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Coming from a place that is so divided by
geo-political conflict as Palestine/Israel, it
is crucial to define one’s role as an architect. Choosing an ideology of practice
in such circumstances is not a technical
activity; rather, it becomes an ‘ethical’ approach as well as a political statement.
Architecture cannot be dissociated from
political power. However, whenever it
becomes a technique of executing politics, it becomes a very dangerous tool,
especially if the politics aims to fragment

Abstract

and control. Architecture in such circumstances can lose all its meaning of creating habitable spaces and become instead a weapon to destroy. In the case
of contemporary Israel in its hegemonic
relationship to the Palestinian people, the
lines drawn on paper are based on military expansion, destroying the space of
land and space of imagination.
To work against the Israeli project of marginalization, the need to rethink architecture in Palestine calls for a new ideology
which can overcome the highly orchestrated matrix of Israeli occupation. The
current impact of hardening the border

zones in Palestine/Israel does not only
bring with it division and destruction, but it
also exhibits new cultural and urban realities shaped by the act of occupation, and
by the corresponding will to resist and
survive. One of the outstanding outcomes
of such a reality is the everyday forms of
Palestinian resistance, which have in their
own way constructed an attitude towards
the built environment and created a new
character to the spaces, as well as to the
official map. Those who live within these

fragments are now introducing new solid
facts through their everyday activities,
displaying a power to resist with creative
tools that architecture and planning have
so far failed to achieve.
In my design-based research, I will be taking Palestine as my key testing ground,
looking at the spaces between people,
lines, documents and maps for the meaning of architecture of resistance; searching for potential spaces of possibilities
that can empower the fragmented society
and bridge the gap between their divided
spaces. My main focus in this PhD by
Design thesis will be on understanding
and revealing the informal daily forms of

counter-resistance and survival tactics,
which in their subversive and invisible micro scale events are cutting into the very
heart of the Israeli occupation strategy.
Special emphasis will be put on the ordinary citizens of Palestine, who count on
the urban street as a platform for performing and living.
Paradoxically, this contribution to the act
of resisting Israeli occupation mightn’t require the concepts of architecture, transparency or technology in the way these

have hitherto been imagined: instead,
this thesis suggests an architect-figure
who can sustain social behaviour and
facilitate the kinds of conditions that will
create more of these silent and invisible
networks. Building on an understanding
of these forms, and analyzing the reason
behind their emergence, my outcomes
will go beyond commentary into responsive design interventions for spaces of
possibility and imagination along the Palestinian/Israeli frontier.
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My PhD research is an endeavour to
investigate – through the mechanism
of research by design – the relationship
between architecture, politics and power,

In the history of colonial invasion maps are
always first drawn by the victors, since maps are
instruments of conquest. Geography is therefore
the art of war but can also be the art of resistance
if there is a counter-map and a counter-strategy.
[Edward Said,1994]

and how they interplay in light of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict. I have taken Palestine as my key testing ground, looking
at the spaces between people, lines, documents and maps for the meaning of architecture of resistance. In other words, I
am searching for potential spaces of possibilities that can empower the fragmented society and bridge the gap between
the divided spaces, working against the
Israeli project of marginalisation.

that mean nothing apart from separating
and fragmenting their social and physical
space. The urban morphology of the land
is being pushed to its extreme condition.
As a result, Palestine today is left with an
absent mental map, no longer making
sense of where its spaces start, or end.
Stemming from the need for an alternative discourse, especially with the unbalanced economic and political status, the
focus of my doctoral research has thus
been to explore possibilities through different means. I have tried to re-read the
land from a new perspective by stripping

and planning have so far failed to match.
The emergence of small-scale Palestinian
networks seems to be able to overcome
and adapt to the situation, and as a result
they can redefine the meaning of the built
environment around them. These collective and informal networks/events are
now also drawing their own lines for a
new kind of thinking within architecture.
Ostensibly, their task is to subvert spaces
of pure oppression and change them into
spaces of play and creativity so that social
life can be recuperated.
What has been vital in this PhD by Design

