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Activism is not issue-specific.

It’s a moral posture that, steady state,
propels you forward, frome one hard
hour to the next.

Believing that you can do something
to make things better, you do
something, rather than nothing.

You assume responsibility for the
priviledge of your abilities.

You do whatever you can.

You reach beyond yourself in your
imagination, and in your wish for
understanding, and for change.

You admit the limitations of individual
perspectives.

You trust somebody else.

You do not turn away.

June Jordan

Originally published in The Progressive,
February 1999.
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The Violence of Demanding Perfect Victims

by Noura Erakat

Published on 10 October 2023 on Jadaliyya, https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/45383/
The-violence-of-demanding-perfect-victims.

Hamas has launched an unprecedented attack against Israel, taking aim at
the apartheid and colonial regime that has subjugated Palestinians for 75
years. Western reaction and media coverage of the attack have emphasized
the fallibility of Israel’s military apparatus as well as Hamas’s tactics, which
have not distinguished between military and civilian targets.

Few Western observers have highlighted the context of Israel’s structural
violence that has condemned Palestinians to a slow death, thus missing a
critical opportunity to advance a true, durable solution in the region.

Two million Palestinians in Gaza, a 225-square mile Mediterranean coastal
enclave, have been besieged by a comprehensive naval blockade and land
siege imposed by Israel for 16 years. The UN and humanitarian organiza-
tions have condemned the blockade as illegal and described its impact as
“catastrophic”. In 2015, a UN Agency predicted that Gaza would be un-
livable by 2020 due to a lack of hygiene, access to clean water, and food
shortages caused by Israel. It is now 2023. Today, more than a quarter of
all reported diseases in Gaza are caused by poor water quality and access.
Fifty-three percent of the population is living below the poverty line and de-
pendence on food aid for survival has increased from less than ten percent
in 2000 to an estimated 70 percent in 2017. Between the fall of 2016 and
the summer of 2017, 186 facilities providing health, water, sanitation, and
solid waste collection services were shut down due to power shortages due
to the siege and blockade

This is to say nothing of the death and destruction wrought by repeated,
massive Israeli military assaults. Since 2008, Israel has launched four
large-scale military offensives against a predominantly refugee population
trapped in one of the most densely populated places on earth while denying
a humanitarian corridor for people to escape. During these attacks, Isra-

el has killed entire families - spanning several generations - with missile
strikes at their homes. Israel has also repeatedly bombed UN hospitals and
schools sheltering civilians, bearing the UN’s unmistakable blue emblem.
Despite the litany of well-documented war crimes, no one has been held to
account and the siege has only tightened.

Worse, Palestinians have been blamed for their own suffering for demo-
cratically electing Hamas to lead the Palestinian Authority in 2006. This
victim-blaming narrative obscures the fact that Hamas was not established
until 1987 — twenty years after Israel’s occupation of Gaza and the West
Bank began and nearly four decades after the mass expulsion and disposses-
sion of Palestinians during Israel’s establishment in 1948.

Hamas could disappear tomorrow, and Israel’s policy of settler colonial
expansion would continue. Consider its policy in the West Bank, where the
Palestinian Authority headed by Mahmoud Abbas, Palestine’s most com-



pliant leader to date, operates under the control of Israel’s occupying army
Abbas has engaged in security coordination with Israel to protect illegal
settlers as they steal Palestinian land and has been complicit in Israel’s siege
suffocating Palestinians in Gaza. In return for his acquiescence, Israel has
relentlessly expanded its settlement enterprise, declared an intention to an-
nex the Jordan Valley, and shifted oversight of the West Bank from military
to civilian governance indicating the permanence of its occupation.

Fixating on Palestinians as imperfect victims is the absolution of, and com-
plicity with, Israel’s colonial domination.

This is only compounded by an abject failure to uplift and celebrate the
thousands of Palestinians who have attempted to resist Israel’s cruel domi-
nation through non-violent protest. These include the 40,000 Palestinians
who, weekly, participated in the Great March of Return in 2018 demanding
their right to return to the homeland they were expelled from and the end
of the siege, only to be shot down like birds by Israeli snipers. It includes
the thousands of Palestinians and their allies globally who have engaged in
boycott, divestment, and sanctions campaigns aimed at isolating Israel and
incapacitating its lethal threat. It includes the civilian flotillas that attempt-
ed to break the naval blockade of Gaza as well as the multiple legal challeng-
es within national courts, the International Court of Justice, and now the
International Criminal Court. These efforts have not only been marginal-
ized by Western governments; they have been demonized and smeared.

The message to Palestinians is not that they must resist more peacefully but
that they cannot resist Israeli occupation and aggression at all.

Meanwhile, Israel has killed nearly 215 Palestinians this year alone, not
including the recent death toll in Gaza. As the most far-right Israeli gov-
ernment in history oversaw three settler pogroms against Palestinians in
the towns of Huwara and Turmus ‘Aya and launched an aerial and ground
offensive against the Jenin refugee camp, Western media remained more
concerned with Israel’s judicial crisis. While there is a mounting consensus
among human rights organizations that Israel is an apartheid regime, Pres-
ident Biden has advanced and celebrated Israeli normalization with Arab
regimes, ignoring Palestinian suffering and the overt racism and dangerous
extremism of Israel’s government. International diplomacy together with
biased reporting has only perpetuated Israel’s failed policy aimed at con-
taining Palestinians in open-air prisons in the hope that they will just sur-
render, or at least become a manageable “problem.”

Hamas’ attack should make clear that the problem is not the Palestinian
people’s insatiable thirst for freedom but an international status quo that
has aimed to normalize Israel’s permanent subjugation of Palestinians. This
crisis and looming war must be understood as more than a hostage situation
of significant magnitude. It is a crisis of political will to challenge the war
crimes and crimes against humanity committed by Israel which have led us
to this point. Ongoing failure to properly contend with this context is tanta-
mount to telling Palestinians that they must die quietly. This is an immoral
and impossible demand that threatens far more than Palestinian life. Any
condemnation of Palestinian violence now must begin and end with demands
to lift the siege, end the occupation, and dismantle Israel’s apartheid system.



Birzeit University Union: ‘We are All Palestinians’ in the
Face of Colonial Fascism

Retrieved from Jadaliyya, https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/45412/Birzeit-University-
Union-%E2%80%98We-are-All-Palestinians%E2%80%99-in-the-Face-of-Colonial-Fascism.

[The following statement was issued by the Birzeit University Union of Pro-
fessors and Employees in response to the ongoing genocide of Gaza perpe-
trated by the state of Israel.]

2023 will be recorded historically as the year that Palestinians stood bold-
ly in the face of colonial fascism and screamed in defense of their homes,
humanity, and lives. Palestinians as a people have endured over a century of
settler colonial violence. We have thrived as a people and shall continue to
do so. We do not need to speak of our right to resist, for it is not a right but
a way of being and survival for Palestinians.

Zionism, the settler state, and the entire colonial system that is a product of
this fascist ideology can no longer falsely hide beneath the cloak of human-
ism. In Palestine, in 2023, we do not demand our right to narrate. Our abil-
ity to narrate was never out of our hands, and resistance in all of its mani-
festations and forms does not need the pre-approval of static international
law codes. The oppressed do not need to claim authority over their own
oppression; the ongoing events of history — our history — are what allow us
this authority. We consider it our duty not to expose the bloody barbarism
of Zionism; their actions as a fascist state and a ruthless army are more
than sufficient to undertake this task. It is our duty to record this moment
not as its victims but as the people who will remember, record, survive, and
resist it.

Our history will tell the story of these acts not only as a record of colonial
brutality but also as a record of our boldfaced determination to live and re-
sist it. We remain attached to our land and to our humanity as Palestinian
Arabs — no need to prove our humanity to those who have lost theirs.

It might, nevertheless, be useful to remind ourselves and others of the
crimes that have been and are being committed in Palestine — crimes that
began with the violent and forceful introduction of Zionism onto the land
and people of Palestine. This list is long and cannot be summarized in any
simple form, but for those who have chosen to stand with the oppressed
in solidarity with our struggle, we ask that you keep these points in mind
when speaking about the idea of freedom and liberation — heads and souls
raised high, as always, by the duty we have towards the blood of our mar-
tyrs and the righteousness of our cause. In compiling this list, we realize
that phrases like “war crimes,” “genocide,” “apartheid,” “criminality,” and
“inhumanity” seem unfit and atrociously insufficient to describe what the
state of Israel has and continues to do:

An occupying colonial power cannot claim the right to self-defense
against the people under its brutal occupation. There is no moral equiv-
alence between the colonizer and the colonized — however much the
media attempts to claim otherwise;

As is their modus operandi, the Israeli military, in their war against



Gaza, has directly targeted our people through the belligerent bombing
of homes, hospitals, orphanages, playgrounds, schools, universities,
mosques, churches, and public spaces, deliberately killing any and all
Palestinians they can, even targeting the dead in cemeteries. Cutting off
and targeting water lines, electricity engines, emergency services, and
other crucial services and civilian facilities are the actions of a genocidal
power made even more audacious under the irony of Zionist claims of
their “purity of arms”: this purity clearly only refers to the notion that
their weapons are ready for use against all Palestinians all the time;

The utter criminality of Zionist media coverage (adopted globally) per-
sists in blaming the oppressed for the crimes of the oppressor. The great
irony in the Zionist claim of victimhood is revealed in the genocide being
committed by its military, fulfilling their aims of emptying Palestine of
Palestinians. While always tragic, these crimes are part and parcel of
Zionism and not new, for even now, massacres and displacement of Pal-
estinian refugees continue as the world stands by only to bear witness;

The blatant and boldfaced genocidal racism of Israeli political discourse:
the pornographic call to death of Arabs by settler Zionist politicians
across the political lines is fascism and cannot be described as anything
but support for further genocidal violence and settler colonial fascism
that has defined the history of this ideology;

The violent construction of the prison of Gaza is the criminal imposition
of what is now a sixteen-year sentence of solitary confinement for an
entire population in the form of the blockade and siege of Gaza;

The criminalization of resistance, including the self-criminalization

of the right to resist, where all blood that is shed is blamed on the op-
pressed and all crimes of settler colonial invasion and dispossession are
ignored entirely;

The unfathomable crime of silence and complicity perpetuated by the
entire world - including Arab and Muslim regimes under the oppressive
power of American impositions — are openly supportive of genocide or
mute witness to the crimes of settlers;

The most blatant American complicity in the genocidal massacre of

an entire people. Zionist and American colonials, with Arab regimes’
complicity, have perpetuated crimes against the Palestinian people that
define fascism in the 21st century;

The ongoing historic crime of the complete denial of the Palestinian na-
tion’s political right to exist, resist, return, and self-determination.

We Palestinians have a right to our freedom. It is not a right enshrined in
the precarious words of law codes but our human dignity to fight for free-
dom. Palestinian resistance has been criminalized since the beginning of
the settler colonial invasion of Palestine. Now that our resistance has used
guerrilla war tactics, we have now become the oppressors?! What is the
Israeli army fighting to achieve? Unable to counter the resistance fighters,
the aircraft bombed besieged Gaza, targeting nothing and everything at



once! Are they trying in vain to continue the genocidal war that began upon
the arrival of Zionists to our land? Trying to complete the erasure of 1948?

Given all we know and all we have seen, we must act and choose justice and
humanity and fight the oppression of colonial degradation. We are all Pales-
tinians now, and we must all act immediately against the real criminals and
scream in the face of this monster and his barbaric acts. Zionism is a geno-
cidal settler project in Palestine that is built on false mythology and sustains
itself on perpetual and endless violence against the native people in Pales-
tine — it should be seen and dealt with as such. Talk of freedom - political,
academic, or social — falls on deaf ears unless or until the true criminals are
called such and dealt with as such.

We in occupied Palestine — and all Palestinians — have no illusions in the
poetic dreams of the triumph of the pen over the sword because the sword
has cut too deeply into our flesh at the hands of an enemy who has been
granted by the hypocritical international community and the destiny of
imperial history to claim a monopoly on both the sword (that which acts to
kill) and the pen (that which narrates the acts of killing). As intellectuals
and academics working in occupied Palestine, we have to use our words,
however futile they may feel in such critical times. We also have faith in the
bold souls of our people, our resistance and the triumph of freedom, and in
our inalienable rights. We recognize and proclaim that at this critical and
urgent historical juncture, we shall overcome - justice shall overcome. We
are not your passive victims; we have been murdered, maimed, and dis-
placed by a setter state driven by an ideology of insane hatred and bloody
violence, but we will not be silenced. Our resistance shows us the path for-
ward, and we remain steadfast, and we shall triumph.

October 11, 2023

Birzeit University Union of Professors and Employees, Occupied Palestine



A Jewish Plea: Stand Up to Israel’s Act of Genocide

“Never again” means standing up for Palestinian people. “Never again” means this
very moment.

by Stefanie Fox

Published on 13 October 2023 on Boston Review, https://www.bostonreview.net/articles/
a-jewish-plea-stand-up-to-israels-act-of-genocide/.

I have by my desk a quote attributed to beloved Jewish writer and activist
Grace Paley: “The only recognizable feature of hope is action.” For over a
decade that has motivated my work to build a thriving moment of Ameri-
can Jews in solidarity with Palestinians. But where do you find hope in the
midst of utter horror? My only hope in this moment is that my fellow Jew-
ish Americans and people of conscience all across America will unite in a
way we never have before to call for an end to genocide.

Israel has dropped more bombs on Palestinians in Gaza this week than the
United States dropped on Afghanistan in a full year of the war. Last night
the Israeli government issued an evacuation order for the entire northern
Gaza Strip, telling residents to evacuate in twenty-four hours. This order
forewarns a ground invasion. Israel’s intention is to try to absolve itself of
responsibility for what will ultimately be massive casualties among un-
told thousands who are unable or unwilling to leave. The UN has already
deemed this impossible in the narrow strip where for sixteen years Israel
has imprisoned 2.2 million Palestinians—nearly half of them children—in
a crushing siege of land, air, and sky.

This is genocide.

Text threads, from those who still have an hour or so of battery life on their
phones, are full of panicked families trying to discern if they should try to
flee. There is nowhere to go. Entire families—grandparents, baby nieces,
uncles and aunts, siblings—have been annihilated. Boys are killed as they
play soccer in front of a mosque; friends are searching for their families in
rubble or getting calls that they were bombed in a crowded marketplace
trying to buy food before Israel cut off the supply.

