and financial 
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compensation may be demanded 
by the extended family and involve 
relatives up to the fifth degree of 
kinship.

Children who face tribal customs 
tribunals have no right to represent 
themselves, nor do they have 
autonomous rights to enter into 
economic contracts, job agreements, 
or other forms of partnerships. 
In contrast, the guardians may 
authorize and annul an agreement 
made by minors without accepting 
responsibility for any damage 
incurred as a result, particularly if the 
agreement had been made without 
their knowledge or in their absence, 
and the other party is regarded as 
the one who lured the minor and 
thus the first person to lose.

The penalties for crimes committed 
by minors are usually restricted 
to monetary compensation that is 
to be provided to the victim by the 
offender’s family, which means that 
it does not exceed restitution for 
the harm caused by the offender. In 
situations of recurrence, however, 
in order to discourage and stop 
misconduct, the minor’s family is 
required to pay a fine proportional 
to the severity of the crime. When 
dealing with killings perpetrated by 
minors, confidentiality tends to be 

maintained to protect the parties’ 
reputations. In most petty crimes 
perpetrated by minors, such as 
theft, tolerance is stressed as a 
means of preventing delinquency 
and to give the child the chance 
to repent and give the family the 
opportunity to correct the behavior. 
As a consequence, victims’ rights to 
higher compensation, punishment, 
or even reimbursement might be lost 
to protect the child – which is very 
different in cases when perpetrators 
are adults. If the Bedouin victim does 
not keep the privacy of the case, he 
will be punished.

A number of drawbacks are 
associated with tribal justice 
interventions. For instance, 
individuals above the age of 15 
years are regarded as adults when 
they commit crimes and assaults, 
whereas in the court system they 
are considered adults above the age 
of 18 years. Also, minors are denied 
the right to express their opinions 
or defend themselves, and victims’ 
rights to higher compensation are 
frequently lost. Moreover, cases 
administered by tribal justice may 
not make it to criminal justice 
institutions for investigation, as 
families may decide not to disclose 
the case in order to prevent a child 

from having to go to juvenile jail 
where he/she would interact with 
and might be influenced by hardened 
criminals and delinquents. Social 
workers and specialists do not get 
the opportunity to intervene and 
correct conduct. Furthermore, 
minors and their families may suffer 
injustice and at times may commit 
to the plaintiff party simply for fear 
of the child’s being arrested and 
incarcerated. In addition, tribal 
justice musalaheen (reformers) 
are not concerned with changing 
the conduct of minors and do not 
help them reintegrate into society 
because they consider this task to 
be the obligation of the child’s family. 

Another drawback with the 
administration of tribal justice is 
that sometimes, by mistake, cases 
might go public, for example, when 
compensation is being paid to an 
extended family. This could cause 
social stigma and typecasting 
for minors who have committed 
a crime, which in turn might 
encourage the child to deviate and 
resume or perpetuate criminal 
behavior. Furthermore, in tribal 
justice rulings, collective penalties 
are inflicted on the extended families 
of minors who commit crimes. And 
finally, imposters could abuse the 
situation to enrich themselves and 
follow their own agenda rather than 
rule in the best interest of the child. 

Nevertheless, clan tribal intervention 
in the cases of minors has a 
number of advantages, including 
the possibility of dealing with some 
cases confidentially, the speed with 
which issues may be resolved, and 
the relatively affordable expenses 

and simple nature of the procedures. 
Moreover, it is typically possible to 
achieve forgiveness, tolerance, and a 
restoration of good ties between the 
parents of the children. The unofficial 
function that musalaheen play in the 
process of facilitating acceptance 
of the ruling or solution is especially 
helpful because the parties select 
their own representatives.

Musalaheen are in contact with 
and acknowledged by the judicial 
system, and there is coordination 
and communication in cases of 
minors. The legal system recognizes 
tribal rulings, solutions of disputes, 
and compensation agreements. 
The latter may even lead to the 
dismissal of incarcerated persons. 
Moreover, because musalaheen are 
recognized as guarantors of rights, 
legal-system officials can fulfill 
their responsibilities and support 
competent authorities as they 
follow up on, reform, and correct 
criminal conduct and misbehavior. 
This ensures a positive community 
approach to rehabilitation and the 
correction of behavior.

Jamal Darawi is a muslah and 
tribal judge who holds an MA in 
criminology and criminal justice.

*Diyyeh is the compensation that a perpetrator must pay to the family of a victim who has been murdered. 
It is a huge amount of money. But in cases of sexual assault of a minor, tribal justice imposes fines that 
can be up to four times larger than the amount imposed for murder.
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henever I meet new non-Bedouin 
people, their address, “Greetings, 
Bedouin” is soon followed by the 
question: “When are you inviting us 
to eat mansaf (a lamb dish prepared 
with dried yogurt made of sheep and 
goat milk)?” Every time I hear such 
comments, I reply, “I remember 
mansaf only when you mention it.” 

In olden times, the Bedouins used 
to follow their instincts in all things. 
They derived their food from what 
little they were able to forage or 
produce themselves through simple 
farming and by raising livestock, 
primarily sheep, goats, and camels. 

Bedouin food was chemical- and 
preservative-free. Bread and dairy 
products they ate daily, and their 
dishes were influenced by the 
seasons. When lambs had been 
weaned, they dried yogurt either 
into a creamy, concentrated form 
that is called jibjib in the West Bank 
and jameed in Al-Naqab, or they 
dried it thoroughly until it could be 
stored like a rock, which is called 
jameed in the West Bank and 

Bedouin 
Food Culture
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By Ruba Farawneh

al-’feeq in Al-Naqab. In summer, 
they took advantage of the heat to 
dry whatever they could: tomatoes, 
peppers, and other produce. 

Bread serves as the basis for many, 
if not most, Bedouin dishes. The 
dough is prepared using only ground 
wheat and water, without additives, 
and baked on al-saj (baking tin). 
Lazzagieh is a very thin bread baked 
on al-saj. Taboon bread is baked 
in a special oven built of clay and 
traditionally heated by a wood fire. 
Bedouins call fresh bread thareed 
and stale bread fatteh.

The Bedouin diet is primarily 
vegetarian, as it consists mostly of 
beans and vegetables that Bedouins 

grow in al-sidda (a location that is 
usually between two hills, in the 
open air, and watered by rainfall). 
They plant there because these 
locations tend to have few harmful 
weeds. 

