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INTRODUCTION

This book portrays images of the lives and struggles of Palestinian and Israeli peace activists through formal interviews I conducted with activists on both sides during the summers of 2005 and 2006. Much has changed since then. And according to the accounts of many observers, the situation worsened. Nonetheless, my intention is to draw a picture of the conflict that is more complex than is presented in the media. The stories of the lives of these people emerge as a constant effort to seek and preserve human life and dignity regardless of the national divide. These activists are united in this pursuit to testify that what unites us as humans is more than what divides us through conflict. This book is driven by hope in spite of what has been going on.

I had the privilege of co-teaching a class on ‘The Question of Palestine’ with a colleague from Serbia at a university in Oklahoma during the spring of 2006. The class was offered after a number of students went to a head of the program and asked for the class to be taught. There had never before been a class on the question of Palestine offered at the university. The location, Oklahoma, is too close to the painful experience of the ethnic cleansing of the native population of the USA. Oklahoma is the ‘memory for forgetfulness’ (to cite Mahmoud Darwish) of what happened to the Native Americans. The students were wonderful and the class was a success, even though controversy had been predicted. I was pleasantly surprised to see how much the students interacted with each other and the material under study. What engaged, but at the same time enraged, my students the most was the fact that ‘mistreatment’ of Palestinians (to be euphemistic) was still going on, and in broad daylight under the blazing sun of the world’s media. In addition, the students were intimidated by how much they didn’t know, in spite of how much exposure the topic receives in the media. The success of the class was perhaps the reason why it was never offered again.

I have lived in the USA, with intermittent returns to the Middle East, since 1994. When Americans ask where I am from and I say ‘Palestine,’ the response varies from silence, to just plain ‘oh’ and then silence, to a question of what part of Palestine ‘West Bank’ or ‘Gaza’ followed by my ‘none,’ and then an awkward bewildered silence from the part of my interlocutor, to an insistence on ‘You mean Israel?’ I had a friend who was actually trying to give the good advice that I should just say ‘Israel, you know, people here do not like to hear the word Palestine.’ Or if I choose to say I am from Nazareth (or Jerusalem), the next reaction is usually ‘You’re Jewish?’ Upon my arrival at a Florida university a colleague asked me whether I minded meeting a senior member of the department ‘because he is Israeli.’ She followed her request with, ‘I hope this is alright with you,’ which left me defenseless, deeply misunderstood and sad. I find that the American people are, generally speaking, fair-minded. When it comes to the question of Palestine, however, puzzlingly their defenses are often high. I hope by writing this book to shatter some of the conceptions or misconceptions about the conflict, but at the same time to resolve for myself the mystery of the relative misunderstanding of the Palestinians in the USA.

A second reason for writing this book is that I wish to make a contribution towards resolution, no matter how minor or trivial it is. It is my tribute to the activists on both sides, and my humble appreciation for their dedication and their work. My writing is haunted by images of a past that is not too far distant, a past I was not present at, but a recent past nonetheless. I am thinking in particular of my mother and of a Jewish friend I have who are roughly the same age. In the year 1939, my mother was one month old; her father, who was active in the Arab revolt in Palestine (1936–9) lost his life on Allenby Street in Haifa. My grandmother, shocked and frightened of revenge attacks by Jewish groups, that same night left Haifa with her three young children to return to her family in Nazareth. Around that same time, my dear friend was on board a ship traveling from Romania to Palestine. She was probably confused, scared and full of anticipation as she followed her parents’ dream of a better life away from European racism and harassment. As a child uprooted from Romania, what did my friend think of changing her name, her language and her habits? What went on inside her mind? What went on in my mother’s mind as a child, deprived of her father, growing up in a town which, nine years later, capitulated to the newly emerging Jewish state without any resistance? I will never know, and these questions will haunt me until I die.

What I know for certain is that my mother went on to college, the first Arab college in the state of Israel, and studied to become a teacher. She taught elementary school for three decades and she loved her job. She silently and perhaps unselfconsciously was helping her community rehabilitate after the trauma of 1948. Her only unfulfilled dream was to get higher degrees, which was impossible at the time for an Israeli Arab in the state of Israel – not because she was a woman, but because she was Arab. But she saw her dream come true through me. My friend, on the other hand, with the confidence of a supportive state and institutions, became a professor at the Hebrew University – a very unique and distinguished professor indeed. It is my mother’s and my friend’s parallel lives, with their unspoken experience and resilience, although under different but interrelated circumstances, which have shaped my thinking about the conflict in many ways. Both experiences are too close, even if we don’t like to admit that to ourselves. I remember that, in 2001, when I was a post-doctoral researcher, an explosion shocked the Hebrew University campus and killed a number of people. Immediately afterwards, my friend gathered her graduate students and continued with her class as usual. That incident reminded me of my mother’s extreme stubbornness and steadfastness in the face of extreme circumstances. The will to live is extraordinary for both my mother and my friend. The only time I saw my mother on the verge of breaking was when Saddam Hussein was sending missiles into Israel during the first Gulf War. Hearing political rhetoric against the Arabs, she relived the 1948 trauma. She packed the necessities for each one of us to take if forced to leave. Her fear was exaggerated. But, on the other hand, her fear was not unsubstantiated, considering that the issue of the transfer of the remaining Arabs is discussed continually in the Knesset and in the media. I write this book for my mother and for my friend, as both were victims of a colonial chain reaction which started in Europe – but with the Jewish minority in Europe and the native Palestinians dealing with its consequences.