So many children will die who have never seen life outside of the walls of
the ghetto that Israel has locked them in, as politicians here in the United
States cheer on the carnage, claiming they are doing it to protect people of
my own religion.

This is genocide.

Yes, on Saturday, Hamas militants broke out of the prison of Gaza and
massacred 1,200 Israelis, including many civilians, taking more than 100
hostages. From the second I heard what was happening I have been over-
come by a combination of grief and horror at the massacre itself, and also
the sheer, unrelenting terror of knowing how the Israeli and American
governments would weaponize these deaths.
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And like clockwork, the loss of Israeli lives is being used by our government
to justify the rush to genocide, to provide moral cover for the immoral push
for more weapons and more death.

For Jews, the pain we feel is not ours alone. Since the founding of the state
of Israel, the Zionist movement has positioned the domination and oppres-
sion of Palestinians and the colonization of Palestinian land as the answer
to the very real question of Jewish safety. They have taken the very real
pain and trauma that we as Jews carry and sharpened it into a deadly weap-
on. We desperately must understand that what is happening is not a cycle
of violence. It is a system of violence. Everyone is caught in its teeth.

Like clockwork, the loss of Israeli lives is being used by our government to
justify the rush to genocide.

It is the system of settler colonial apartheid that the Israeli government has
built and maintained over the past seventy-five years—with billions upon
billions of dollars from the United States. Settler colonialism is a structure,
a language, a culture, an ideology—an interlocking, totalizing, system of
violence. It is a machine of war and dehumanization against Palestinians. It
is this system that imperils the lives and safety of everyone.

While the vast majority of the violence of the apartheid regime lands on
Palestinians, there is no safety for Israelis in a system rooted in such de-
humanization and oppression. In the words of Holocaust survivor Hajo
Meyer, “My great lesson from Auschwitz is: whoever wants to dehumanize
any other must first be dehumanized himself. The oppressors are no longer
really human, whatever uniform they wear.” The Israeli government has
lost any semblance of humanity as they wage a genocide against the people
living in Gaza.

It is not Palestinians who have chosen the language of violence for this land.
It is the Israeli government and the United States government that have
created a state of violence.

Palestinians have remained steadfast in seeking freedom against immea-
surable violence. Tens of thousands of Palestinians protested in weekly
grassroots nonviolent protests at Israel’s militarized border wall around
Gaza during the Great March of Return in 2019, and the Israeli government
sent military snipers to murder and maim hundreds of children, women,
medics, and journalists. Palestinians launch boycott campaigns to win their
rights, and the Israeli government opens an entire new ministry to combat
the nonviolent movement. Palestinians work at human rights organizations
to document the crimes against them, and they are called and treated as
terrorists. Palestinians speak the language of freedom, and the Israeli gov-
ernment responds—every single time—with the language of violence.

The United States government has united to fully support the Israeli war
machine. Already the United States sends more than $3 billion in aid to
Israel every year. Now Senator Lindsey Graham said, “I am with Israel. Do
whatever the hell you have to do to defend yourself. Level the place.” Make
no mistake: Israel isn’t defending itself, it is committing mass murder.
Biden says, “We’ll make sure Israel has what it needs to take care of itself.”
Make no mistake: Israel is waging genocide.



My dear ones in Palestine are saying that they have never experienced 11
such destruction in seventy-five years of occupation. My dear ones are

saying there is not a moment to wait. Do not sit back while Israel carries

out a genocide fully enabled by the United States. Bring your full body, your

spirit, your communities, your humanity, to meet this moment, to call your
representatives, to the streets. “Never again” means standing up for Pales-

tinian people. “Never again” means this very moment.
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Jewish Voice for Peace calls on all people of conscience to
stop imminent genocide

Published on 12 October 2023 on Jewish Voice for Peace, https://www.jewishvoicefor-
peace.org/2023/10/11/statement23-10-11/.

The Israeli government has declared a genocidal war on the people of Gaza.
As an organization that works for a future where Palestinians and Israelis
and all people live in equality and freedom, we call on all people of con-
science to stop imminent genocide of Palestinians.

Jewish Voice for Peace mourns deeply for the over 1,200 Israelis killed, the
families destroyed, including many of our own, and fears for the lives of
Israelis taken hostage. Many are still counting the dead, looking for missing
loved ones, devastated by the losses.

We wholeheartedly agree with leading Palestinian rights groups: the mas-
sacres committed by Hamas against Israeli civilians are horrific war crimes.
There is no justification in international law for the indiscriminate killing
of civilians or the holding of civilian hostages.

And now, horrifyingly, the Israeli and American governments are wea-
ponizing these deaths to fuel a genocidal war against Palestinians in
Gaza, pledging to “open the gates of hell.” This war is a continuation of
the Nakba, when in 1948, tens of thousands of Palestinians fleeing violence
sought refuge in Gaza. It’s a continuation of 75 years of Israeli occupation
and apartheid.

Already this week, over 1,000 Palestinians in Gaza have been killed. The
Israeli government has wrought complete and total devastation on Palestin-
ians across Gaza, attacking hospitals, schools, mosques, marketplaces, and
apartment buildings.

As we write, the Israeli government has shut off all electricity to Gaza. Hos-
pitals cannot save lives, the internet will collapse, people will have no phones
to communicate with the outside world, and drinking water for two million
people will run out. Gaza will be plunged into darkness as Israel turns its
neighborhoods to rubble. Still worse, Israel has openly stated an intention to
commit mass atrocities and even genocide, with Prime Minister Netanyahu
saying the Israeli response will “reverberate for generations.”

And right now, the U.S. government is enabling the Israeli government’s
atrocities, sending weapons, moving U.S. warships into proximity and
sending U.S.-made munitions, and pledging blanket support and interna-
tional cover for any actions taken by the Israeli government. Furthermore,
the U.S. government officials are spreading racist, hateful, and incendiary
rhetoric that will fuel mass atrocities and genocide.

The loss of Israeli lives is being used by our government to justify the rush
to genocide, to provide moral cover for the immoral push for more weapons
and more death. Palestinians are being dehumanized by our own govern-
ment, by the media, by far too many U.S. Jewish institutions. Defense Min-
ister Yoav Gallant said that Israel is “fighting human animals” and should



“act accordingly,” As Jews, we know what happens when people are called
animals.

We can and we must stop this. Never again means never again — for any-
one.

We call on all people of conscience to stop the imminent genocide of Pal-
estinians. We demand our government work towards de-escalation, that it
immediately stop sending weapons to the Israeli military. A future of peace
and safety for all, grounded in justice, freedom and equality for all, is still
the only option.

Mﬁwﬁﬁ BLE

13



14

DSP Statement:
Palestine. A letter of solidarity; a call for action

Published on 14 October 2023 on Dutch Scholars for Palestine, https://www.dutchschol-
arsforpalestine.nl.

As we write these lines, an eliminatory assault is being waged by the state
of Israel against the Palestinian people in Gaza. This is not hyperbole. After
nearly a week of shelling the strip indiscriminately, including the use of
white phosphorus, destroying the Rafah crossing - its only available exit
point, ambushing people trying to escape, and cutting all access to food,
electricity, water and medical supplies, Israel is now calling on 1.1 million
people to evacuate before its ground assault. This is both cynical and bra-
zen. Israel has cut all exits and is bombing the entire territory. Its 18-year
long siege has and continues to strangle the 2.2 million people stuck in
365km? - an area barely bigger than Rotterdam. Moreover, Palestinians
know what Israeli calls for ‘evacuation’ mean. In both 1948 and 1967, hun-
dreds of thousands of Palestinians were expelled by Israeli military assaults
and never allowed to return. In fact, nearly 80% of Gaza’s inhabitants are
refugees who continue to be denied their right to return. The choice faced
by Palestinians in Gaza is now clear: ethnic cleansing or genocide. This sit-
uation is not just confined to Gaza. Over the past week in the West Bank, 51
Palestinians have been killed by the Israeli military and settler militias. Is-
rael has bombed Syria and Lebanon, and the Middle East region now stands
on the edge of war.

The death-toll and destruction is increasing by the minute as statements by
Israeli officials call for genocidal flattening of the enclave: Likud politician
Tally Gotliv is calling for Gaza to be nuked while her colleague Ariel Kallner
is demanding a second Nakba, Defense minister Yoav Gallant is describing
the strip’s population as ‘human animals’, while military personnel de-
scribe the aim of the operation to be ‘damage and not accuracy’. History
has heard these words many times. We know where they lead. This is not
only the case in Gaza. In the West Bank, the Israeli government is handing
out thousands of rifles to a settler population, which has already carried out
several pogroms this year.

At the same time, in the West, our own governments are beating the drum
of war, while pretending not to see what is unfolding in front of our eyes.
This is not Israel’s so-called ‘right to self defense.’” This is mass murder

on an extraordinary scale. Both the US and the UK have sent warships to
demonstrate their continued active support for Israel’s colonial rule over
Palestinians, while the European Union has stated its support for Israel’s
assault on the people of Gaza.

As the horror unfolds in front of the eyes of the world, these same govern-
ments are launching a wave of repression against Palestinian solidarity

- the intensity of which has not been seen in years. France has banned all
Palestine solidarity demonstrations, in Germany showing the Palestinian
flag was already criminalized, now Berlin has joined the ban on Palestinian
protests all together, and Britain appears to be following suit. In the Neth-
erlands, Justice and Security minister Dilan Yesilgoz-Zegerius has claimed
that to provide historical context to the current round of confrontations is



‘morally reprehensible’, while Prime Minister Rutte called it ‘disrespect-
ful’ to take Israel’s announcements that it is cutting off food and water
from Gaza at face value. Dutch far-right leaders are calling for the depor-
tations of those demonstrating their support for the Palestinians. The first
response by universities across the Netherlands, instead of encouraging
discussion, debate, and informed analysis, was to call on people to refrain
from doing so within their communities.

Our governments are not only shielding and green lighting Israel’s geno-
cidal actions, but also justifying their own. For decades, they have blindly
supported Israel - militarily, diplomatically, and economically. They have
refused to apply basic standards of international law to it, allowed Israel to
refuse the return of refugees, allowed it to continue expanding its settle-
ments and grow its settler population, allowed it to build walls, steal land,
and murder with impunity, allowed it to hold over 2 million people hostage
in the Gaza strip, while limiting their supply of food, fuel, and medicine.
Our governments have refused to heed the calls of the Palestinians to im-
pose Boycotts, Divestment, and Sanctions on Israel (1). They have done so
in order to shore up Western power in the region and have had no problem
in allowing that power to be built over the backs of millions of Palestinians.
The current crisis, the death, the destruction, is as much on their hands as
it is on those of the Israeli state. To provide context is to acknowledge their
complicity.

Right now, we must act. The priority of every single concerned university
worker, student, and others is to mobilize in support of Palestine. We can’t
watch this genocidal war happen in front of our eyes in silence. We must
pressure our governments to withdraw all support for Israel’s massacre

in Gaza and call an end to their complicity. It is our duty, as educators and
university teachers, to stand by the tenets of critical inquiry and pedagogy;
to facilitate and make spaces for debate that foregrounds truth to power; to
situate the violent realities of occupation and settler colonialism in the long
history and legacy of Empire. Most importantly it is our duty to amplify the
voices and stand with the struggles of the dispossessed for liberation. We
call on everyone to join the demonstration in Amsterdam on Sunday 15th
October at 2 PM, and to organize institutional statements and motions of
concern. We also call on everyone to push their universities, departments,
and programmes to endorse boycotts against Israel as per the guidelines of
the movement for Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions. Our actions matter
in whether or not Israel is allowed to continue to flatten Gaza, and expel or
murder its inhabitants. As academics, we are particularly concerned about
the welfare of Palestinian universities and their faculty. According to re-
ports, the Islamic University of Gaza has been severely damaged by Israeli
bombardment, possibly destroyed. We reject any attack on Palestinian uni-
versities, their staff and students. We express total solidarity with Palestin-
ian academics and educators, during this time of extreme duress.

We cannot return to business as usual and wait for the next catastrophe

to hit us. We must organize for a robust and long term movement in the
Netherlands, in solidarity with the Palestinian struggle for freedom. There
can be no justice under apartheid, no justice under colonial rule, no justice
behind the barbed wire of an open air prison. We, Dutch Scholars for Pal-
estine, express our unwavering solidarity with the Palestinian people and
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their liberation. We call on everyone to redouble our collective efforts to
end the violent realities that Palestinians face, to increase the pressure on
our institutions and governments, in order to hold Israel accountable for its
crimes, and to end its colonial regime. We call on all of you to join us, and
organize.

(1) 15/10/202312.00 hrs. An explanation and reminder of the BDS guidelines: In harmony
with international law, the nonviolent BDS movement defends the right of the Indigenous
Palestinian people to resist Israel’s decades-old regime of settler-colonialism, apartheid
and military occupation “by all available means, including armed resistance,” as mandated
by numerous UN resolutions, including UNGA Res. 37/43 and UNGA Res. 45/130, with
strict adherence to the principle of prohibition against targeting non-combatants. The use
of force against civilians is strictly prohibited, whether from the oppressor or the op-
pressed side—despite the massive power imbalance and, crucially, the just as massive moral
asymmetry between the colonizer and the colonized.

We ask students and those working in the higher education and/or cul-
tural sectors in the Netherlands to publicly sign this statement to express
their solidarity with the Palestinians and to make the Dutch government
and other institutions aware of the Dutch support base for Palestine.
Sign the statement via https://www.dutchscholarsforpalestine.nl.




Decolonizing Palestine in the time of academic metaphors

by Izzeddin Araj

Published on 30 October 2023 on Mondoweiss, https://mondoweiss.net/2023/10/decol-
onizing-palestine-in-the-time-of-academic-metaphors/?fbclid=PAAaZNJxzMLBYN5Y-
hqTCfjCfmPAI2sormUINgClmuGe--W1bcoN1GEbaviYZY_aem_AU-8_ bOXrFdW80ilb-

KE7SgiFtL1yF56ryAtOqj81Cie_JgHXh63a2nFZYSxjoPwmVVE.