Most Bedouin vegetarian dishes 
contain fatt (pieces of bread) cooked 
in some sort of liquid, stew, or 
soup, even in milk: saj–baked bread 
is commonly cooked with pulses 
(lentils, beans) or jreesheh (crushed 
dried wheat) and vegetables, such 
as tomatoes, onions, or ’ajr (small, 
unripe watermelons).

Dishes made from livestock tend to 
include a sauce made of yogurt and 
lemons, and fatt in addition to meat 
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(mutton or chicken). Lamb mansaf is 
prepared with jameed and served on 
special occasions or when hosting a 
guest. Samna (ghee) was prepared 
from yogurt by placing it in al-sa‘n 
(a sack that is made of goat skin) 
and shaking it vigorously, which 
separated the fat from the yogurt by 
way of enzymes that are contained 
in the goat skin. Samn was produced 
from the fat, and the yogurt was 
consumed as a drink and could even 
be made into cheese. 

Bedouins enjoy a number of 
desserts: Bzeina, also known as 
rushtaya, is a linguini-like pasta that 
in the Naqab is cooked with milk 
and rice and in the West Bank with 
green lentils. Al-hatheema or al-liba 
is made of colostrum, the first milk 
that cows or sheep produce after 
giving birth, mixed with sugar and 
served as a delicacy. Qurs is made 
of dough that is buried in the embers 
of a fire until done, then taken out, 
cleaned off, and eaten warm. Khubz 
bsukkar u-samn (bread with sugar 
and ghee) is made of al-saj dough 
that is brushed with ghee and sugar, 
rolled up, and then baked. It can also 
be made of fresh, still hot saj bread 
that is brushed with samn and sugar 
and then rolled up. Al-mashluta is 
prepared from onions, ghee, marees 
(rehydrated jameed), and saj bread. 
Khamee‘a is made with hot milk and 
bread. Bedouins prepare cereals for 
breakfast with rice, milk,  sugar, and 
butter.

It is important to mention the dishes 
that are associated with specific 
rituals and occasions, such as 
makhtum, a date paste mixed with 
olive oil that is served to women 
after giving birth, and al-hiqqa 
(meat wrapped in bread), which is 
prepared for weddings and taken 
home by mothers for their children. 
When there is a funeral, food is 

brought to the bereaved family by 
neighbors and acquaintances of 
the deceased during the three days 
of mourning. Rooster meat broth 
is given to people who are ill. Our 
grandmothers, who cure ailments 
with folk medicine, assert that the 
broth gives energy and mends 
bones.

Various types of food have been 
introduced into Bedouin cuisine: they 
include rice, khubbeizeh (diadem 
lady’s mantle), and molokhiyyeh 
(jute mallow). Unfortunately, the 
policies of the occupation authorities 
have put dramatic constraints on the 
Bedouin lifestyle. Israel has forced 
Bedouins to settle in villages and 
houses, imposing urbanization, and 
confiscating Bedouin agricultural 
land, which is why Bedouins have 
been confined to small spaces where 
they cannot breed livestock or grow 
crops. Today, Bedouins are no longer 
able to live their traditional lifestyle, 
let alone engage in farming. Whereas 
in the past, Bedouins produced their 
own food, today they have become 
consumers.

Ruba Farawneh was born in 
Shaqib al-Salam, in southern 
Palestine, in 1995. She has a BA 
in photography from the Bezalel 
Academy of Art and Design. She is 
the media coordinator for Bedouins 
Without Borders.
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edouins comprise one segment of the Palestinian 
people. They are a part of its history and culture 
and participate in its social, political, cultural, and 
economic interactions. Like their fellow citizens, 
Bedouins in Palestine have faced a series of military 
occupations and raids, the last of which is the 
Israeli occupation. The occupation policies and 
schemes have usurped the land of Palestine and aim 
to fragment, deform, and eliminate the Palestinian 
people’s identity. Thus, they divided the population 
into various categories, such as Muslims, Christians, 
Druze, Circassians, and Bedouins, aiming to tear 
up the Palestinian social fabric and damage the 
foundations of its national and pan-Arab identity, 
sense of belonging, and unity.

One of the most dangerous policies that the 
occupation adopted to isolate the Bedouins from their 
society and people has manifested itself in attempts 
to Israelize them. Bedouins have been branded with 
the claim that they do not belong to the Palestinian 
people through the promotion of conscription of 

The Plight of 
Palestinian 
Bedouins 
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By Nassar Ibrahim 
Translated by Elias Khayyo

From the Illusion of Development 
under Occupation to the 
Development of Steadfastness

Bedouins into the Israeli army. These 
conscripts thereby express their 
belonging to the occupation state 
rather than to their own people. 
It serves as a denial of their Arab 
identity. The occupation has been 
using the same policy to deal with 
Palestinian Druze or Circassians. 
It is imperative that we resist the 
occupation’s attempts to mainstream 
the stereotype that Palestinian 
Bedouins had no sense of Palestinian 
national belonging or identity and 
that they gave their loyalty to the 
occupation state.

Historical facts and the patriotic 
roles played by Bedouin Palestinians 
in facing colonialism and raids 
throughout history emphatically 
negate this falsehood. Palestinian 
Bedouins have paid an exorbitant 
price and have been subjected 
to various forms of subjugation, 
maltreatment, uprooting, and 
displacement, from the time of 
Al-Nakba in 1948 until today, 
throughout all areas of Palestine. They 
have suffered as martyrs, political 

prisoners, and injured individuals like 
the rest of the Palestinian people. 
The legendary steadfastness of 
Al-Araqeeb village in the Palestinian 
Naqab, which was demolished over 
200 times, and its residents’ death-
challenging defense of their village 
and rights is a clear example of the 
patriotic spirit of Palestinian Bedouins.