The story of this book in many ways is the story of Palestine, the personal accounts of peace activists on both sides of the national divide interlaced with my own personal analysis. Overall, I interviewed formally about 20 people from both sides. I used the transcripts of 12 of these interviews (I chose the ones with the best recording qualities). I have informally interviewed and had conversations with many more. The book is also informed by my experience of being a Palestinian from Nazareth, who studied in Israeli institutions before going to the USA, and who, upon returning to the country during the difficult years of 2000 to 2002, taught at the Hebrew University while on a post-doctoral fellowship, and held a position at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. It is these valuable experiences which shaped the ideas of this book.

Last, at an early presentation of this book at Florida International University in Miami, some people commented that the book may not give a full perspective because it does not address Palestinian terrorism per se. My answer to this is that Palestinians do not have a monopoly over terrorism or any other form of extremism. I excluded direct discussions of extremism on both sides of the equation for three main reasons. First, people who seek peace and a stop to bloodshed are not a minority on both sides, nor are they marginal to their communities. Second, I wish to shatter stereotypes about Palestinians. To see a discussion of Palestinian society as incomplete because it does not include terrorism is a very reductionist view of Palestinian society and its complexity. Palestinians have been abused, but that does not strip them of their humanity, nor should it make them abnormal. They have dreams, hopes, aspirations and feelings like any other member of the human race. The students who raised that question are engaged in a prevalent discourse in places like the USA which simply abnormalizes the Palestinian and her/his psyche. In other words, the act of ‘Othering’ the Palestinian is an act in which American society by and large is engaged for many reasons (historic, religious, political, etc.). Third, I wanted to enter into dialogue with those people on both sides who have spent a lifetime engaging with each other in order to arrive at a humanistic solution to the conflict. It is not difficult to interview people who hold extreme views about each other and show how they do that through their language. Their views are out there and they do not attempt to conceal them. However, choosing moderate people with convictions about the necessity for peace may demonstrate more subtle points about the similarities and differences between Palestinians and Israelis on issues which pertain to the conceptualization of the conflict as well as on visions for resolving it. For me it is more challenging as a research project to investigate their worldview than more extreme views. I am interested in their naturalized worldviews, in what seem to be facts of life. But, at the same time, my informants have shown a high level of self-reflexivity. Their answers generally demonstrated that they had to think intensely about different issues pertaining to the conflict, and that they have been engaged in taking on the ‘other’s’ perspective.

I am optimistic that the conflict will be resolved, there will be a future without bloodshed. My position does not arise out of naiveté regarding the political conditions of the conflict and of the forces which keep it alive. To the contrary, I am well aware of all that; however, my optimism is a political statement. If we all engage in hate, then there is not much to use to pull ourselves away from the edge of the abyss which both peoples are close to falling into.

The book will proceed as follows: Chapter 2 outlines the historical events which led to the conflict. The history of the conflict is divided into four time periods: (1) the late Ottoman period until World War I, (2) the British Mandate to 1948 – the year the state of Israel was established, (3) from 1948 until 1987 – the year the first Palestinian intifada started, and (4) from 1987 until today. Chapter 3 discusses who the interviewees are and how I interviewed them. I chose interviews of six female and six male activists. Of the twelve: six are Israeli Jews, three are Palestinians from Ramallah and Jerusalem, and three Palestinians from Israel who hold Israeli citizenship. Chapter 4 explains the theoretical framework which drives the book – namely, the relationship between discourse, identity and perspectivity. It takes into consideration that identity is socially constructed through power relations in and among societies. Meaning in language is always perspectivized, which means that it is always the individual’s psychological expression of a collectively constructed understanding of social life. Sense-making is an ongoing process, never finalized, and always brought out through dialogue. Chapter 5 is the first chapter which refers directly to the interviews. It discusses the physical-national boundary-setting between the two groups through discourse. Palestine as a space emerges out of these interviews as metaphorically more complex for the Palestinians than for the Israelis. Chapter 6 presents the interviewees’ visions of peace. To the activists, words such as ‘justice,’ ‘dignity’ and ‘equality’ emerge as ingredients for peace. They also discuss more concrete and practical suggestions for achieving peace, such as drawing the (physical) borders for two states. Chapter 7, as a prelude to chapter 8, is a brief theoretical introduction of the gendered nature of activism among both groups, as well as a short account of the historic phases of women’s activism for both the Palestinians and the Israelis. Chapter 8 discusses the tension between nationalism and feminism for both the Palestinian and the Israeli activists. It seems that the question of the compatibility between the national project (for both groups) and feminist demands concerns women from both groups more than men. However, men also gave accounts of how it is harder sometimes to work for peace since both societies tie militarism and nationalism to masculinity and peace to femininity. Chapter 9 outlines the activists’ visions of a resolution to the conflict. Activists on both sides emphasized the pursuit for human dignity for all parties involved in the conflict. Chapter 10 concludes with a call for more understanding of each other on both sides. What emerges from my interviews is a concern for human rights which transcends national as well as gender boundaries. This shared vision is what I hope will lead both groups in the future to come closer together in ending the conflict.
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