In 2016, Haaretz published an Op-Ed titled “Israel is a settler colonial state
— and that is okay,” which criticized Israeli concerns regarding the growing
awareness of Zionism as a settler colonial project. The author argues that
this concern among Israelis isn’t justifiable, citing the example of “Many
prosperous and democratic nations (that) fall within this rough definition,
most notably of course, the world’s only superpower — the United States
of America.” He continues: “the comparability of Israeli history to that of
the U.S., Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, pulls the rug from under the
agenda of singling out Zionism and its deeds as particularly evil.”

While this was textbook Zionist propaganda, the author of the Op-Ed is
nonetheless not a typical Israeli propagandist. A quick search shows that
he wrote the chapter on Palestine/Israel in The Routledge Handbook of the
History of Settler Colonialism and has published in journals such as Settler
Colonial Studies. This particularly struck me, as I felt it illustrates a poten-
tial distortion in the meaning of settler colonialism, dismissing the concept
into a mere historical metaphor of no moral consequences. Over the follow-
ing years, Israel has often been described as a settler colonial or apartheid
state, and Palestine has become a central focus in academic rhetoric on
decolonization. At least it appeared that nearly everyone in the Western
critical academy agreed on this framing, so much so that while writing my
doctoral thesis, I whispered to a colleague of mine that the fact that it had
become so easy for us to speak of the colonial nature of Israel was beginning
to worry me.

Conversations I had with colleagues about recent events underscore the
validity of my concerns. Many of them, who have been working on settler
colonialism and decolonization for years, believe that Israel has the right

to defend itself. Some have swiftly joined a campaign in the Western media
to decontextualize the October 7 events and have even dismissed any con-
textualization as relativism. Others, at best, spoke of condemning the two
sides and refused any association of violence with decolonization. When I
wrote to a group of friends and fellow researchers that decolonization is not
a metaphor, a colleague responded, “Maybe it is?”

Another shared a tweet that reads, “If this is decolonization, I will be cele-
brating Columbus Day in the coming years.” When discussing with another
group of colleagues the ways in which we could mobilize against this geno-
cide, one friend, who has been organizing and writing about decolonization
for years, rejected even the notion of an economic or academic boycott of
Israeli individuals. She said the recent events showed how much Israeli in-
dividuals are targeted, and it’s not the right time for such discussions.

The campaigns in Western media, academic, and cultural institutions to
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delegitimize Palestinians are shocking and disturbing on several levels.
They have unveiled the deeply ingrained Eurocentric patterns of con-
structing knowledge about Palestine. During moments of tension, these
patterns tend to resurface, peeling back layers of critical academic rhetoric
and political correctness. This was not only clear in the genocide-promot-
ing coverage of mainstream media but even in statements made by several
Western universities, like Harvard’s, and in cultural events such as the
Frankfurt Book Fair, the world’s largest forum for books and literature,
where a Palestinian writer’s award was canceled.

Yet what is more important is the impact of such campaigns on individuals
who have, in calmer times, held a critical viewpoint regarding the situation
in Palestine. Recent events have shown that while we may have assumed a
shared understanding of Israel’s settler colonial nature, we might have only
merely agreed on the words we should use. The real issue isn’t just how we
interpret Israel or the frameworks we apply to understand violence but the
real-world consequences of such frameworks. Just as the Haaretz Op-Ed,
even labeling Israel as a settler-colonial state can be used to normalize colo-
nial violence.

While it’s necessary to acknowledge the wrongfulness in some of what
Hamas did, the discussion goes beyond the mere justification or condemna-
tion of Hamas’ actions. Rather, it is about the necessity of understanding
the events on October 7 and the ongoing ethnic cleansing of Palestinians in
Gaza within the broader context of a century of colonialism. Understanding
Palestine through the lens of settler colonialism, decolonization, or apart-
heid is crucial to contextualizing this violence. As the late Patrick Wolfe, a
prominent figure in this field, aptly noted, violence is not merely an event;
it is a structure.

We find ourselves today in an era of academic metaphors where many have
divorced academic recognition from the recognized reality. Many academ-
ics write on decolonizing curriculums, epistemologies, methods, percep-
tions, and disciplinaries but hardly engage with actual forms of undoing
injustice. Do we stand against settler colonialism only when it has already
succeeded and when reversing colonization is deemed impossible? Has it
become convenient to acknowledge that our campuses sit on stolen lands
because returning them seems untenable? Do Palestinians have to become a
minority so their killing isn’t polarizing anymore?

In today’s Palestine, we confront an organized campaign to decontextual-
ize recent events, thereby delegitimizing the suffering of Palestinians. This
aligns with the arguments made by scholars in settler colonial studies who
contend that the elimination of Palestinians is ongoing, not just a histor-
ical relic. Israeli officials openly discuss such plans, while Western media
campaigns dehumanize Palestinians, depicting them as “human animals”
whose deaths are essential for Israel’s defense. At best, they are inevitable
collateral damage. In the face of this complex reality, understanding the
long history of violence and recognizing that no event can be isolated from
this structural context is the very minimum one can do. If we fail to do so
now, our rhetoric of decolonization is just meaningless, and maybe then we
should all start celebrating Columbus Day.



Selected poems from Rifqa, by Mohammed El Kurd

Published in 2021 by Haymarket books.

Rifga is Mohammed El-Kurd’s debut collection of poetry, written in the
tradition of Ghassan Kanfani’s Palestinian Resistance Literature. The book
narrates the author’s own experience of dispossession in Sheikh Jarrah—
an infamous neighborhood in Jerusalem, Palestine, whose population of
refugees continues to live on the brink of homelessness at the hands of the
Israeli government and US-based settler organizations. The book, named
after the author’s late grandmother who was forced to flee from Haifa upon
the genocidal establishment of Israel, makes the observation that home
takeovers and demolitions across historical Palestine are not reminiscent
of 1948 Nakba, but are in fact a continuation of it: a legalized, ideological-
ly-driven practice of ethnic cleansing.

This Is Why We Dance

for Carmel

Home in my memory is a green, worn-out couch
and my grandmother in every poem:
every jasmine picked off the backlash,
every backlash picked off the tear gas,

and tear gas healed with yogurt and onions,
with resilience,

with women chanting, drumming
on pots and pans

with goddamns and hasbiyallaps.
They work tanks, we know stones.

2008, during the Gaza bombings

my ritual of watching TV

ran between grieving

and Egyptian belly dance music.

I fluctuated between hatred and adoration,
stacking and hoarding Darwish’s reasons to live

sometimes ievi
behevmg them,

sometimes dipping my bread in indy]
knowing a child is breadless, in Khan Yunis i

dipped in a roof’s rubble . . .
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If you ask me where I'm from it’s not a one-word answer.
Be prepared  seated, * sober,  geared up.

If hearing about a world other than yours

makes you uncomfortable,

drink the sea,

cut off your ears,

blow another bubble to bubble your bubble and the pretense.

Blow up another town of bodies in the name of fear.

This is why we dance:

My father told me: “Anger is a luxury we cannot afford.”

Be composed, calm, still—laugh when they ask you,
smile when they talk, answer them,
educate them.

This is why we dance:

If I speak, I'm dangerous.

You open your mouth,

raise your eyebrows.

You point your fingers.

This is why we dance:

We have wounded feet but the rhythm remains,
no matter the adjectives on my shoulders.

This is why we dance:
Because screaming isn’t free.

Please tell me:

Why is anger—even anger—a luxury
to me?
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this list, the death toll in Gaza has surpassed 8,300, with thousands more

Gazans estimated to be trapped under the rubble.
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The Drone Eats With Me by Atef Abu Saif was published in 2014/15. The diary entries narrate Israel's 2014
invasion of Gaza that lasted 51 days, killed 2,145 Palestinians, injured over 11,000 people, and demolished more
than 17,000 homes.

Jabalia refugee camp, the place where Atef Abu Saif was borne and where the narration takes place, was severly
bombed by the Israeli Occupation Force on 31 October and 01 November 2023. Palestinian authorities estimate
the number of people killed in the extremely densly populated

camp during these airstrikes to 400.

Sunday, 6 July
IT BEGINS

WHEN IT COMES, it brings with it a smell, a fragrance even. You learn to recognize it as a kid growing up in
these narrow streets. You develop a knack for detecting it, tasting it in the air. You can almost see it. Like
a witch’s familiar, it lurks in the shadows, follows you at a distance wherever you go. If you retain this
skill, you can tell that it’s coming—hours, sometimes days, before it actually arrives. You don’t mistake it.
Z = Harb. War.

I'm sitting in front of Abu Annas’s house with three of our friends—Tarik, Sohail, and Abdallah. Abu Annas
has been a headmaster for fifteen years now at the camp’s Ahmad al-Shokairi High School, although I've
known him since the First Intifada.l He lives just a two-minute walk from my father’s place, in the same
refugee camp I grew up in. The night is warm. Two shade trees stand in front of the house.

Abu Annas and Tarik are playing backgammon, from time to time breaking away from their game to
contribute to the wider conversation. The sound of the dice rattling against the wooden board always
mesmerizes me slightly. I've never played backgammon. I merely love the spectacle of dice bouncing
along the wood and ricocheting off the back board. An aging blue Sony radio sits between us, playing a
classic Fayza Ahmad? song. “Oh Mother, the moon is at the door, lighting candles. Shall I lock the door or
open it?” Abu Annas has kept the radio in good condition since the 1970s, still wrapped in a brown
leather casing it came with.

All five of us around the table were born in wartime—as Gazans, you don’t get much choice about it. The
crowded refugee camp we grew up in, known to Gazans as “Jabalia”3—once a field of tents, then a forest
of shacks, now a jungle of high-rise apartment blocks crammed tightly together—has been beset by wars
for as long as we’ve all been alive. Since 1948—before that in fact, since the British mandate began in
1917—Gaza has barely gone ten years without a war; sometimes it’s as little as two between each one. So
everyone carries their own memories of conflict: wars stand as markers in a Gazan'’s life: there’s one
planted firmly in your childhood, one or two more in your adolescence, and so on . . . they toll the passing
of time as you grow older like rings in a tree trunk. Sadly, for many Gazans, one of these wars will also
mark life’s end. Life is what we have in between these wars.

Tonight, another one is starting. SMS news updates interrupt the evening’s conversation, with innocent
little pings, more and more and more frequently as the night progresses, as we flinch to read them, more
and more nervously. The last sustained attack on the Strip was back in November 2012 and lasted for
eight days. The one before that—dubbed “Cast Lead” by the Israelis—ran from December 2008 to January
2009 and lasted for twenty-three days. How many days will this one last? How will it compare to previous
assaults? These are the questions I want us to be discussing, but for Abu Annas, at least, it isn’t even
certain that war is coming. “It will only be a small incursion,” he says, “a limited one.”

Zohdi, Abu Annas’s second son, who is also my barber, prepares the shisha for all of us. When I see him
I reach up out of habit and feel my hair and stubble: it’s only been three days since they were last
trimmed. Zohdi’s shop is right beside Abu Annas’s house and seeing him appear in the doorway with a
flash of steel in his hand makes me think I'm about to feel razor against skin. Then I see that it’s just the
steel tongs for the charcoal.

Tarik, a veteran workers’ rights activist, leans over the shisha to blow on the coals, saying that all
indicators point to war. Sohail is more skeptical about it. Sohail spent much of his early life in Israeli
prisons, having been a local PLO leader in the camp, and served in Fatah’s secret militia during the '80s.
He insists that we are already in the holy month of Ramadan and that full-on war, at least, will have to be
delayed until the end of the month, although a controlled “escalation of tension” may be a feature of the
next few weeks. Abdallah, who holds a PhD in psychology, shares this reading.

Me?

Well, I tell them, I can smell it. I sense it drawing in.

As it turns out, it has arrived already, before we even started this conversation.

At around 9 p.m. this evening, a drone attacked a group of people near Beit Hanoun, two miles north of
Jabalia Camp. No one was injured. Half an hour later another drone fired on three people on the street in
the western side of Gaza City. At the time, these were reported as one-offs, the way bad traffic accidents
would be. Such things happen now and then—usually a lot more than half an hour apart, of course, but
two drone strikes don’t make a war. This is what the radio calls an “escalation in tension.” Then the
presenter goes back to his scheduled program on youth problems in Gaza. His guest for the discussion
starts to discuss the despair that hangs over so many young people, especially with regard to their
futures; how trapped they feel being unable to travel, study, or make a career outside of the Strip. Then



suddenly, at about 11 p.m., the guest is cut off and a nationalist song starts playing. The mood on the
radio changes completely.

A few minutes later, Abu Annas’s mobile pings with information on a third attack. “Two young men
killed in attack in Bureij Camp.”4 We look at each other. This is no “escalation in tension.” A moment later,
the war introduces itself properly. We hear an explosion, some way to the north, echoing across the city.
Hearing a bomb in real life, for the first time in a couple of years, is like having a PTSD flashback. It jolts
you to exactly where you were two years ago, five years ago, four decades ago, to the most recent, or very
first time you heard one. As the noise of this new explosion subsides it’s replaced by the inevitable whir of
a drone, sounding so close it could be right beside us. It’s like it wants to join us for the evening and has
pulled up an invisible chair.

Because it’'s Ramadan and we have to be awake for the suhoor>—which at this time of year is around
3:30 a.m.—we spend most nights staying up, talking, smoking shisha and eating Ramadan specialties:
sweets and pastries like awama,® kenafeh,” and baklava. Being the height of summer, it’s also far better
to spend this time in front of the house, under a tree, than sweat it out indoors.

When we first sat down tonight, scores of boys passed us singing Ramadan hymns and beating on
plastic boxes, turning them into drums: nice hymns, the same ones I used to sing at their age. It’s a
tradition that starts three days before Ramadan and runs all the way to Eid; I imagine it makes any
Palestinian man—devout or not—warm with nostalgia to hear them.

But now the street is empty; the sound of the explosions has grown louder. Everyone prefers to be
inside. Tarik suggests that we go too, but Abu Annas insists: “Don’t worry, it’s normal.” We know it’'s
normal, but we have to go. Hanna, my wife, rings me saying that the explosions are everywhere, I need to
be with her. Her voice trembles: “The kids are sleeping.” I know she is afraid to be on her own right now.