Researcher Ahmad Heneiti’s study 
Bedouin Communities in Greater 
Jerusalem: Planning or Forced 
Displacement?i highlights the fact that 
Bedouins live in all parts of the West 
Bank. They belong to three major 
tribes: Al-Ka’abne, Al-Jahaleen, and 
Al-Rashayda. The majority descends 
from the Naqab desert, as they were 
displaced during Al-Nakba and the 
following years, which makes 70 
percent of the Bedouins who live in 
the central West Bank refugees. The 
study indicates that Bedouins in the 
northern and western West Bank live 
mostly as small individual families, 
whereas in the southern and central 
areas and in the Jordan Valley, there 
is a dense presence of Bedouin 
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communities. Each of the three major 
tribes comprises smaller families. 
The study mentions that in the central 
West Bank, ownership of the land 
on which Bedouins reside is of four 
types: private ownership by families 
who live in nearby villages and towns; 
endowment land; village community 
ownership; and governmental 
ownership or state land. The latter is 
of two types: some is controlled by 

the Palestinian Authority, whereas the 
majority is under Israeli control.

The identity of Bedouins in Palestine 
is a dynamic concept that extends 
throughout Palestinian history and 
geography and includes a number 
of interrelated social, economic, 
cultural, psychological, and 
geographical factors. This is due 

to the deeply intertwined segments 
of the Palestinian people in a 
small geographical area. Generally 
speaking, most Palestinians have 
Bedouin roots in the social and 
cultural sense, as tribalism, clannism, 
agricultural production, and livestock 
production exist in common, while 
values, customs, and behavioral 
patterns intersect between Palestinian 
Bedouin communities and Palestinian 

villages and rural areas. This is 
evident in the traditions of weddings 
and funeral rites, and more clearly 
in informal or clan justice that is 
widespread also in cities, villages, 
and refugee camps. Some individuals 
or families have deserted the Bedouin 
lifestyle yet remain connected to their 
cultural roots. 

The Palestinian social reality is 
becoming increasingly intertwined 
due to the gradual urbanization and 
integration that Palestinian society has 
been undergoing in recent decades. 
Many tribes with Bedouin roots 
have deserted the Bedouin lifestyle 
that is based on movement and 
livestock breeding and have settled in 
permanent villages and towns. Some 
Bedouins have even moved to live in 
cities. This was evident in the case of 
the Arab al-Ta’amra tribe in eastern 
and southern Bethlehem, for example. 
The complexity increased because of 
the changing economy, multinational 
markets, an increase in the rates of 
education, and the communications 
and transportation revolution.

This reality became more complex 
following the 1948 Nakba, when 
the Palestinian people and its 
social structures were subject to 
an earth-shattering experience. It 
manifested itself in the uprooting 
and displacement of the people, the 
destruction of Palestinian villages 
and cities, and the emergence of 
refugee camps, with all the ensuing 
repercussions, including social 
fragmentation, the ripping apart of 
clans and families, and the usurpation 
of land and natural resources.

All of the above makes it extremely 
difficult to determine precisely 
who the Bedouins are and the size 
of their populations in Palestine. 
Palestinian researcher Ahmad 
Heneiti indicated in an interview with 
Al-Quds News Agency that while 
Bedouins traditionally have followed a 
lifestyle characterized by nomadism, 
desert dwelling, and the reliance on 
livestock, these determinants are 
currently no longer valid.ii Hence, I 
rely on two determinants to define 
Bedouins: a lifestyle that depends on 
livestock raising, despite its decline, 
and, more significantly, Bedouins 

defining themselves as Bedouins. 
These determinants, however, 
create a problem in determining 
who Bedouins are and in assessing 
their numbers and the percentage 
of refugees among them. Among 
Bedouins in the central occupied 
West Bank, such as Al-Jahaleen, 
Al-Rashayda, and Al-Ka’abne tribes, 
for example, most members still 
depend on the Bedouin lifestyle that 
revolves around livestock raising and 
adhere to a lifestyle that is closer 
to the traditional Bedouin model. 
The members of these tribes define 
themselves as Bedouins, whether 
they live a lifestyle that resembles 
the Bedouin lifestyle or reside as 
individuals in Palestinian cities and 
villages or even abroad. 

The particular Bedouin culture, social 
traditions, and lifestyle, and their 
existence over wide geographical 
areas in Palestine challenge the Zionist 
scheme of settlement expansion 
that aims to control the land. Thus, 
Palestinian Bedouins are regularly 
victims of uprooting and forced 
(re)settlement, property destruction, 
livestock theft, and confinement in 
isolated communities, while they 
must resist attempts that aim to lure 
them to join the occupation army.

According to the study entitled Arab 
Al-Jahalin from Al-Nakba to the Wall 
(in Arabic) by Hadeel Hunaiti,iii the 
occupation forces use two methods 
to implement their schemes. The 
first is forced expulsion. The second 
involves military intervention and 
repressive measures such as 
subjecting them to harassment, 
imposing fines for alleged building 
or access violations, and preventing 
them from accessing the resources 
that sustain their livelihoods, including 
pastures and water supplies, which 
has resulted in the displacement of 
large numbers of people. 
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Mahmoud Fatafta asserts that since its inception, 
the Palestinian Authority (PA) has indirectly 
played a role in the destruction of the sources of 
steadfastness and perseverance for the Bedouin 
community. This started when the PA agreed to 
designate the land where Bedouins reside as Area 
C, then extended to the lack of provision of health 
care and educational services for Bedouins, and 
it finally culminated with the PA’s failure to protect 
the Bedouin economy that is based on livestock 
raising. It has neither supported them with feed 
nor supported the marketing of their products or 
offered protection from the competition.iv

Bedouins live under difficult conditions due to 
their nomadic lifestyle and because they live 
as individual families or in small communities 
scattered in the Jerusalem desert, the Jordan 
Valley, and in the desert areas south of Hebron 
– removed from villages, towns, and cities. 
This means that they lack the minimum level 
of services and infrastructure. Their access to 
health care is frequently poor, and some Bedouin 
communities lack health insurance and cannot 
afford the high cost of health services. Even 
among the Bedouins who carry UNRWA-issued refugee ID cards, more than 
77 percent have complained about limited health services.v The educational 
opportunities are very limited and conditions deplorable, as they lack schools 
or have difficulties in accessing transportation to public schools. As a result, 
students tend to drop out and enter the job market, frequently finding work as 
temporary laborers in Israeli settlements. 