Tarik drives me back quickly. I live in the Saftawi district, to the west of Jabalia Camp. All the
inhabitants of the districts around the camp originate from inside it. Jabalia is the largest refugee camp in
all of Palestine, home to over one hundred thousand Gazans in only 1.4 square kilometers. It’s probably
most famous as the setting of countless confrontations between occupying Israeli forces and Palestinians,
in particular during the First Intifada, which broke out in its narrow streets. Now, with its increased
population, it has spawned new districts around its outskirts: places like Alami, Tel Azaatar, Salaheen,
Beir al-Na’aja, and Saftawi. In many ways these all belong to the camp; they are its children.

Tarik is worried that a war in the summer, especially during Ramadan, will be hard on the people.
Before dropping me off, he reminds me of our meeting tomorrow, two hours before sunset. Every evening,
since the start of Ramadan, Tarik and I have driven out to a small farm his family owns to the west of Beit
Lahia, where he grows fruit and vegetables. We spend the last two hours of sunlight there, before iftar
(literally, the “breakfast”). The hardest hours of fasting are those last ones just before the iftar, so it’s
good to have a distraction.

I smile at his reminder.

“What if this is war?” I ask.

“This can’t be war.”

Inside, I find Hanna perched on the edge of the sofa, listening to the news, rigid with worry. Even her
eyes tell me, “This is war.” I make coffee and set out a few pieces of katayef8 for when the children wake.
With Hanna, I begin the same conversation that every single adult in Gaza is having right now with
someone else: What if this really is war? How long will it last? Will it be harder than the previous ones?
Will we survive? Which of our loved ones is going to be lost?

Hanna shouts my name, saying I need to wake the kids up for the suhoor.

It is 3:30 a.m. Monday, 7 July 2014. A date to remember.



Monday, 7 July
THE BEAT OF DRUMS AND BOMBS

SINCE MIDNIGHT, THE SHELLING and bombing hasn’t let up. Tonight, the musaharati is nowhere to be seen.
The musaharati is one of the oldest features of the holy month of Ramadan; he paces through the streets
waking people to take their suhoor. You can’t imagine Ramadan without him. He is usually an older man,
patrolling the neighborhood with a drum, often with a lantern swinging below it. In a fine, well-trained
voice he sings a particular song to rouse us.

Every neighborhood of the camp has its own musaharati. And at the end of the month, he knocks on
your door asking for a contribution—money or a gift of food—in return for his service.

Tonight, in my district, a group of young men seem to have collectively assumed the role, striking up at
around 2:40 a.m. This is a new phenomenon. They sing the suhoor song and insert the names of almost
every person in the street so it becomes a private call for him or her to wake up.

They stand in front of our apartment block and start to sing the names of the people living in it. We only
moved into this building three years ago so in the first two Ramadans, they failed to include any of our
names on the list. At the start of Ramadan, I had asked the musaharati to update the records so my four
boys’ names could be included—Talal, Mostafa, Naeem, Yasser. As my youngest, Jaffa, is only nineteen
months old, she has no awareness of this, so she hasn’t been included yet.

As children, having your name sung by the musaharati is a genuine thrill. Knowing they were finally
going to be included this year was a source of real excitement for my boys, and on the first night of
Ramadan, they barely slept in anticipation of it. The thrill of hearing their names lasted for the first week.
Now they are not getting up early and standing by the window in anticipation of it anymore. When the
suhoor time comes, I have to wake them up myself. Naeem asks sluggishly: “Have the musaharatis been
already?” They haven’t and I know they probably won’t anymore, so there’s no point in the boys getting
up early to hear them. But I don’t want to worry Naeem, so I just say he missed them. He believes me, for
now.

It’s mid-afternoon and in the eighteen hours since the raids began, eleven people have been killed and
scores of others injured. Every hour the number of victims increases. When we woke up today, Hanna and
the kids spent an hour or so talking about the previous war and our memories of it. This will be the third
war my children have witnessed in five years. The 2008-2009 war came quite out of the blue by Israeli
standards. On that cold morning in December, I was giving a lecture series to a group of young men and
women about human rights and democracy, on the other side of town. The human rights center I was
teaching in was close to Gaza’s main military and policing compound, a place called Jawazat. This
compound was one of the first places in the Strip to come under heavy attack. I was in the middle of a
lecture when we heard it and all the students started to shout.

We abandoned the class and all headed up onto the roof to see what was happening. All of Gaza was
shaking. There were explosions in every direction. A column of smoke rose to the sky wherever you
looked. I knew Talal and Mostafa would be at school and Hanna phoned, terrified, saying someone should
bring them home. Before she hung up, we were both relieved to hear the doorbell ring, and to her joy, she
opened it to see the two of them, home safe. This was 27 December 2008 and that war lasted until 18
January 2009.

The next war broke out on 14 November 2012, dubbed “Pillar of Defense” by the Israelis. It began with
a raid that killed, among others, a prominent military figure.* At the time of the first strike, I was at the
Saraya crossroads.! I was just crossing the road, heading towards the Karawan Café—my favorite café in
Gaza—when suddenly there was a huge explosion in one of the backstreets behind the Saraya and
opposite the Gaza Municipal Park. There was no warning of this attack; everyone in the street just went
into autopilot, remembering instinctively what to do, and where to run to, in an air raid. Before the
ambulances could get to the scene, F16s and drones started to rain missiles down on the district.

Will this war be different? No one can tell. The rhythm of the explosions last night and all through today
seemed faster than before, heavier. As we talked, we allowed ourselves the indulgence of a few
comparisons. One of the differences, so far, is that the current assault broke out gradually—we could not
tell, last night at Abu Annas’s house, whether it was war or just an escalation in tension, an incursion, a
shot over our bow.

The first rule of wartime is don’t go out. Or at least, only when you have to. The children, of course,
must never leave the building.

My sister Amina is scheduled to have an operation this afternoon in the Beit Hanoun hospital. On my
way to visit her, I hear a handful of explosions coming from the north of the town, and on the road to the
hospital, I see a patch of rubble where a house had once stood, on the banks of the Wadi Beit Hanoun.2



This house had been damaged in the 2012 war and had never been properly rebuilt. Now the drone has
finished the job.

Back at the house, Hanna tells me we need to stock up on vegetables, meat, chicken, and the like, and
everyone else will be doing the same. So I head back out to the camp’s souq. But before I get to Saftawi
Square, a roar of explosions sounds somewhere to the north. I run for shelter under the porch of a nearby
building. More explosions reverberate a few minutes later. After fifteen minutes, it seems to stop
completely and silence returns, except for the whir of the drones.

When I get home, we start to prepare the food to break the fast. Even the kids join Hanna and me in the
kitchen and offer to help. Making yourself busy at a time like this helps. Of the children, only Talal and
Mostafa are fasting. And they’re starving, impatient for the sun to plunge under the horizon.

Suddenly Hanna says, “Don’t tell me you’re planning to go to your father’s neighborhood after the
breakfast?” Actually, I had intended to. I tell her I have to see my father and family but she insists it’s too
dangerous. I reply: “All of Gaza is dangerous.”

* Ahmed Jabari, chief of the Gaza military wing of Hamas.



Tuesday, 8 July
FEEDING TIMES

THERE IS A strange irony to these raids. The heaviest passages in the round-the-clock bombardment seem
to be at the two times of the day when we’re serving food—the suhoor and the iftar. Then the raids go
crazy. They rain down on all sides—it’s like a monsoon that we’ve just escaped from, to eat. The building
shakes. The horizon dances in the window. You don’t know if it’s you or the whole of Gaza that’s moving.
Explosions can be heard intermittently all day and night, but when we set the table at 3:30 a.m. for the
suhoor, and at 7:40 p.m. for the iftar, it feels like there’s a fanfare being played, especially for the food. As
the sun is just below the horizon at both these times, the dusk sky lights up with the bombs and is colored
by the red and blue tongues of fire.

This morning, as I prepare the suhoor with Hanna, there is a sudden explosion—somewhere nearby,
probably the Magqosi area, which is a cluster of tall buildings in the Nasser quarter of Gaza City. Then
more attacks. Mostafa wakes up by himself—the thunder of the shells doing what the musaharatis would
have. He wakes his brothers, leaving only Jaffa to sleep through it all. Afterwards, as I lay awake in bed,
unable to sleep due to the ever-present whir of a drone, I reflect on how the children are already
adjusting to the logic of the war, learning things I learned so long ago.

In the afternoon, I play cards with the whole family. Just to kill some time.

The army seems to be targeting residential buildings only. F16s have only hit houses today, razing them
to street level. In east Khan Younis, a house belonging to the Abadallah family was completely destroyed.
Many others in Gaza City and Rafah have been hit. Two mosques as well. But the greatest tragedy of the
day was the Kkilling of the Kawari’ family in Khan Younis. An Israeli F16 attacked the family home while
the children and parents were preparing the iftar. The F16 wasn’t willing to let a family be happy
together, to get on with life despite the war. It decided to put an end to such things.

At 6 p.m., a young man was driving his toktok! when a rocket struck him directly, leaving a crater in the
ground and unimaginable remains. This was northeast of Jabalia Camp, near the Sheikh Zayed Housing
Project. A young man who sold kids’ food—sweets, chocolates, crisps—became, in the eyes of the drone
operator, a valid target, a danger to Israel. Every single human being in Gaza, whether walking on foot,
riding a bicycle, steering a toktok, or driving a car, is a threat to Israel now. We’re all guilty until proven
otherwise, and how are we ever going to do that, whether alive or not? Your innocence doesn’t matter—
you have to abandon that. Survival is your only care.

After the iftar, I visit my father. He is busy performing the Ramadan evening prayers, so I call in on
Faraj, a childhood friend who lives very close to my dad. Faraj suggests that we go and watch the
Germany versus Brazil World Cup semifinal at Ayman’s place. Ayman is a friend of ours who’s deeply fond
of football. World War Three wouldn’t prevent him from catching a big game like this. Ayman’s house in
Jabalia Camp has a large empty room at the front with a TV. We arrive to find over thirty people
assembled to watch the match. The place looks like a café. My son Mostafa is also mad about football. He
texts me to ask if I'll take him to watch the match somewhere. But it’s too dangerous for him—the two of
us wouldn’t be able to move quickly enough if something started. Last week, before the war broke out, I
took the four boys to watch the last-sixteen game between Germany and Algeria. In a huge café, with
great big plasma screens on all sides, the boys spent hours shouting and dancing in support of Algeria.
Afterwards, I promised to take them to the same café for the next round of games: the quarter finals, then
the semis. . . . Some promises you're allowed to break.

After the game—a momentous 7-1 drubbing of Brazil—I stop by to see Abu Annas on my way home.
“He’s not in,” Zohdi tells me at the door of his shop next door, a pair of scissors in his hands. “He’s
playing chess with his neighbor.” Then he looks at me and comments on how hirsute I'm becoming. He
offers to give me a shave and trim, right there. I tell him, “No—TI'll grow my beard and my hair till the war
ends.” He laughs and tells me there is no connection between a war and one man’s hair. I smile: “There’s
a big connection!”

He opens and closes the scissors and says, “Yalla!”*

“La,”T I say.

* “Let’s go.”
T “No.”



Wednesday, 9 July
A GHOST OF A CITY

IT FEELS LIKE it’s going to be a long one. No one is talking about a truce. In previous wars, talks about
cease-fires started on the first day. Now we’re into the fourth day and no one has even used the word.
Small demonstrations have taken place in a few European cities, but there’s been no real mention of the
war by international politicians. Even in the Arab states, there’s been no demonstrations, only
condemnation. Such words and protests don’t help much, but they do give you a sense that someone out
there is thinking of you, that someone, though helpless, cares about the killing and believes you have a
right to live in peace.

One question that my boy Naeem asks is: “Are we going to go to school after Ramadan?” He loves
school. He tells me that he misses his classmates. I can’t imagine why he thinks it’s going to go on for so
long. He says he has a feeling that something is going wrong in this war. I smile and reassure him: “Don’t
be silly, the war is going to end tomorrow or the day after, and everything’s going to be OK.” He replies
that I've said “tomorrow” every day so far. “Someday very soon it will end,” I tell him. “Soon.”

“Before the schools term starts again.”

“Of course.”

“Will we be able to go to school if the war hasn’t ended then?”

“Don’t worry about the first day of term!” I laugh—I have such a geek for a son! “It will be over by
then.”

I would like someone to reassure me that I'm not lying to my child, that I am telling him the truth, or
even that I'm telling him what I believe, at least. No one can, as I cannot myself.

Last night six people from the Hamad family in Beit Hanoun were Kkilled in an air raid.* Among them, two
children and two women. I try to call Akram, a close friend of mine from the same family, to make sure he
is OK, but I don’t manage to get through. The mobile network is down. This is often the case during drone
attacks. It interferes with their communications, so the Israelis simply disable them.

This morning, we woke up to the sound of heavy assaults all across Saftawi and from the nearby district
of Beir al-Na’aja. By noon, some twenty-one people had been killed already, among them an eighteen-
month-old baby by the name of Nariman Abdel Ghafour,! and a two-and-a-half-year-old boy, Mohammad
Malake.? The latter was killed with his mother while sitting on her lap. She couldn’t protect him.

Are things going to carry on like this? I wonder. It seems very few people outside Gaza care.

When the kids finally go to sleep tonight, Hanna and I sit in the dark. Akram texts to say he has escaped
the fate of his cousins in Beit Hanoun and made it safely into Gaza City. Normally, right now, we’d be
watching one of Hanna’s favorite Ramadan TV series, but there’s no electricity. One of the rules of our
house is no candles. Hanna is very strict about this. She doesn’t want to wake up with fire devouring the
children, she says. Since Israel bombed the Gaza Power Station seven years ago, reduced capacity and
fuel shortages have meant Gaza is subjected to rolling blackouts.3 Many catastrophes have subsequently
befallen Gazans as they adjusted to a nineteenth-century way of living for at least eight hours of every
day. Whole families have died in their sleep because of house fires started by candles. Like many families,
we are able to afford an electricity generator, which, until recently, we kept on the balcony. But many
accidents have been caused by misuse of these generators. The stories you hear are terrifying:
explosions, fires, people getting mangled or electrocuted. After about a year, we decided to ban the use of
our generator. It was dangerous. No candles and no generator means we have to accept darkness half the
time. It is better than third-degree burns or an electric shock.

I know I will have to revisit this conversation with Hanna and try to persuade her to let me use candles at
night for my writing. Only for writing. But then I start to imagine my papers catching fire, so I leave it for
now, try to accept the darkness.

Without a TV, we stand by the window and watch Gaza, together. Fields of darkness spread out in all
directions. The ghost of a city. The only lights are those of the drones and F16s hovering above it all.



DEIR AL BALAH

Gaza City

* Killed were Hafez Hamad (thirty-seven), his wife, Suha Hamad (thirty-one), mother, Fawzia Hamad (seventy), brothers Ibrahim
(thirty-five) and Mahdi (forty-one), and Mahdi’s teenage daughter, Dina (age unknown). They were survived by Hafez (eleven), his
injured brother Noor (five), and sister Lamis (five months), who were taken to hospital. (Asmaa Al-Ghoul, “Israel Strikes Family
Having Coffee,” Al-Monitor, 13 July 2014, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/israel-gaza-strike-kills-hamad-
family. html.)



Thursday, 10 July
WATCHING THE GAME

LAST NIGHT, WHILE my friends and I were watching the second semifinal between Netherlands and
Argentina at my friend Ayman’s place in the Kasasib area of the camp, another group of men were doing
the same in a small café on the beach of Khan Younis. Their café was called Sahar Al-Layali, which means
“staying up all night.”1 Like us, they were smoking shisha, cheering for their favorite team, complaining
about big players making obvious mistakes, putting their hands on their heads at near misses and close
calls. They could hardly have been thinking about that gunship out there in the darkness, watching them,
or the anger it stored, as they cheered and shouted at the match. They could hardly have imagined its
maw, the gaping mouth of its gun turret, salivating with hunger for their souls.*

Six of them were killed instantly, another fourteen maimed. Their blood must have covered the sand all
around the café, then slowly started to trickle down to the sea. The red charcoals from the top of their
shisha pipes must have blown up into the night sky, then descended, still flaming, like falling stars. By the
morning, three of the injured had joined the dead. They never lived to watch the final of the World Cup.
None of their favorite players will ever hear about their death.

I wake at around 9 a.m. to the news that over thirty people were killed in the small hours of the night. The
casualty rate grows steadily every day. More people are killed by single strikes in groups; in fives, sevens,
nines. Individuals aren’t the targets, but residences, family houses. They're bombed until there’s nothing
left.

Around midday, a thunderous detonation shakes the house. It seems a car has been destroyed, very
close to Saftawi Square, east of us. Three of the passengers were killed. The fourth is in a critical
condition.

A few hours later, Hanna, the kids, and I decide on a way of making the most of the few hours of
electricity we have left, as a family. We gather round the TV for a few hours to watch cartoons:
SpongeBob SquarePants and Gumball. You need to forget about the world outside, or at least pretend you
have the superpower of forgetfulness. About an hour later, an explosion rocks the building from the east,
the flash lighting up the room a split second before the sound. A moment later, a thick cloud of sand is
gliding across the lounge from the window behind us. An orange orchard it seems, a hundred meters
away, has been attacked. The trees flew into the air then fell on top of each other, a jumble of broken
boughs. When I inspect the damage later that evening, I see that several tons of sand seem to have been
removed from underneath the orchard entirely. Part of it now coats the floor and furniture of our lounge.

It feels, right now, as if we are all living in a cloud of slowmoving sand: we inch forward through it,
nervously, not seeing a yard in front of us, and when we come across a pile of orange trees, scattered at
our feet like an assassin’s victims, we know that we are lucky. They were mistaken for us. Death is so
close that it doesn’t see you anymore. It mistakes you for trees, and trees for you. You pray in thanks for
this strange fog, this blindness.

Yasser asks me if I can go out and buy him an ice cream from a shop he knows has opened on Saftawi
Square. “It’s closed,” I tell him.

“Will it open after iftar?” he asks.

I promised to take the kids to this shop; it’s a new branch of a chain of Jabalia ice cream stores run by
the Abu Zatoun family—another promise I have to break. Yasser then asks, “But you'll take us when the
zanana' stops?”

“It’s a deal,” I say.

As I tuck him in later that night, I can tell he’s keeping his ears peeled for the moment when the whir of
the drones stops. He falls asleep, the shop stays closed, the drone hovers.

* The victims of this attack were later reported to be Mohammed Khalid Qanann (twenty-five) and his brother Ibrahim Qanann
(twenty-four), Mohammad Al-‘Agad (twenty-four), Suleiman al-Astal (fifty-five), Hamdi Kamel Sawali, Ahmad Sawali, Ibrahim
Sawali, Salim Sawali, Ahmed al-Astal, and Musa al-Astal (ages all unknown).

1t Onomatopoeic word for “drone” peculiar to the Gazan dialect.



Friday, 11 July
FLOODLIT CITY

THERE ARE FLOODLIGHTS, lightning strikes, searchlights . . . lights on all sides.

Flashes.

Thunderous explosions.

The building shakes. The glass panes of each window shatter, one by one. The frames creak into new
positions, their metal splitting.

Darkness is a ghoul that grinds and chews and gnaws at our calm. Worry courses through our veins.
Uncertainty bites into our rest.

Another explosion, nearer than the others. Then the sound of windows blowing out, scattering shards
across the floor. I flinch and can’t tell if some of the fragments have implanted into me, or if I've imagined
it. I run to the children but they are still sleeping safely. I turn on the radio. Turn it up loud.

The reporter Mohamed al-Battish declares: “More explosions in al-Zarka district. Two missiles.”

The reporter Mohamad al-Ashkar: “An explosion in al-Tiwam quarter.”

What about the explosion that just blew out our windows?!

A third reporter: “I am now standing in the western part of north Gaza. Israeli warplanes have attacked
a building near to the Karama Hospital, east of the Karama Towers.”

It seems he’s referring to the same attack as Al-Ashkar but from a different perspective.

A fourth reporter: “The sky is full of F16s, flying at low altitudes. More activity reported off the coast of
Beit Lahia, warships assembling.”

Another reporter with a hoarse voice: “Flames are still engulfing the port of Gaza. I am being told now
of another attack in Ahmad Yassen Street. Yes . . . yes . . . two missiles have struck a residence, leaving it
severely damaged.”

Some TV channels carry on blissfully, seemingly untouched by the chaos. A Ramadan drama serial is
playing on MBC.! 1 try, despite everything, to follow it, despite the fireballs of lava whizzing through the
air outside the window. Passing the time is the most challenging of tasks in such moments, a true mission:
to wrap distraction around your panic, smother it in frivolous entertainment; to silence your fear by trying
to focus on the predictable ending of a cheap Ramadan TV serial with a terrible plot. A hard mission for a
hard time. Nonetheless, you try.

More floodlights.

Floodlights.

Flashes.

Thunder.

A missile strikes and I feel like I've been thrown ten centimeters into the air above the sofa I'm lying on.
The remote control, which a minute ago I held in my right hand, clatters to the floor, the parts dispersing
in all directions. Then total darkness. I'm scared to get up. I think the TV is going to fall from its perch
and smash. I switch on the little torch.

Hanna and the children have been sleeping in the corridor, opposite the kitchen. A few days ago we set
down mattresses and bedding in the corridor that runs through the middle of our apartment—the furthest
room from the outside wall. We figure it’s the safest place in the building. At the sound of this last
explosion, they all jump up from their mattresses, looking around in panic. I run into the corridor and see
the children’s expressions immediately. Glass is everywhere, the full length of the hall. I can’t work out
which window it’s come from. I grab the children, check each one in turn to see if they’'ve been cut
anywhere, looking for lacerations, for blood. I scan every part of them at speed, their hair, their arms,
their feet. I can see tiny pieces of glass glinting on all their pillows and bedsheets. After a while, I figure
out that the glass must have come from the door of the bathroom balcony. But it has flown right through
the bathroom and up the corridor to get here.

I look into the eyes of little Jaffa and feel scared for her but try to retain some calm in my eyes, for both
our sakes.

The reporters continue to fill the apartment with breaking news.

One reporter: “A missile has hit an area of farmland belonging to the Mokat family.”

Another reporter: “A wing of al-Wafa Hospital east of Gaza City has also been hit.”

A piercing light spreads across the whole city momentarily.

I see balls of flame falling from a great height.

I see points of lava flying in, horizontally, from the west, the sea.

More floodlights. More explosions.

The building shakes yet again from side to side, like it’s earthquake season. Explosions chase each
other through the night, like nightmares one after the other. The reporters are panting now. They sound



scared as well as exhausted and can no longer tell exactly where the missiles are landing. Darkness is a
ghoul. I have an urge to start a fire, burn the whole apartment, just to bring back some light.

How are you supposed to sleep when the sky is flecked with a thousand scintillas of light, when the
radio is flooded with waves of static in time with the rhythm of detonations outside? The constant
pounding of the warships . . . boom, boom, boom . . . are hollow sounds, mocking the thud of your heart as
you lie there listening to them.

A reporter appeals to the ambulances to go to the Zeitoun quarter of the city.

One missile strikes Sheikh Radwan Cemetery. A reporter comments on the strange fate of the corpses
interred there—many of whom were killed in previous bombings—finding themselves once more under
attack.

The children are now huddled around Hanna on the sofa, staring into the darkness outside.

I feel like a prisoner in the flat as the world collapses around me. It explodes. It cracks. It slides and
collapses into rubble. I can’t reassure the kids that the next missile won’t hit our building. I follow the
light of each missile as it homes in on its prey. Each one has an arc, a parabola or a trajectory that you
can try to predict. I try to work out each one in the first fraction of a second that I see it. Then I have to
stop myself from doing this.

Naeem gets up and walks to the window, before I realize what he’s doing. I run and pull him away.
Hanna says it is time for the suhoor food. We go to the kitchen amid the darkness and thunder and do our
best to prepare the food.

The house phone rings. Sometimes even during the power cut the landlines still work. On the other end, a
woman’s voice with a strong French accent is expressing solidarity:2

“Is this Gaza?”

“Yes.”

“Are you Palestinian?”

“Yes.”

“T am French. I want to express my support.”

“Thank you, I mean . . . Merci.”

She seems happy that I know one French word.

“Parlez-vous francgais?”

“Un peu.”

Then she begins a very long sentence in French that I cannot follow at all, but I get the sense of it: the
solidarity expressed in passionate words.

I reply: “Merci pour votre solidarité.”

“De rien.”

Then after a while, the electricity comes on again. The TV flashes into life and I scramble to gather the
various parts of the remote control in order to turn down the sound. Before I manage to find all the parts,
the electricity goes away again.

The voice of the muezzin in the nearby mosque starts up, singing the call to prayer.



Saturday, 12 July
DAY SEVEN

THE CHILDREN HAVE barely slept in days. Nor has anyone. Sometimes a couple of hours just isn’t enough,
especially when the little sleep you get is stretched thin with anxiety. Worry plays like a lightning storm
behind your eyelids whenever you close them. Only when that stops do your hands start to relax. Then,
finally, sleep starts to gather around you, slowly, like a gentle whirlwind, circling you and your loved ones.

The pleasure of watching my kids sleep peacefully is no longer possible. Instead, what plays before my
eyes are haunting images of the preceding day: a house in the neighborhood struck by a drone;
photographs of mayhem posted online by various media; vivid descriptions of destruction from a friend
who happened to be an eyewitness. Watching my kids sleep used to be one my greatest pleasures. I don’t
know how many hours I've wasted watching my nineteen-month-old daughter, Jaffa, sleeping, drifting
among the clouds of her dreams. I'd smile at every slightest movement: the occasional twitch of a limb,
the faint smile dancing on her lips. This was my favorite moment of the day. But now, looking at my
children and thinking they could be dead in a moment’s time, that they could be transformed into one of
those images on the TV—it’s too much.

Instead, over the last few nights, I've wanted to wake my children up. I can’t bear them being so quiet.
When they’re awake, playing, shouting, creating imaginary worlds of their own, they help me deal with
my own helplessness. Their noise, the fuss they make, their shouting and running around the flat—all of it
makes life a little easier for me. They upstage the sounds of the terrible world outside.

Tonight they will fall asleep quickly, I'm sure of it. The lack of sleep from the night before weighs
heavily on them. There’s no electricity. The only light to disturb them is the faint glow of my torch as I
move around the flat. You can hardly see the face of the person across from you, it’s so dark. I close the
door to the corridor as quietly as I can. Tonight, I think, they’ll drop off quickly.

Back in the living room, I open a window. It’s good to feel fresh air on your face. Important to have a
break from staring at the ceiling all the time, or from looking directly into the eyes of your loved ones,
seeing the fear in them.

My wife, Hanna, and I sit on the blue sofa and stare into the darkness. No light, no details of the world
can be seen outside the window. Only blackness and the dark outline of the buildings across the street.

It slowly dawns on us, sitting there, that the rest of the building is completely empty. Hanna is the first
to notice it; the people in the flat across the corridor left that morning. Om Noor phoned Hanna that
evening, saying she had moved to her father’s house in the Rimal quarter. But now Hanna realizes she
hasn’t heard a sound from the flat above either. Nor has she heard the heels of the lady who lives down
the corridor. We start to retrace the events and sounds and movements of the day to reinterpret them. It
leads to one conclusion: we are the sole occupants of the building, and the building—our home for the last
three-and-a-half years—is not safe.

The gravity of apparent safety is pulling everyone in the Strip closer and closer to the center. We
shouldn’t be near the border to the east, or the north. We shouldn’t be near the beach. We shouldn’t be
near any government headquarters either. This leaves us with just one option—the already densely
overcrowded Jabalia Camp, where my family and Hanna’s family both come from. There’s no beating
Hanna'’s logic.

People look to anything that makes them feel safer, anything that props up their world a bit longer
before the inevitable collapse. Our fates are all in the hands of a drone operator in a military base
somewhere just over the Israeli border. The operator looks at Gaza the way an unruly boy looks at the
screen of a video game. He presses a button and might destroy an entire street. He might decide to
terminate the life of someone walking along the pavement, or he might uproot a tree in an orchard that
hasn’t yet borne fruit. The operator practices his aim at his own discretion, energized by the trust and
power that has been put in his hands by his superiors.