In addition, Bedouins’ economic conditions suffer from ongoing measures, 
intentionally implemented by the occupation authorities, which constrict 
their access to pasture under the pretense that these areas are green zones, 
closed military zones, or needed to build roads and expand settlements. 
Furthermore, the apartheid annexation wall has swallowed vast areas of 
grazing land.vi 

One of the key problems that Bedouins in Palestine face is the absence of 
authentic and serious development plans and projects that would support 
Bedouin steadfastness, secure their continued existence in the land, and 
allow them to enjoy their lifestyle and culture. Such measures would 
consolidate their national identity, sense of belonging, and role in combating 
the Israeli occupation and its expansionist settlement schemes; they would 
also raise awareness of Bedouins’ contribution to the national struggle 
among Bedouins themselves as well as among the general Palestinian 
population. Ahmad Heneiti indicates that the failure of developmental 
interventions concerning Bedouin communities is due to the organized yet 
erroneously politicized approach upon which such interventions are based 
throughout the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and Jerusalem. They are closer to 

emergency relief and in the best-
case scenario aim to improve the 
residents’ living standard – within 
their limited capacity under 
occupation. In other words, attempts 
at development are carried out within 
the Israeli regime that guarantees the 
hegemony of the Israeli economy 
over its Palestinian counterpart, 
while subordinating all measures to 
Israel’s demands for security.vii

The steadfastness of the Bedouin 
communities and the preservation of 
their rights is a basic component of 
the steadfastness of the Palestinian 
people and its national liberation 
project. Consequently, it is a patriotic 
task and social responsibility for all 
Palestinians to support Bedouins in 
facing the challenge of overcoming 
the incessant occupation and 
settlement schemes that target their 
communities. We all must resist the 
Israeli policies that aim to destroy 

their lifestyle, besiege them, seize 
their geographical space, and force 
them to remain in closed segregated 
areas.

Achieving this general objective 
requires a methodical national 
Palestinian vision and the political 
will to combat the policies of 
annexation, settlement expansion, 
displacement, uprooting, 
segregation, and coercive 
settlement. We must object to the 
erection of walls, the installation of 
checkpoints, and the destruction 
of the geographic and social 
connectivity of Palestinians while 
providing the necessary legal 
support to cases that face the 
aggression perpetrated in various 
ways by the occupation authorities 
and by settlers.

Inconsistency and improvisation 
must be overcome in dealing with 

Israeli forces suppressing a peaceful march against settlement on the lands of citizens in the Msafer Yatta 
area, south of Hebron, 2021. Photo by Mashhour al-Wihwah, 2022.
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Bedouin communities. Instead, a 
comprehensive strategic plan with 
immediate, midterm, and long-
term ranges must be developed. 
Especially in Area C, so-called 
developmental interventions that are 
in fact relief interventions and those 
that lead to the consolidation of the 
occupation must be replaced by 
development projects that support 
the steadfastness of Bedouins on 
their land and meet their specific 
needs. These include health 
awareness–raising campaigns and 
the provision of health care services 
through centers and mobile clinics, 
the comprehensive inoculation of all, 
health insurance, and maternal care. 
Education must be facilitated and 
improved by constructing schools 
in Bedouin communities, providing 

transportation, securing protection 
from attacks by settlers, addressing 
truancy, and enabling access to 
vocational and university education 
by granting financial aid.

Furthermore, infrastructure needs to 
be made available, which includes 
access to water, electricity, heaters, 
and roads. In terms of the economy, 
Bedouin communities and families 
need support to ensure that their 
basic survival requirements are 
met. Their steadfastness must be 
enhanced by dedicating a percentage 
of the general budget to offer support 
by providing tools, textiles, livestock, 
feed, and veterinary care. The 
marketing of their products must 
be facilitated and protected from 
competition. Also, specific plans 
need to be formulated to deal with 

unemployment among members of 
Bedouin communities.

Bedouin citizens must be involved 
in determining their needs, and 
these needs must be met in ways 
and contexts that suit the culture 
and lifestyle rather than leaving the 
Bedouin population at the mercy 
of funding institutions and their 
conditions that are frequently contrary 
to Palestinian national objectives and 
interests. 

Finally, it is important to consolidate 
national awareness and strengthen 
the identity and cultural expressions 
in Bedouin communities, including 
tradition and oral history. Festivals 
and cultural events that revive 
Bedouin cultural heritage through 
poetry, song, dance, and handicrafts 
should be held. Advocacy and 
solidarity campaigns with Bedouins 
should be launched on the national, 
regional, and international levels to 
combat the occupation schemes.

Nassar Ibrahim Zawahra is an 
author and novelist born in Beit 
Sahour, Palestine, in 1953. He holds 
an MA in international cooperation 
and development from Bethlehem 
University and a certificate of 
competency in sociology from 
Lebanese University in Beirut.

i Ahmad Heneiti, “Bedouin Communities in Greater Jerusalem: Planning or Forced Displacement?” Institute of 
Palestine Studies, Jerusalem Quarterly 65, 2016, available at https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/198347.
ii Ahmad Heneiti, “Bedouin Communities in the West Bank: A Lifestyle that Resists Zionist Settlement Expansion” 
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Harassing citizens and activists in the Khan al-Ahmar community, East Jerusalem, 2018. 
Photo by Abdel Rahman Younis.

Suppressing a peaceful march against Israeli 
settlement on the lands of citizens in the Msafer 
Yatta area, south of Hebron, 2021. 
Photo by Mashhour al-Wihwah, 2022.
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ourism is one of the world’s most rapidly expanding 
industries, having grown to become one of the 
most important sectors in international trade. 
Academically, it is a modern science, yet it is also 
one of humanity’s oldest practices. The multiplicity 
of tourism types depends on the multiplicity and 
diversity of human activities. Ecotourism is one 
of the most significant modern forms of tourism 
since, in addition to the well-known economic and 
social benefits of tourism in general, it is focused 
largely on environmental balance. One of the most 
important types of ecotourism is desert tourism.

Desert wanderers, particularly those in the Arabian 
Desert, are aware of two secrets: the taste of 
freedom derived from the expanse of its vast and 
spacious surface, and the feeling of contentment 
fostered by its simplicity, both of which reveal that 
everything in the desert is very precious.

Desert
Tourism
in Palestine

By Osama Staiti 
Translated by Hind Husseini

The desert and wilderness areas of 
Palestine are key tourist attractions 
that provide tourists and visitors with 
a unique experience. This includes 
the Palestinian Bedouin community, 
which still preserves its original 
Bedouin customs, Bedouin or Sahara 
food, as well as animal, plant, and 
geographical variety, and many other 
elements that greet the visitor who 
explores Palestine’s desert.