This is how Gaza looks on the computer screen—a thousand images captured by a speeding drone and
relayed back to a computer, perhaps a laptop on a desk. The images might include any detail. One of them
could be of Hanna and me sitting on the blue sofa in our flat, staring into the darkness. Another might be
of our children sleeping in the corridor, spied through the bathroom window at just the right angle. It
must be quite entertaining for those soldiers, sitting at their computer screens; it must feel like the best
video game ever. I imagine they draw lots to see who has first go.

The drone keeps us company all night long. Its whirring, whirring, whirring, whirring is incessant—as if
it wants to remind us it’s there, it’s not going anywhere. It hangs just a little way above our heads.

We prepare the suhoor. We set the food out in the middle of the living room, in complete darkness. Only
night surrounded by more night. I turn the torch on; its weak light fails to hold back very much of the
darkness, but it resists nonetheless.



The food is ready. I wake the children and bring them in. We all sit around five dishes: white cheese,
hummus, orange jam, yellow cheese, and olives. Darkness eats with us. Fear and anxiety eat with us. The
unknown eats with us. The F16 eats with us. The drone, and its operator somewhere out in Israel, eats
with us.

Our hands shiver, our eyes stare at the plates on the floor. The dawn prayers leak into the room from a
mosque somewhere out in the darkness. Suddenly we remember our hunger, all at once, diving into the
delicious, merciful food.



Sunday, 13 July
GUARDING THE DARKNESS

IT’S PAST MIDNIGHT and the shelling from the sea has increased. Explosions are tearing up the beach and
many properties along the seafront. Gobs of red fire can be seen spitting out of the warships, traversing
over the water, each one carrying its twin reflected in the waves.

I feel each detonation inside my flat, despite being nearly two kilometers from the beach, on the blue
sofa near the window on the west-facing side of the apartment. I can see nothing. Only fire. I can hear
nothing. Only bombing. This funny blue sofa gives me the perfect vantage point over the darkness. I sit
here staring deep into it, and when the light of an explosion flares, I feel it lighting up the whole room
around me, bathing me in its light and the sofa’s blue. The shape of the lounge, with its two small
windows to the east and the west and its large window in the middle, facing south, makes the room feel
almost like a chapel in the classic Islamic style. In my chapel, in the middle of the night, I watch the sea to
the west—a sea that can be either friend or foe, pacifier or war-maker, loyal or treacherous.

In the midst of this darkness, the radio reporter speaks of an Israeli storming of the beach. They’'re
here.

A few hours ago an F16 killed eighteen members of the Batash* family in the Toufah quarter of Gaza
City. Several hours earlier, seven people were killed in Sheikh Radwan.! I know in my heart that I live by
chance, and that when I die it too will be by chance. How many chances does the future have for you,
stashed in its pocket? How many chances have I already used up?

Sitting on my sofa, I feel like a sentry for the darkness; a protector of silence against the oncoming wall
of noise, a sentinel defending the unknown from the onslaught of the present. I try to distill meaning from
a swirl of unclear thoughts.

Occasionally turning on the TV doesn’t help: the body parts; the severed hand lying at the side of the
road; the stomach dangling from a limp corpse; the face covered in blood; the skull rent open. . . . The
voice of a man from the Abu Namous family cries out; a reporter explains that the head he is carrying is
that of his son, the brain is outside the head. . . . The father cries out, begging his boy to wake up to see
some toy he has bought him.2 Poor boy. Poor father. The boy is dead and whatever toy he’s talking about
is just a mockery now. Destruction. Rubble. Screaming. Torn bodies.

These are the ingredients of nightmares, only they’re not nightmares. They are the images being
reported from the beach right now. They could just as easily be coming from my street or from my
apartment building. The chances are they will soon, but I keep guard over the darkness. I know that there
are lights out there, in the world, other than the light of explosions and that there is fire other than the
fire of missiles. They might be weak and fading lights, from dying batteries or generators running out of
fuel, but I have to look for them; what else can I look for?

The sobbing and screaming of children can be heard out on the street; I rush to the window to check
what’s going on. Hundreds of people—men and women, young and old—are running through the streets
below me, fleeing the bombing and the soldiers on the beach. I see a young father dragging his little
daughter, who in turn drags some kind of blanket she doesn’t want to let go of. An old woman is doing a
headcount as the members of her family take a break from the running. One is missing. She shouts
“Where is Ahmad? Where is Ahmad?” The family immediately turns around and heads back to look for
him, and I lose sight of them in the flood of people coming the other way. These people’s houses have
been hit by shells; they’ve seen Israeli troops on the beach.

Whenever you see body parts on the news or hear a radio presenter describe them, you think of those
parts of your own body, the hands and legs and arms of your children and loved ones. An expressionless
corpse, lungs hanging out of a caved-in chest, a leg severed into three pieces, fingers lying on the ground
like scattered sticks, a tongue lolling from a mouth, a heart uprooted from its cavity, body parts of
different people mixed up together, lying with flesh they shouldn’t be with—as all these images build up,
flesh becomes like the wreckage of a house: walls and ceilings, beams and staircases, windows and bits of
roofs, all in the wrong places, scattered, amputated, lying on top of one another.

Whenever you hear of a car in the street that’s been transformed by a drone into a piece of coal, or see
it on the news, you remember that life has given you one more chance. Four young men in a Peugeot—the
drone operator decided to put an end to their lives.T All it required was the touch of a button. A touch that
takes three young men’s lives and leaves the fourth critically ill. Death is the duck hunter lying in the
reeds on the bank of the river. No one sees him; he wears perfect camouflage and picks off each innocent
creature unseen.

Whenever you hear the screams of children or think about their fear, the terror that can overwhelm
them, the questions in their eyes, the quiver of their lips, the panic in their faces. Whenever you hear the
things they say in the heat of confusion, their attempts to understand what’s going on. Whenever you



consider the periods of heavy silence that hang oppressively over everything you think of—in between the
explosions and the whir of the drones, between the chaos of the radio reports and the mortars whizzing
through the air. Whenever you remember all these things, and also remember your desire not to
remember any of them, you realize that memory is something forced upon you. People do not choose to
remember; they are compelled to.

Tonight I am alone in the flat. Hanna has decided to take the children to her father’s house at the center
of Jabalia Camp. It’s safer there, she says. All those who have survived the onslaught on the beach have
already fled inland and taken up residence in one of the UNRWAS3 schools scattered along the center of
the Strip. Within a few hours these schools have transformed from peaceful havens of learning to
overcrowded shelters, packed with fear and noise and discomfort. It’s an all too instantaneous flashback
to the painful scenes of two years ago—the 2012 war—and, before that, the 2008-2009 war. The area
where we live, Saftawi, hasn’t been under attack so far, but the continuous raids on the neighboring
districts eat away at Hanna’s sense of calm. She has run out of calm, she said to me earlier.

“One night only,” I say.

I tell myself it will be good for the children to leave the flat; they haven’t set foot outside it in a week.

I am left alone, to guard the darkness.

* The eighteen members of the Batash family were Naahed Na’im (forty-one), Baha Majid (twenty-eight), Qusay ‘Essam (twelve),
Azizah Joseph (fifty-nine), Mohamed ‘Essam (seventeen), Ahmed Na’aman (twenty-seven), Yahya Alaa (eighteen), Jalal Majid
(twenty-six), Mahmoud Maajed (twenty-two), Marwah Maajid (twenty-five), Majed Sabhi (age unknown), Khalid Maajid (twenty),
Ibrahim Maajid (eighteen), Manaar Maajed (thirteen), Amal Hasan (forty-nine), Anas Alaa el-Batash (ten), Qusay Alaa (age
unknown), and Zakarieh Alaa (twenty).

1 These included Mohammed Walood, Ala’ Andelnabi, and Hazim Balousha (ages unknown).



Monday, 14 July
THE SCENT OF SYCAMORE

NOTHING REMINDS ME of home quite like the scent of sycamore.

I never realized this before. On my way back home from the camp tonight I look up—as if for the first
time—at the canopy of a great old tree that shades part of al-Bahar Street, and whose trunk is hidden
behind a high wall. I must have passed under this tree a thousand times. Whether I knew it or not, its
fragrance greeted me every time I entered the district. At night, in the darkness of the power cuts, I must
have followed its scent, subconsciously, all the way back to Saftawi. Who knows what this tree has
witnessed over the decades—its thick branches, its steadfast trunk. This majestic plant has stood here,
resolute, from a time when a small forest stretched all the way from the tents of Jabalia Camp to the sea;
a forest I played in as a kid. Now this tree is all that remains of that wood, in a jungle of concrete and
overcrowding.

Every night I walk along al-Bahar Street between Saftawi and Jabalia Camp. During the last few nights
of bombardment, I must have been the street’s only detectable movement. To my left lies the remains of
the car that was struck yesterday. At the entrance to my street, there’s a huge crater, about eight meters
in diameter—the product of the strike last night that cut the power. Glass has fallen from apartment
windows on all sides and covers the tarmac. In Saftawi Square, the statue of a mosque in miniature now
lies in fragments in the middle of the road.l

Again, tonight, I'm the only person on this street. The branches of the tree watch over me; the
fragrance of its leaves follow me, step by step.

As a Gazan, if you're ever lucky enough to leave the Strip and travel north towards Jaffa or northeast
towards Jerusalem, you should keep your eyes peeled for sycamore trees. If you see one, you must try to
imagine the Palestinian village that once stood around it. My grandmother told me this. The square of a
Palestinian village, especially one near the coast, would always be built around a single sycamore—a huge
tree that towered over the village like a minaret.

I realize tonight that the sycamore behind the wall on al-Bahar Street is my own personal minaret; it
calls to say, “Atef, you’re home.” Only when the smell of its leaves fills my nostrils do I realize I'm nearly
there. Then I relax, my shoulders drop a millimeter or two, my heartbeat slows, and I feel I've survived
this walk.

Since the beginning of the war, I have walked the road to and from Jabalia Camp twice a day. At around
5 p.m., two-and-a-half hours before the iftar, I head for the souq, something I have done every Ramadan
since I was about six years old. It’s a tradition, you see, to send the boys out to the souq to kill the
remaining few hours of the fast, preparing for the iftar: buying delicacies to decorate the iftar table—
hummus, pickles, falafel, and special Ramadan sweets like katayef. This is the easy trip, compared to the
journey I make to the camp after the iftar. On the earlier journey there is always something passing by to
distract you from your anxieties: a car, a couple of men debating something loudly, a group of boys
standing in a doorway. Despite the whir of the drones, the noise of the F16s and the occasional explosion
in the distance, these other people on the street make you feel calm about it all. I get back from the souq
around seven, my arms piled high with hummus, fresh bread from the bakery, arugula, and countless
other ingredients.

My journey after iftar is more complicated. Each time, before I even set foot outside, there’s the
barrage of objections from Hanna. Each time I explain to her I'll go mad if I don’t see others and maintain
some normality. She relents but, as I head out, I know that worry will gnaw at her continually until I'm
back. I make my way towards the camp in complete darkness, barely seeing a single car on the way, only
ambulances or fire engines.

Inside the camp, the atmosphere seems to lighten somehow, despite everything that’s happening
outside. People are walking in the streets; young men sit on street corners talking. The smell of shisha
and the sound of the mosque’s prayers fill the air. A few kids can be seen here and there trying to keep
the festive spirit of Ramadan alive. Mobile phones have made listening to radio broadcasts easier, so
almost everyone you see walking down the street holds their mobile to their ears or has earphones
plugged in, listening to the news. It seems people only take these earphones out, and put their phones
away, to interpret the news with others.

Camp inhabitants are very professional when it comes to news. They know how to get an update
instantly, which reporters to follow, and how to analyze what they say. My first encounter with this was
twenty-four years ago, during the first Gulf War, in 1990. I remember all the men from our quarter of the
camp would sit in front of the Abu Kamel Shop with a single radio planted on the table between them.
Back then there were very few channels to choose from: Saut Israel Radio (“The Voice of Israel”), Sawt al-
Arab Radio (“The Voice of the Arabs”), BBC World Service, and Radio Monte Carlo. The men were



brilliant at deconstructing what they heard. At that time I was just eighteen and my political education
was limited; I barely understood the rhetoric of war and politics. These gatherings outside the Abu Kamel
Shop were part of my education, but when I think about them now, I realize that for the men involved,
they were merely a process of mentally preparing for the greater unknowns that were always on the
horizon for Palestinians. War changes very fast: the technology, the rhetoric, the justifications, the media
packaging. These men were keeping up with it at every stage; they were ahead of it almost. It was a skill
they had inherited as Palestinians.

Despite the sad history that makes these men such experts, I still enjoy witnessing their debates and
being part of them. Tonight, like any other night, I stand with them and listen. When you participate in
such gatherings, you have to listen to everyone carefully one at a time. The fact that I have a PhD in
politics now doesn’t mean a jot to them. Everyone has to have his say. Everyone is frightened, just like
me. When an explosion takes place, we all change the channel we’re listening to on our mobiles to find
the most up-to-the-minute report, to find out where the strike is, exactly. From one reporter to another,
war is entering into our evening again—death and dismemberment; screams and sirens. The night is
getting on and it’s dangerous for me to be out this late. I have to head back.

It’s around midnight when I say my farewells. The street is very quiet now, and my anxiety mounts the
further down it I walk. In my head, I break the journey into segments, attainable targets, so every block
or so I feel like I've achieved something and can focus on the next target. Thus, the first segment is from
my father’s place to the Jabalia Camp cemetery; the second is from there to Abu Sharikh Square in the
Eastern Quarter of the camp, the third takes me to the Civil Defense Unit on al-Bahar Street, the fourth to
Saftawi Square, the fifth to my apartment building.

Sometimes, I get distracted and lose track, forgetting which stage of the walk I'm on. On these
occasions, my thoughts are invaded by all kinds of speculation. Tonight, it’s only the smell of the
sycamore between the Civil Defense Unit and Saftawi Square that brings me back to where I am,
whispering softly: “Congratulations, Atef, you made it.” I look up for the first time to its branches and my
fear of drones dissipates. Ahead of me is the square, and behind that high buildings, one of which I live in.
I think about the smell of the sycamore consciously for the first time in my life and try to carry the
sensation of it all the way into my flat. But the moment I arrive at my apartment door, it’s gone. I look
back, see the branches in the distance, and I can almost hear the wind rustling its leaves.