The strategy of the Ministry of 
Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA) 
focuses on the development of this 
type of tourism. The current project, 
implemented in cooperation with 
Bedouins Without Borders, will lay 
the groundwork for a distinguished 
Palestinian desert tourism industry. 
Furthermore, it will provide 
numerous job opportunities for the 
Palestinian Bedouin community and 
shed light on the cultural value of life 
in desert areas.

Furthermore, this project will 
provide an important opportunity for 
participation in a variety of activities 
related to Palestinian tourism, such 
as monitoring migratory birds, 
torrential rains, and stream flow in 
the winter. In addition, it will offer 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunities for 
amateur photography in wilderness 
areas because the Palestinian desert 
is unique in that it has no sand 
dunes. In the spring, for example, 
grass grows in most areas, not 
only providing an opportunity for 
camels and cattle to graze but also 
giving shelter and providing a source 
of feed for foxes, deer, and other 
animals that live in these wilderness 
areas.

Those who enjoy walking at night 
can do so in the wilderness, enjoy 
the abundance of visible stars, and 
explore the world-renowned areas 
that overlook the Dead Sea and that 
have been designated as World 
Heritage Sites.

MoTA intends to invest further 
into this form of tourism and open 

The Palestinian Ministry of 
Tourism and Antiquities, in 
cooperation with Bedouins 
Without Borders, promotes 
desert tourism in Palestine 
through a framework that 
complements the diversity 
of Palestinian tourism 
patterns. The aim is to 
extend the stay of tourists 
in Palestine, provide other 
sources of income for the 
local community living in 
wilderness areas, protect 
the valley and land areas 
from Israeli occupation 
annexation attempts, 
and increase Palestine's 
share of inbound tourism 
and revitalizing domestic 
tourism.T
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a variety of accommodations and desert hostels in 
the future. The goal of this initiative is to maintain the 
authenticity of the area and its culture as visitors are 
introduced to the rich Bedouin cultural legacy and its 
personal and societal components.

MoTA is resolved to press forward with the 
development of desert tourism in Jerusalem’s 
wilderness and in the desert areas east of Bethlehem 
and in Jericho, and to connect the great majority of 
available travel patterns on a single tourist map. By 
doing so, tourists and visitors can create their own 
unique tourism experience in Palestine. This includes 
visiting religious sites in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and 
other cities and enjoying nature and the captivating 
desert environment, visiting charming historical villages 
and towns, and learning about the Palestinian people’s 
social customs, traditions, and rich cultural life. 

For centuries, Palestine has increasingly been subjected 
to colonialism, warfare, and occupation. But this has 
not stopped Palestinians from making strides in a 

variety of industries and fields, the most important of 
which is tourism. Its significance is illustrated by its 
consistent growth year after year, owing to the efforts 
of MoTA, the private tourism industry, and the groups 
and institutions engaged in supporting and promoting it.

Article photos are courtesy of the author.

Osama Staiti is director general of tourism services 
at the Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities. 
He is interested in developing community tourism, 
including desert tourism, which is his responsibility 
within a joint project funded by the UNDP.
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he Bedouin community is an open society by 
nature. Since Bedouin “houses of hair” (tents) 
have no walls and the desert lacks fences, it 
is practically impossible to separate women 
and men, as is common in other urban or rural 
communities in Palestine. Furthermore, women 
participate alongside men in animal grazing and 
land cultivation. Thus, among Bedouins, the 
relationship between men and women is founded 
on understanding and trust. In addition, tribe 
members are generally connected by blood or 
kinship ties. Therefore, it is the responsibility of 
the entire tribe to maintain its good reputation and 
respect – rather than laying that weight only on the 
shoulders of women, as is prevalent in some other 
societies today. 

A Bedouin judiciary rule states, “Women are 
honest and not liars.” This implies that they do 
not need proof to support the validity of their 
words, presuming they won’t risk damaging their 
reputation for no reason. In other words, in modern 
feminist terminology, “We believe the survivors.” 
Bedouin women’s independence and actions are 
determined by their standing within the tribe. For 
instance, in the absence of a tribe’s sheikh, his 
wife would manage the tribe’s affairs, and she had 
servants who served her and assisted her with 
household chores.

Bedouin
Women

T

By Hind Hajar Salman 
Translated by Hind Husseini

Prior to the Nakba, the Bedouins 
maintained an agrarian lifestyle. 
They relied on farming and raising 
livestock for their livelihood. Bedouin 
women were equal participants and 
played a significant role in daily life. 
They assisted men with farming, 
cattle grazing, and managing the 
family’s affairs. While the women of 
the tribe had to travel long distances 
to get water and gather firewood, 
these tasks also provided them with 
the opportunity to interact with one 
another, which served as an outlet.

After the Nakba, many of the most 
significant tasks Bedouin women had 
been in charge of were taken away 
from them. This included the making 
and maintaining of the “houses of 
hair.” Bedouin women were known 
for their skill in tent-making. It 
required shearing sheep to obtain 
wool or collecting camel and goat 
hair. These fibers had to be washed 
and purified before the women spun 
them into fine threads that they 
then used to weave large pieces of 
cloth. The process of making and 

maintaining the “houses of hair” 
was difficult and time-consuming. 
For example, women used to start 
weaving winter tents during the 
summer. Women were also in charge 
of adjusting the tent according to 
the direction of the wind. They used 
to assist each other in carrying out 
these activities, which created a 
social solidarity that no longer exists 
today.

The occupation altered the character 
of the Bedouin lifestyle, as Israel 
confiscated land, imposed forced 
urbanization by moving Bedouin 
communities to so-called “modern” 
towns, and adopted and implemented 
racist laws. For example, “houses of 
hair” were replaced by stone houses 
built by men because Israel passed a 
law that banned the raising of black 
goats – the hair of which women had 
used to weave their tents. Permanent 
houses furthermore prevent Bedouin 
women from direct contact with 
their surroundings and limit their 
responsibilities to child-raising and 
household chores.
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Researchers who have studied the 
role that Bedouin women played in 
the past have concluded that it was 
a conventional role. Nonetheless, 
it was appropriate and acceptable 
given the historical, cultural, and 
environmental context in which 
Bedouin women lived at the time. 