Tuesday, 15 July
A CHANGE OF SCHEDULE

NOW THAT HANNA has told me of her decision to remain at her father’s house, my entire schedule has
changed. I sleep in my flat in al-Saftawi, then spend most of the day in my study, writing my weekly
column for Al-Ayyam,! a Palestinian daily newspaper, and reading drafts for Seyasat,? the journal I edit. In
the afternoon, I head out to Jabalia Camp to spend time with Hanna and the children. I make sure that I
have iftar with them, then I visit friends before returning to the flat in the night.

The children are extremely happy about staying at their grandfather’s; they can go outside during the
day and make friends with other kids from the neighborhood. Also it’s a stone’s throw from Hawaja
Street, which is full of Internet cafés and PlayStation shops—their favorite places in the whole world. Of
course, they need to persuade Hanna each time they want to go there that this is a valuable way of
spending their time.

The UNRWA schools I pass on the way to Hanna’s father’s are packed with refugees—or “displaced
people,” as they’re supposed to be referred to. Crowds of people are on foot on every street, trudging
slowly towards their new safe haven. From the window of my father-in-law’s place, I can see down into
one of these schools. These people have only managed to stay alive by abandoning everything they’ve
built up over the years, all their belongings, all their ambitions. My own father’s flat has become a shelter
for twenty-five people as his siblings, their families, and the family of my great-uncle Abdel Kader have all
moved in, fleeing from their homes in Ezbet Abed Rabbo in North Jabalia where so many houses have
been flattened.

With these changes, suddenly everything else changes. Now, each day is spent trying to think of
hundreds of things at once, trying to calculate or second-guess what might happen in the next few
minutes and hours. You have to give up on the long term. Give up on the idea of security or the future.

On the TV, the father of one of the children killed in an attack on the Shuja’iyya quarter3 on 9 July wails
at the corpse of his son: “Forgive me, son, I could not protect you!”* It is very hard to watch, knowing
deep down that this might be me in a week’s time. Being a father brings with it a deep-seated instinct to
protect, but also an assumption that you can protect. You are your children’s hero, their superman. You
tell yourself you can outwit the planes, the tanks and the warships, to protect them. You can do anything
for their sake. But this father on the TV could not have done anything differently to protect his son. Only
the pilot had any choice in the matter.

During the 2008-2009 war, my son Mostafa, only six years old at that time, asked me to make the
mortars of the warships stop. He told me, confidently, to go out and kill all the Israelis out in the sea. I left
the flat and came back five minutes later acting exhausted, as if I'd been fighting with them. I told
Mostafa that I'd given them all a good hiding and told them to quit their noise. But only a few minutes
later, he pointed in the direction of their renewed thunder. I smiled and told him that these were
completely new ships.

The attacks continue on all sides. Early this morning, around suhoor time, F16s attacked the Maqosi
Towers in al-Nasser district. It felt like the entire city took a step sideways. There were also heavy attacks
in Beit Lahia.

The main concern of Gazans is about the land invasion. When is it going to start? So far the war has
been limited to air and sea attacks. This has almost become normality as people get back into the familiar
habits of survival: how to react if you're on the street in the middle of an air raid; what part of your house
to hide in, etc. People’s worry now turns to the land invasion: what will the soldiers do to them when they
get here? What tactics are there to protect yourself when you’re face-to-face with them?

It is very easy to assume this won’t happen, to close your eyes and cover your ears and walk among
others pretending not to see them, or hear what they’'re saying. It’s easy to pretend you’re invisible and to
convince yourself that nothing around you has any connection to you, that you’re somehow not part of
what’s happening in Gaza. But you don’t have to swim too far out into these kinds of thoughts before you
realize the real question is not “How do you relate to the world around you?” but “How does the world
relate to you?” Because, at most, you're only ever a tiny detail in this complicated universe. You are only
one person, barely a cog in an infinitely complex machine.

In this respect, your personal concerns start to erode; even your gravest fears begin to seem
unjustified. What does it matter if you're afraid for your children when all the children in the Strip are in
immediate danger? What does it matter if you're worried that your house may be reduced to rubble when
thousands are being destroyed up and down the Strip? Is your house any better than these countless
others? Are your children any better than the hundreds who have been killed or maimed already?




If T let my beard grow another week, I will look like one of those sheikhs or religious clerics. In the
morning when I brush my teeth, I notice white hairs in my beard. I've never had it this long before. It’s
been two weeks since I last shaved—three days before the war. Hanna asks me each day: “Are you sure
you don’t want to shave it today?” I explain that I'm reluctant to; I don’t want to touch my hair or beard
until this war is over. But there are no signs of it ending. I tell her, “I’ll see.”

* The man in question was Eyad Eraif; his two sons were Amer (thirteen) and Mohamed (fifteen).



Wednesday, 16 July
A GAME OF FOOTBALL

IN WAR, YOU GROW accustomed to adopting new routines, creating entirely new traditions. An otherwise
boring routine in such circumstances can make life bearable. Although death and danger surround you, a
simple ritual can help you escape the torment of just sitting and waiting for the unknown to happen. It
reassures you.

When you’re in this permanent state of ignorance, anxiety clings to every detail of your life: the ticking
of the clock, the unexpected knock at the door, the red square at the bottom of the TV screen announcing
“Breaking News,” the ringing of your mobile, the visit from a neighbor, the ping of your mobile heralding
a new SMS message. Amid this whirl of incoming information that unnerves and disorients you, you have
to make your own order. You have to keep on top of it, prepare yourself for it as it arrives. You become
like a sentry keeping watch on the unknown, hating that which you keep. It's an odd paradox. You have
nothing to keep guard on, you realize, but yourself; you stare into your own thoughts and presume your
mind to be a microcosm of the trembling, boiling world outside. You set yourself the task of calming this
microcosm, imposing order on it, but the chaos that rains down on it is not one of your making.

Instead of living in a labyrinth of the unexpected, you impose repetition, make every day a duplicate of
the last. For me, the best time to assert this order is in the evenings. After the sun sets in the sea and I've
broken the fast, I walk down to the heart of Jabalia Camp. I visit my friend Wafi’s house, where every day
I meet the same three friends sitting in the living room: Faraj, Abu Aseel, and Wafi—seated in the same
chairs they were in the night before. Like Faraj, I've known Wafi since we were kids. We grew up on the
same street and went to school together. Abu Aseel is the owner of one of the Internet shops I find myself
using a lot.

Wafi’s house is small and narrow, too narrow for the patience of a drone operator to target. Wafi
prepares the nargilah* expertly and, a few minutes later, brings out juice. The same talk and stories as
last night. Everyone shares his fears and his doubts. And, just as it did last night, the fears, the opinions,
the theories all end up turning into jokes and comic stories.

After an hour, we all relocate to Faraj’s place nearby to watch the news on his big TV screen. We drink
coffee and interpret what’s been said. When there is no electricity, Faraj attaches the house’s wiring to a
line from the Internet café and everything carries on as normal.

These are my rituals. I must keep to them.

At around 11 p.m. I go to see my friend Hussain. If there’s a power cut, he will light candles all around
his room. Hussain grew up in Egypt and is fond of his memories of the country and anything remotely
Egyptian. In his apartment, he brings me Egyptian Ramadan specialties to drink, like jujubet juice,
tamarind, or sobia.¥ Hussain’s son has hearing difficulties and he tells me how his hearing aid was broken
when he dropped it trying to escape the building during a drone attack. Hussain is worried that they
won’t be able to find anywhere open to fix it while the war is on. “The boy will spend the whole war
seeing panic in other people’s eyes but not being able to hear the cause.”

Around midnight, T walk back home. A fifteen-minute walk strung with anxiety, illuminated by flashes in
the sky, fanfared by the sound of explosions.

It is a simple routine, dull perhaps, but it makes life palatable. It flavors life with that warm comforting
taste, just as the spices in Hussain’s drinks flavor them. All day I know what I am going to be doing in the
evening. I know where I'll be, who I'll be with, what I'll be doing—at every hour of the night. During the
day, I await the evening impatiently. I love this boring routine of mine; it makes sense in this senseless
war. Boredom has become desirable, you see.

The Israeli army has struck more residential complexes. People are dying in their homes, lying asleep in
their beds. In the last ten days, some 630 homes have been destroyed and around 13,550 have been
damaged. Thousands of people have been left without a roof above their heads. Many have lost
everything, including their loved ones.

Today one of the most brutal crimes of the war took place. Four boys from the Bakir family had been
playing football with others on the beach by the Gaza harbor, in front of where they lived.§ The boys went
to the beach to play football, as they might on any other day when there wasn’t school. A series of
missiles from a warship miles out to sea tore their game to shreds. Their blood mixed with the sand and
the sea water, while their bodies were retrieved amid screams and continued shelling. One boy was killed
instantly; the other three died on their way to hospital.

Elsewhere, in Rafah, a five-month-old baby, Lama al-Satari, was killed when her family’s house was
struck.! A six-year-old boy, Hamza Sari, was also killed.2 It goes on and on. When I hear such news, I can’t
stop myself looking at my kids and imagining this happening to them. It might. War doesn’t follow any



logic. You could escape the worst air raid in the history of Gaza and then, in the middle of celebrating
your survival, you could be hit by the tiniest piece of shrapnel. It only takes a fragment. You won’t feel it
hit you. And if you're lucky, you might be featured in the news for a few seconds.

The news on the TV continues. The percentage of children among the dead is terrifying.

“Dad, is football not allowed in war?” Mostafa asks.

Naeem replies, trying to make sense of it himself: “No, only playing football on the beach is forbidden.
Isn’t that true, Dad?”

I don’t know what’s true and what’s not anymore. I know that when your children talk about death, you
have to change the subject quickly. Think of something totally different that will instantly distract them.
But it doesn’t always work.

“How come the only sounds outside the house are of drones and explosions?” Mostafa asks. “Where is
everyone else?”

“It’s bedtime,” I say, unable to think of anything else. “It might be over in the morning,” I tell them. But
I know it won'’t be.

* Water pipe for smoking shisha tobacco.
T A red or black date, also eaten as a candied dried fruit as a snack.
f Coconut with milk.

§ The four Bakir boys were Aahed Atef Bakir (ten), Zechariah Aahed Bakir (ten), Mohammed Ramiz Bakir (eleven), and Isma’il
Mohammed Bakir (nine). (Jethro Mullen and Ben Wedeman, ““They Went to the Beach to Play’: Deaths of 4 Children Add to
Growing Toll in Gaza Conflict,” CNN, 17 July 17 2014, http://edition.cnn.com/2014/07/17/world/meast/mideast-conflict-children/.)



Thursday, 17 July
THE FIRST TRUCE

I WAKE TO the news that Israel has declared a five-hour truce, beginning at 10 a.m. The Palestinian
Monetary Authority has also announced that, during these hours, the banks will open so people can
receive salaries and withdraw cash.

It’s a gentle morning. The movement of the crowds in the street suggests people are happy; they finally
have a few hours of normality after ten days of death. You see them heading out in all directions. I take a
taxi to Palestine Squarel! and, on the way, the car window presents image after image of devastated
buildings in strange black and white—like undeveloped negatives. Great twists of iron protrude from the
concrete; chunks of masonry dangle from exposed ceilings, defying gravity, rubble of all kinds covers the
ground. Dust clouds hang in the air, like curtains, as we drive into them. I can see blinds flapping in
shattered windows above me, letting in what must be a forgiving breeze in this July heat.

A great iron door lies flat in the middle of the road, as if it’s just flown there from a nearby building. A
satchel lies amid a scatter of books and notebooks, their pages fluttering in the wind like a schoolboy has
just dropped them there after a dreaded exam. The street looks like a sculptor’s workshop, fragments
everywhere, and yet the form of his subject is still deep in the stone, yet to reveal itself.

Houses on both sides of the street are still in the process of collapsing. Their destruction isn’t over yet;
gravity has still to finish the missiles’ work. The dust has a smell to it; it’s hard to describe. The sound of
women crying and kids screaming drowns out the normal street noises. But I see ahead of us hundreds of
cars queuing to get through Jabalia souq, trying to find their way to the south of Gaza City.

Farmers have brought what remains of their produce from the wreckage of their farms. They must have
sneaked back onto the fields, after the latest attacks, and picked what they could to bring it here this
morning. From my taxi window, I can see the prices on the stalls going down faster than the progress of
the traffic jam—clearly the stall holders want to sell every last vegetable by the time the truce ends. I can
see the cucumbers, eggplants, and zucchinis are all larger than normal as they’ve been left on the vine for
days. Some farmland reaching up to the northern border has been abandoned completely and all its
vegetables left to rot.

When we get to the main street in Jabalia town, it’s so crowded my taxi driver simply sighs and turns off
the engine. At first I assume it’s a funeral procession or a demonstration, the throng is so thick. Then I
realize it’s just people queuing for the banks and supermarkets—hundreds of them. Also, in amongst
them, there’s a welfare organization distributing food. It takes my taxi twenty minutes to make its way
down this street.

At last, I can see Palestine Square—the largest square in Gaza City and the true heart of the town. To
the southeast of this square lies the Shuja’iyya quarter, to the east Toufah, to the southwest Zeitoun, to
the northwest Rimal. On Omar al-Mukhtar Street, on the corner of the square, stands the early twentieth-
century building that houses the Baladiat Gaza, the Gazan municipality building. I phone my friend Salim
and suggest that I meet him at his office as I know Aed is heading there too. From there, we can walk to
one of the main banks and catch up while we’re queuing. I tell the driver to drop me off at the start of
Palestine Square so I can walk the rest of the way to Salim’s office. It’s my first chance to see the city
center after ten days of war. Today reminds me of one of the breaks between the curfews the Israeli army
used to impose during the First Intifada. Jabalia Camp would be in lockdown, sometimes for months at a
time, in that war. The curfews meant that we couldn’t leave the house. But as boys we always found our
own way of disobeying the army. We—my late brother Naeem and I—used to jump from the roof of our
apartment block onto the next block so that we could play with friends. From rooftop to rooftop we would
move along the street—like master criminals, expert cat burglars—just to spend a few hours playing
games with our mates. It wasn’t without risk. Usually the curfew would last ten to twenty days, then the
army would lift it for a few hours and people would be allowed to go out and buy food from neighboring
areas, like Beit Lahia or Jabalia town.

Whenever the curfew was lifted, the whole camp would be out on the streets; everyone would be
running around, trying to do twenty jobs at once. People would struggle back to their homes, laden with
as many groceries, bags of flour, and cuts of meat as they could possibly carry. It was like a free-for-all.
The image of women overloaded with bags and bags of food after three hours of frenzied shopping
outside the camp is one I'll always cherish. One of them was my mother, Amina. For me, she epitomized
the Gazan spirit: resilience, indefatigability, resourcefulness—the spirit I see in front of me now in the
crush of this first truce, in the people reclaiming simple details back into their lives, shaking off the dust
of the last ten days and making the most of this island of peace. My mother and all the women of Gaza
deserve a statue to commemorate their sense of survival. There have been statues to soldiers in Gaza—
the Unknown Soldier who used to point north to lost lands before the statue was bombed in 2005, leaving



just a plinth. There are statues dedicated to martyrs, like the memorial for the martyrs of the Mavi
Marmara? on the beach. There are symbolic statues, like the phoenix in Palestine Square.3 But there are
no statues to the ordinary women of Gaza, the mothers and grandmothers, who really keep this city
going: struggling each day with the rations imposed on their households; fighting with great, heavy bags
when they’re lucky enough to be able to shop at all; making meager ends meet to keep the family whole.
They are heroes as much as anyone else. They should be commemorated in stone.

The horns of the cars, the shouting of the fruit sellers calling out prices, the bray of a donkey dragging a
heavy cart behind it, the reproach of a mother telling her boy off for staring at everyone, the heat of July
sun, the creaking of old shop doors opening and shutting every second, the constant nervous glances
upwards at the sky in fear of a premature end to the truce. . . . This is Gaza on a truce day. My shadow
passes over the tarmac effortlessly, the merciless July sun burning my profile into it.

I arrive at Salim’s office to find Aed already waiting for me. Salim is one of Gaza’s most prominent
living poets, as well as a close friend. Aed, on the other hand, works at the Ministry of Culture, having
previously studied economics in Poland. The three of us walk to the Cairo-Amman Bank on Omar al-
Mukhtar Street and, despite the seemingly endless queue, decide to wait as all of us need cash. After an
hour and half, we finally find ourselves in front of the cashier. The young man behind the glass smiles as I
greet him; he was a student of mine three years ago.

Afterwards, we walk to Fras souq, the city’s biggest market. Everything appears normal, if a little busy.
Meat hangs in the butchers’ stalls, chickens cluck and flutter loudly in their cages, fruit is piled high.
Then suddenly, everyone starts to check their watch. Before too long, it'll be 3 p.m. We have to go. Aed
gives us a lift and drives at speed. Our parting words as I step out of the car: “See you next truce.”



The Land of Sad Oranges
By Ghassan Kanafani

Translated with an introduction by Nejmeh Khalil-Habib.

Introduction

Ghassan Kanafani was born in Akka, Palestine, in 1936. He died when an explosive
devise planted by an Israeli operative, detonated under his car on July 8", 1972. His
wife Annie, a Danish national, described the event as such: ““...We used to go shopping
together every Saturday morning, on that day he accompanied his niece Lamees. A few
minutes after they left, | heard the sound of a huge explosion. I ran but only saw
remanence of our exploded small car. Lamees was a few meters away from the spot, but
I could not find Ghassan. | hoped to find him injured, but I only found his left leg. | was
devastated, and our son Fayez, started knocking his head against the wall. Little Layla
was crying: Baba...Baba...I gathered his remains, the Beiruti escorted him to his last
resting place at the Shuhada Cemetery where he was buried next to Lamees who loved
him and died with him. " ?

Kanafani is a prominent literary figure in Arabic Literature. His works were translated to
many different languages. During his short life he enriched the Arabic library by
contributing a valuable collection of writings, varying from novel to short story to
literary research and political essays. “The Land of the Sad Orange” is one of his early
stories. It depicts the impact of deracination on the Palestinians after Israeli forces took
over their country in 1948. In this story Kanafani mixes artistic reality with history.
Though the story tells the suffering of a middle-class family, it is exemplary of the
experience of thousands of displaced families, who suffered the humiliation of leaving
their country and living in poverty, following the 1948 defeat of the Arab armies and the
creation of the state of Israel.

The Land of Sad Orange

When we left Yaffa to Akka, I felt no agony. It was like going from a city to another for
a holiday. For several days, nothing painful happened. | was happy because this move
gave me a nice break from school.

Things started to look differently when Akka was attacked.
That night was hard on you and me.

The women were praying, men were bitter and silent. You and me and all the kids our
age didn’t understand what was going on. But that night we started to gather the threads
of the story. When the Israeli soldiers left, after threatening and swearing, a big van
stopped in front of our home, and few things (mainly beds and blankets) were thrown
into it. I was standing with my back against the wall of the old house, when | saw your
mother rise up into the van, then your aunt, followed by the little ones. Your father
picked you up and threw you over the furniture, in the same way, he lifted me over his
head and threw me in the iron box at the top of the van. There was your brother, Riad,
sitting in silence. Before having myself settled properly, the car started moving and
Akka started to fade little by little, through the ascending, zigzag road that led to Ra ss-
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Ennakoura.?

The sky was cloudy, a touch of cold air chilled my body. Riad sat calmly with his legs
propped on top of the box, his back resting against the furniture, staring at the sky. | was
sitting in silence, holding my knees by my arms and putting my chin between my
legs...All along the way there were orange groves. A sense of fear and anxiety spread
over everyone. The car moved with difficulty over the wet soil, and from a distance, we
heard the sound of gun shots as if bidding us farewell.

When Ra’ss-Ennkoura appeared, the car stopped. The women came down from among
the belongings and went to a farmer who was squatting in front of a basket of oranges.
They picked up the oranges, and we heard them lamenting. At that moment | realised
that oranges are something precious, and that they are dear to our hearts. The women
bought the fruits and went back to the car. Your father stretched out his arm, took an
orange, stared at it silently, then burst into tears, just like a miserable, little child.

In Ra’ss-Ennakoura, our car stopped among many other cars. The men gave up their
guns to the police officers who were there for that reason. When our turn came, the table
was full of hand and machine guns and | watched the long line of cars enter Lebanon,
leaving long behind them the land of orange. | started wailing. Your mother was still
looking in silence at the oranges. In your father’s eyes were the reflection of all the
orange trees he had left behind for the Israelis, all the clean orange trees he had planted
one by one, glittered in his face. He failed to stop the tears that filled up in his eyes,
when he came to face the head police officer.

When we reached Saida®, in the afternoon, we became refugees.

The road absorbed us among many other things. Your father suddenly became older
than before, he looked as if he hadn’t sleep for a long time. He was standing among the
belongings, which were thrown over the side of the road. | knew if | were to say any
word he would explode in my face: “Damn your father! Damn you!” These two swears
were clear on his face. Even I, who was brought up in a catholic conservative school, at
that moment, doubted that God wanted to make his people happy. | doubted that God
could hear and see everything. All the paintings that show God loving the children and
smiling at them looked like a lie, among other lies told by people who build
conservative schools for which they can charge extra fees. | was sure that the God we
knew in Palestine, left Her as well, and that He was refugee somewhere in this world,
and that He was incapable of solving his own problems, and that we, the refugees, who
are sitting on the footpath, were waiting for a new destiny to find us a solution. We were
responsible to find a solution ourselves. We were responsible for finding a roof over our
heads. The pain struck the head of the naive young boy.

Night was awful, and the dark started to fall, bit by bit. I was frightened...thinking that I
am going to spend the night on the pavement filled my spirit with dreadful nightmares.
No one was there to calm me down. I couldn’t find any person to turn to. Your father’s
rigid silence raised more fear in my heart, and the oranges in your mother’s hand ignited
fire in my chest. Everyone was silent, everyone was looking at the black road, hoping
that some solution would materialize from around the

corner and take us to a certain shelter. Then destiny came. It came in the form of your
uncle, who had arrived in town a few days earlier. He was our destiny.

Your uncle wasn’t a man of real values, and when he found himself on the road, he



became more savage. He went to a house where a Jewish family lived, opened the door,
threw the content of the room away and cried to their face: “Go to Palestine”. For sure
they didn’t go to Palestine, but, intimidated by his frustration and anger, they went to
another room leaving him to enjoy a roof and a floor.

Your uncle led us to that room; we were heaped with his family and his belongings. We
slept on the floor and were covered by the men’s coats, In the morning, when we woke

up, the men were still sitting on the chairs. The tragedy started to penetrate through our

bodies...all our bodies.

We didn’t stay in Saida long, just three days. Your uncle’s room wasn’t wide enough
even for half of us. Your mother asked your father either to find himself a job or to
return to the oranges. Your father exploded in her face. His voice was trembling with
rage. Then our family problems began. The happy, strong-bonded family we had once
been was left behind along with the orange groves, the old house, and the martyrs.

I didn’t know from where your father got the money. I knew that he had sold your
mother’s jewelry, which he had bought her once, to make her happy and proud of him.
But the jewelry wasn’t enough to solve our problems, other resources were needed. Had
your father borrowed any money? Had he sold any belongings that he brought with him
without telling us? I couldn’t tell. But I still remember that we moved to a certain suburb
of Saida, and there, your father sat on the high rock and smiled for the first time. He was
waiting for the 15" of May to return with the victorious armies.

The 15" of May came after a bitter period of time. Exactly, at twelve o’clock he nudged
me with his foot while I was still sleeping, and said in a voice thundering with great
expectation: get up, go see the Arab armies* entering Palestine. | woke up in a frenzy
and we ran bare footed, all along the hills, in the middle of the night, till we reached the
street which was a full kilometre away from the village. All of us youngsters, and the
elderly, ran breathlessly like idiots. We saw the lights of the cars beaming from a
distance, travelling towards Ra’ss-Ennakoura.

When we reached the main street, we felt the cold, but your father’s crazy shouting
made us forget about everything. He started to run after the cars like a small boy. He
waved at them. He shouted in a broken voice until he went out of breath, but he kept
running after the cars like a small child. We ran beside him, shouting like him, as the
admirable soldiers looked toward us from under their helmets with silence and stiffness.
We were all breathless, though your father kept running in spite of his fifty years. He
was throwing cigarettes to the soldiers. He kept running and we kept following like a
small herd of goats.

The procession of cars vanished suddenly and we returned home, tired and breathless.
Your father became silent and speechless. When a passing car flashed its lights at his
face, tears were spread all over his cheeks.

After that day, life passed slowly. We were deceived by announcements and by the
bitter truth. Grimness started to invade our faces. Your father found it difficult to talk
about Palestine or the happy days in his orange groves, or his houses.



We were the walls of his tragedy and cunning enough to know the meaning behind his
early morning shouting: “go to the hill and never come back before noon.” We knew
that he wanted to distract us from asking for breakfast.

Things began to deteriorate. Any simple issue was enough to ignite your father’s anger.
When one of us asked him something, he would jump as if electrocuted and then scan us
with his eyes. A damned idea festered in his mind. He stood up suddenly, as if he’d just
found a solution to his dilemma. Out of feeling that he was strong enough to put an end
to his tragedy, and out of the horror one feels taking a disastrous action, he started
talking nonsense. He started turning left and right, as if looking for something we
couldn’t see. Then he jumped up on a box which we brought with us from Akka. He
emptied its contents in a hysterical, frightening way. As if led by her maternal intuition,
your mother must have grasped what was going in his mind. Suddenly, she started to
push us away from the house and asked us to run to the hill.

Against her will, we stuck our faces to the window, and stuck our little ears to its
wooden frame. Frightened, we heard your father saying: | will kill them and kill myself.
| want to finish it. I want to....I want...

We started peeping through the cracks of the door, we saw your father splayed on the
ground, breathing heavily, gnawing his teeth. Your mother was watching him from a
distance. Her face was full of horror.

At First, I didn’t understand what was going on. I remember that the moment | saw a
black pistol by his side, I started running as fast as | could, as if escaping a Phantom
which had appeared suddenly. I ran away from the house, toward the hills. The further 1
ran from the house, the further I felt myself moving away from my childhood. | started
to realise that our lives will never be the same: things were no longer as simple as they
once were, and life was no longer something you eagerly looked forward to. The
situation had reached the point of having a shot to the head as the only thing a father
could offer his children. So from now and on, we had to watch our step, behave
ourselves, keep quiet when father speaks about his problems. We wouldn’t ask for food
no matter how hungry we got, we will show obedience by shaking our heads and smiling
when he shouts: “go to hills and don’t come back till noon."

Your father was still there shaking with fever that evening, long after the darkness had
spread over the house. Your mother sat beside him. Our eyes glistened like cats’ eyes in
the dark. Our lips were sealed as if they were never opened, as if they were remnants of
an old injury.

We were heaped up there, withdrawn from our childhood, away from the land of
oranges...oranges that died, an old farmer once told us, if watered by strange hands.
Your father was still sick, thrown down on his bed, and your mother was gnawing tragic
tears that never left her eyes. I snuck into the room, an outcast. I saw your father’s face
quiver with broken rage, and | saw, at the same time, that black pistol on the low table.
Near it was orange.

The orange was wrinkled and dry.



L For more on this, see my article “Ghassan Kanafani, the Rebellion Born in the Womb of Despair” in
Joussour, February 1999, 48-54.

2 A Lebanese check point situated on the border of Lebanon and Palestine

¥ A main city in South Lebanon

* Groups of Arab armies, from the surrounding countries, entered Palestine, that day, to defend its people
against the Israeli Hagana Militias. Against all expectations, they were defeated and the Israeli state was

announced.
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Think of Others

As you prepare your breakfast, think of others
(do not forget the pigeon’s food).

As you wage your wars, think of others
(do not forget those who seek peace).

As you pay your water bill, think of others
(those who are nursed by clouds).

As you return home, to your home, think of others
(do not forget the people of the camps).

As you sleep and count the stars, think of others
(those who have nowhere to sleep).

As you express yourself in metaphor, think of others
(those who have lost the right to speak).

As you think of others far away, think of yourself
(say: If only I were a candle in the dark).

Mahmoud Darwish

From Almond Blossoms and Beyond
Interlink Books, 2010.
Translated by Mohammed Shaheen.
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