“If the shop closes, we’ll go hungry” 
is a remark you may hear frequently 
from elderly Bedouin men who use 
this saying as a metaphor for the 
shift of Bedouin culture from a self-

sufficient and production-oriented 
lifestyle to consumer-oriented 
dependency. “We were happy and 
enjoyed the bounty of our land, 
but we needed medical treatment 
and textiles,” says Hajja Ruqayyah 
Al-Sanea in a documentary film, 
indicating that Bedouins were self-
sufficient and merely required health 
care services and clothing.

The confiscation of Bedouin lands 
and the forced relocation of Bedouins 
not only strongly altered their lifestyle 

While everyday challenges 
and the harsh living 
conditions in the desert 
force Bedouin women to 
grow strong and resilient, 
Israeli-imposed changes 
significantly hamper 
women's traditional 
connection with their 
environment and economic 
opportunities.

but also interrupted their economic 
activities. Thus, women were obliged 
to change their responsibilities, 
adapt to new circumstances, and 
adjust to a new and unfamiliar work 
environment. As they had to consider 
pursuing new tasks, they were faced 
with the harsh reality of limited 
opportunities. The situation was 
exacerbated by the absence of an 
authority that cared about their needs 
and requirements, let alone the fact 
that they were unqualified for regular 
employment.

Customs, traditions, and cultural 
restraints frequently make it difficult 
for Bedouin women to work. 
They used to be self-sufficient, 
hardworking, and active in household 
economics. For example, women 
used to produce and sell dairy 
products and textiles. This is 
much less an option today due 
to Israeli access restrictions on 
grazing grounds and the resulting 
reduction in livestock rearing among 
Bedouins. Several obstacles prevent 
Bedouin women’s integration into 
the labor market, including practical 
constraints such as the lack of 
nearby workplaces, inadequate 
public transportation, a shortage 
of childcare facilities, and a poor 
education system. 

Bedouins Without Borders has thus 
come up with the idea of holding 
women’s handicraft workshops. 
They aim to create job opportunities 
that are connected to Bedouin 
heritage and tradition. Focusing 
mostly on Bedouin handicrafts 
such as leatherwork and weaving, 
these crafts utilize materials that 
are available in the Bedouins’ 
environment and transform them into 
products with high marketability and 
modern usability while preserving the 
Bedouin culture. In addition, these 
workshops serve as a gathering 

place for women and provide an 
environment that is similar to their 
old way of life. Amina, one of the 
beneficiaries, explains that for her, 
the workshop is about exchanging 
new ideas with other women. She 
is happy to have acquired new skills 
and gained a source of income. 
Maryam, another beneficiary, 
appreciates that these gatherings 
allow her to slip away from the 
dreary routine of daily life.

Hind Hajar Salman serves as 
coordinator of the women’s 
program at Bedouins Without 
Borders. She is a political feminist 
activist and relationship life coach.
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A woman in the traditional costume of Palestinian Bedouins who originally lived in the Bir al-Sabe' area. They now 
live as refugees in Gaza, after having been forcibly expelled by Zionist gangs in 1948. Photo by Fadi Thabet.
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uring the late twentieth century, the idea of alternative 
tourism – whether social or environmental – 
crystalized, presenting an approach that differs from 
traditional tourism. Desert tourism began within the 
context of this trend, especially tourism that includes 
visits to Bedouin communities that live in the desert. 
Tourists who truly want to get to know the life of al-
badia (the desert) and al-reef (the rural area) will never 
be able to fully appreciate this lifestyle by watching a 
documentary, reading a report, or even taking a bus 
tour. They have to live with the Bedouin families and 
tribes to experience their lifestyle. So we have improved 
our offering to allow guests to see the numerous facets 

Bedouin
Desert
Tourism

D

By Nasser Ka'abneh 

The Bedouins of Palestine

of Bedouin life. Moreover, we have 
trained many specialized guides in this 
field. Still, there are many challenges 
and difficulties to overcome that 
hamper this beautiful mode of tourism.

Visitors can participate in an 
abundance of activities when they visit 
Bedouin tribes in the desert, enabling 
them to get to know the customs and 
traditions. Homestays are considered 
the most important component in 
providing an experience of the customs 
and traditions of this environment 
and way of life. Guests must allocate 
sufficient time to live with host families 
and share their food, drink, and lifestyle 
to learn how Bedouins manage to 
deal with the desert conditions and 
appreciate this way of life that is based 
on simple elements and ingredients. 
Here, the visitor can join household 
members and participate in the 
preparation of food and in doing other 

chores.

Some other activities include touring 
the depths of the solitary desert to 
experience tranquility and peace away 
from the hustle and bustle of the city. 
These tours may be done by walking, 
driving off-road vehicles, or riding 
animals, such as camels. Tours can 
last one day or more, if possible, and 
include camping in the desert and 
watching the sun rise and set from 
the cliffs around the Dead Sea or from 
any other place in Palestine’s beautiful 
desert. Another option is the unique 
activity of following shepherds as they 
graze their camels, goats, and sheep, 
either spending a whole day with them 
or just watching their coming and 
going.

Visitors can rely on a limited number 
of trained Bedouin guides during 
their stay. Bedouins are experts on 
their environment, and tourists need 
never worry about getting lost! These 
guides can lead any group safely 
to any destination, but few have 
expertise in group-guiding logistics and 
administration, nor do they possess 
knowledge of first aid or speak foreign 
languages. The guides who possess 
these skills, however, can safely and 
confidently lead tourists who wish 
to wander through the desert. They 
possess skills that no one else has 
because they are familiar with the 

Wadi Qelt, a valley, riverine gulch, or stream in 
the West Bank, originating near Jerusalem and 
running into the Jordan River near Jericho, shortly 
before it flows into the Dead Sea.

Wadi Qelt.

Qumran, an archaeological site in the West Bank located on a dry marl 
plateau about 1.5 km from the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea.
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desert’s dangers and safe places and 
know what people need in order to 
tolerate extreme conditions and bear 
hardships. For example, these persons 
can tell who or what was recently in a 
certain place because they are skilled 
at reading tracks and traces. Such 
a guide can give a weather report 
simply by looking at the sky – and thus 
determine how fast a group should 
move or whether it must change its 
path in case there is the possibility of 
torrential rainfall. The guide will know 
when visitors should rest for a while 
and where they should go to avoid the 
sun’s heat and the risk of sunstroke.

The impediments and challenges 
implicit in desert tourism can be linked 
to resources or to the political situation. 
A lack of financial resources could 
prevent Bedouins working in this field 
from implementing the projects that 
they consider necessary. For example, 
it is impossible to find a person in the 
West Bank who would be capable 
of accompanying more than four 
people on camels, or someone who 
possesses more than one off-road 
vehicle to transport tourists to the heart 
of the desert. In such cases, Bedouins 
resort to participatory work to organize 
and manage their affairs.

Moreover, Palestinians are prevented 
from visiting some desert sites or even 
the desert in general because many 
of these areas have been declared 
Israeli military zones and thus off-limits 
to Palestinians or tourists. Soldiers 
or settlers may put up obstacles to 
prevent the owners of the land from 
accessing and using it. In addition, 
we find many Israeli projects that 
pretend to provide “Bedouin tourism” 
by imitating the lifestyle of Bedouins in 
order to entice visitors. They will have 
tents (beit sha’ar), camels and other 
livestock, and they will even dress 
as Bedouins. They will also have full 
access to the desert.

Despite these obstacles, however, 
genuine desert tourism with Bedouins 
is a great gateway that allows visitors 
to acquaint themselves with the 
hospitality, culture, and lifestyle of 
the Palestinian Bedouins. Moreover, 
it provides a source of income that 
increases the resilience of Bedouins 
during these difficult times.

Nasser Mohammad Ka’abneh holds 
a BA in English literature from Hebron 
University (2007). He has worked 
in Palestinian public schools as a 
teacher and began to work as a 
tourist guide in 2013. In 2016, he 
graduated from Bethlehem University 
with a diploma in tour guiding and 
subsequently obtained a guide’s 
license from the Palestinian Ministry 
of Tourism and Antiquities. He is a 
Guardian of the Desert.

hoever hovers over the tops of desert mountains 
will surely mock the tragedies and hardships of life 
and even ridicule life itself.” This saying has been 
stuck in my head since I was very young. Many 
times I’ve asked myself, “How can I hover over the 
mountains and minimize the burden I carry on my 
shoulder as a Palestinian?” I have been roaming 
the desert since infancy. I have sat for hours 
gazing at its magnificence that comforts yet at the 
same time overflows with challenge, uncertainty, 
and myths. Trying to discover who I am, I would 
imagine life in the past and in the present, on the 
tops of desert mountains, at the edges of cliffs, 
slopes, and dams, and in the foothills of lush 
groves.

I often asked myself how our forebears built their 
houses on these ragged mountains and fortified 
them for protection in case of war or invasion. 
Such imaginary scenes dazzled me and sparked in 
me a desire to discover the desert world. I would 
find myself roaming in an open-air museum at the 
heart of the Palestinian wilderness: I felt as if the 
colored rocks of the desert mountains were waving 
at me, as if the hands of my great grandfathers 
were motioning to me, calling me to discover them.

The Bedouins of Palestine

Climbing 
the Mountains
of Al-Badia

“W

By Ala' Khalil

A panoramic view at Qumran.
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Here began the story of my search 
for a way to reach the mountaintops 
and the edges of their slopes. I 
wanted to touch these rocks and 
restore the history of our civilization 
and the beauty that has been 
passed down to us in the wildness 
of Mar Saba, the cliffs over the 
Dead Sea, Wadi al-Darajeh (Valley 
of the Steps), and the hill Khashm 
al-Daraj.

In 2013, a friend told me about a 
training course for young people 
who wished to learn the skills of 
climbing and walking through the 
mountains to appreciate nature. I 
saw the desert before me, with the 
gradation of colors, its mountains 
and rocks smiling at me, and was 
awakened from my dream by the 
voice of my girlfriends asking, “Can 

we do this as girls? Will society 
allow this?” My response was a 
resolute cry of “Let’s try!”

Fortunate to be able to join the 
training course, I experienced 
climbing mountains and slopes, 
walking between them, and felt as 
if I were a child again, crawling and 
wrestling, learning how to walk all 
over again. At that time, I inhaled 
freedom. The air was not like any 
ordinary air. When I looked down 
after a long climb up, seeing the 
expansive mountains, I was able to 
see Palestine free and liberated from 
all walls and barriers. I was sure that 
I was the daughter of those slopes, 
edges, and mountains with their 
pride, loftiness, and steadfastness. 
I learned patience, how to control 
myself, how to move my one hand 

by order from the other hand, 
warning me not to look back. I 
learned that any stage I reach is 
a success, even if it is a small 
step. I learned a lesson about the 
importance of perseverance, of 
continuing to press forward, no 
matter how difficult the march is. 
And I learned to respect nature. 
The sport of walking and climbing 
the mountains of the desert 
polished my personality and gave 
me the incentive to renew my 
positive energy and rid myself 
from negativity. 

Mountain climbing in the desert 
has a special flavor that differs 
from climbing in other places. It 
is an adventure that combines 
the loftiness of mountains with 
the magnificence and power of 
the desert as it is known by the 
Bedouins. The Bedouins have 
chosen the desert and the desert 
has chosen them, making them 
her children who can bear her 
heat, understand her wind and 
coolness, recognize her voices 
and messages, and reveal her 
secrets. The desert forces us to 
develop strength, patience, and 
wisdom. And in the end, she gives 
us the ability to walk on her sandy 
paths and climb the cliffs of her 
valleys, as we learn to ascend 
her rugged mountains and steep 
slopes with lightness and with the 
instinct of the deer and ibex.   

Ala’ Khalil holds a BA in 
administration and economy and 
a master’s degree in institution 
building and human resources. 
She currently works as a 
financial administrative assistant 
for Bedouins Without Borders. 
She is a Guardian of the Desert.
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Climbing the Badia mountains.
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edouins in Palestine historically lived according to 
the cycle of seasonal migration, when their mobile 
households moved from one location to another in 
search of food and water for their livestock. While 
men worked in herding, farming, and bartering, 
women were responsible for building and maintaining 
their habitat, beit al-shaar, the house woven from 
animal hair. Women wove beit al-saifi, the summer 
tent, using sheep wool, beit al-shetawi, the winter 
tent, from warmer and water-resistant goat hair, and 
ruwaq, the partition screens, with camel hair. The 
entire diwan, the main meeting space consisting of 

Naseej 

B
By Shirabe Yamada with 
Khadra Alsanah

Bedouin Women and the 
Weaving Heritage of Palestine

carpets, cushions, and decorative 
wall hangings, was woven with sheep 
wool. They also wove the abah, a 
man’s cloak, from camel and goat 
hair, as well as various items for 
their animals such as mizwada, a 
fodder sack, khurj, a saddle bag, 
and ornaments such as ghurza and 
miqwad that decorated camels and 
horses for festive occasions.

Weaving was a multi-step, labor-
intensive work that started with the 
shearing of the animal hair in late 
spring, followed by the washing, 
carding, and spinning of the wool 
into yarn using a maghzal, a wooden 
drop-spindle. The yarn was then rolled 
into hamleh, a ball, and coiled into 
maslak, a single-strand skein, and 
soaked in natural dye for coloring. 
After drying, the colored yarn was 
coiled into bramah, double-strand 
skein, for weaving. The bramah was 
then set on the noul, the ground 
loom, in a complex process that 
required three women to count and 
cast numerous strands of warps, the 

lengthwise thread, according to the 
design. Weaving was executed by 
the weaver, who sat on the ground, 
by passing the wefts, the horizontal 
threads, across the warps by hand 
and pulling them tightly in place 
with the help of a midreh, a pointy 

Weaving is one of the most 
prominent heritages of 
Bedouins in Palestine. For 
centuries, the centrality 
of weaving in Bedouin life 
symbolized the importance 
of women's role and their 
status in the society as the 
home builders.

A Bedouin weaver spins the yarn using a drop-spindle at Sidreh, Lakiya 
Bedouin Weaving Project. Photo by Steve Sabella, courtesy of Sunbula.

Bundles of dyed yarn for weaving at Sidreh, Lakiya Bedouin Weaving Project. 
Photo by Steve Sabella, courtesy of Sunbula.

The Bedouins of Palestine
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handheld tool made from a goat horn. 
After the weaving, the piece would be 
finished with hand-trimming, sewing, 
connecting, and attaching decorations 
such as tassels and beads. 

The work was carried out collectively 
by family members who would pair 
up and rotate and who were frequently 

joined by neighbors. It was done in 
a beautiful communal atmosphere 
where women worked, talked, and 
laughed over Bedouin tea brewed on 
an open fire and traditional food. 

Bedouin life in Palestine has 
undergone drastic changes since 
1948 with the creation of the State of 

Israel. Restricted into small, confined 
areas and forbidden from migrating 
seasonally, the Bedouins have been 
forced to give up their traditional 
livelihood and lifestyle that centered 
on herding and migration. The 
resulting diminishing of their herds 
and the Israeli army’s destruction of 
the dyeing centers in the communities 
meant that the women were no longer 
able to weave and build their habitats, 
which had been gradually replaced by 
cheaper, synthetic building materials 
that became available in the local 
markets. 

Bedouin women lost their important 
role and status in their households 
and in society when they ceased 
being the weaver-homebuilder. Under 
the discriminatory Israeli policies 
against their community, Bedouin 
women have faced many challenges, 
not only as members of an indigenous 
minority struggling to adapt to the 
new reality of the Jewish state but 
also as women striving for education 
and economic opportunities while the 
community expects them to adhere to 
traditional gender roles.

The Bedouin women of the Naqab 
rose up against these challenges and 
in 1998 created Sidreh, an initiative 
to empower women by reviving 
traditional weaving. Today, from their 
center in the town of Lakiya, Sidreh 
runs various social and economic 
programs that serve women in the 
communities across the Naqab, 
with traditional weaving at its core. 
Sidreh provides tens of women from 
unrecognized villages the opportunity 
to earn an income by keeping alive the 
art of weaving in their modern home 
decor products while awakening in 
the young generation of Bedouins a 
sense of pride in and belonging to 
their ancestral heritage.

Shirabe Yamada is the executive 
director of Sunbula, a Palestinian 
fair trade organization that supports 
local artisans, such as Sidreh, 
through the promotion of traditional 
crafts. www.sunbula.org

Khadra Alsanah is the co-director of 
Sidreh, an organization dedicated 
to social, economic, and political 
empowerment of Palestinian 
Bedouin women in the Naqab.A Bedouin woman weaving on a ground loom at Sidreh, Lakiya Bedouin Weaving Project. 

Photo by Steve Sabella, courtesy of Sunbula.

Wall-tapestry by Sidreh, Lakiya Bedouin Weaving 
Project. Photo by Steve Sabella, courtesy of Sunbula.

www.sidreh.org
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The Last Word

Fighting Racism
The horrific scenes from the devastating earthquakes and aftershocks in 
Turkey and Syria this week, which left tens of thousands of people killed and 
injured, not to mention lifelong work gone in minutes, just humble us and put 
everything we do into a new perspective. Pain, agony, torment, and misery 
are emotions that transcend nationalities and politics. That’s what a decent 
person is supposed to think, right? Well then what the hell was the publisher of 
Charlie Hebdo magazine thinking when he mocked the victims of the Turkey-
Syria earthquake in a satirical cartoon? How low can some people go? 
Freedom of speech must stop when it becomes a knife that stabs people in 
the heart. 

Racism is here. It’s everywhere, in fact. Ask us Palestinians. Ironically, 
the scary part is that racists – past and present – continue to win 
democratically held elections all over the world. Israel today has avowed 
racists essentially in control of the government. According to an article 
published in the January issue of This Week in Palestine, “Throughout 
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.” And all 
that happened before Israel’s current right-wing government was sworn in! 

What makes people believe that they are superior to others on the basis of 
certain characteristics that they possess or their membership in a particular 
racial or ethnic group? It’s beyond me! But, it’s encouraging and even gives 
us hope when we see racist leaders booted out of power as was the case a 
couple of months ago in Brazil. Ousting Donald Trump is another example, 
but I’m not sure that his replacement, although not a racist, is any better – at 
least for us Palestinians. Actually, I know he’s not. Thank God that racists in 
any country still seem to be a minority, even in France, though the racism of 
Charlie Hebdo is certainly evident. I believe that racists will ultimately bring 
about the demise of their own country if allowed to “roam” freely. 

People generally think that calamities only happen to others. The earthquake in 
Turkey and Syria is a stark reminder that we’re all equal when nature is angry. 

Long live Palestine!
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