Introduction
Looking back at all that has been discussed, proposed and imposed in relation
to the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, it might
seem that there is nothing more left to be
said. We are now faced with two lopsided
‘entities’ superimposed on one another;
neither can be integrated, nor they can be
separated. The outcome of the various political agreements, summits and talks from
the Oslo Peace Agreement2 to the ‘Road
Map’ to the Camp David, Washington and
Sharm-Al-Sheikh Agreements – even the
documents that has been lately leaked
out about the weak and unbalanced negotiations skills of the Palestinian side –
has laid bare the failure of any prospect to
find a ‘just peace’. Rather, all these do is
to leave Palestinians with endless maps,
lines, boundaries and designated areas
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it of the dominant power of lines – including any imagined ones – to expose the
hidden dynamic topography born from
social conditions. What I have aimed
to do is to re-draw the other side of the
conflict that is ignored or overlooked by
the dominant power structures.
Looking at the dialogue of daily resistance also shows that within the current
Israeli policies of hardening the border
zones, the quest for a counter space is
carving out new cultural and urban realities against the forces of power. Perhaps
the most outstanding outcomes of this
reality are the everyday forms of Palestinian spatial resistance, which is recasting the geo-political map of Palestine by
displaying creative tools that architecture

research is the involvement with ‘live’
design projects and site-specific interventions, which have together added a unique
dimension to the process. It has also
paved the way for imagining new possible
moments of spatial stitching inspired
and nourished by the matrix of informal
Palestinian networks. The outcome is
hopefully to provoke a deeper and more
critical kind of architectural thinking that
in its explicit engagement with political
and social realities, as Fraser suggests,
“moves on from Koolhaas”3 towards a
truly embedded critical architecture and
design practice.

The Separation Wall in Kalandia, 2005-06.

Literature survey on the
Palestinian/Israeli conflict and
related urban formations
The literature on the Palestinian/Israeli
conflict is dauntingly vast. However, when
it comes to the issue of colonisation and
its relationship to the daily production
of space, there is a one-sided image,
focusing mostly on critiques of Israeli
strategies and the manifestation of power.
The mainstream literature on the conflict
in Palestine/Israel has tended to ignore
the social aspects involved in using and
changing urban space by the Palestinian
community, which is what my thesis will
instead focus on.4
Discussing the issue of urban morphology in Palestine/Israel has always been
seen from two different directions. One is
by supporters of the Zionist state, which
seeks to obliterate all signs of the Palestinian or Arab connection to the landscape
and urban fabric, and replace it with their
own Hebrew map. This has been through
historical reinterpretations; playing with
facts, burying some layers and revealing others. David Benvenisti in his book,
Our Land, implanted the Zionist ideology,
scarcely mentioning the Palestinian landscape and the factors behind its existence.5
On the other side, there are those critical
(and mostly left-wing) figures who try to
reveal facts about the Israeli agenda of
imposing control and territorial expan-

The Separation Wall in Abudis, 2005-06.
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sion through architecture and planning
practices. The majority of what has been
written on this subject has involved a
critique of Israeli colonial architecture,
articulating patterns of urban colonisation, and theorising the state’s political
approach.6 Jerusalem has had the lion’s
share of these texts, being a dividing
and connecting space, as seen in books
such as City of Collision,7 The Next Jerusalem,8 and others. Eyal Weizman
in his writings on The Hollow Land and
A Civilian Occupation: The Politics of
Israeli Architecture, details admirably
the various Israeli tools of capturing
land: settlements, checkpoints, separating walls, and the ways in which some
Israeli architects openly collaborate with
the Zionist expansion agenda.9
Various other articles, books and films
have also addressed the above issues in
much detail, especially since the building
of the much-criticised Separation Wall’10
around the West Bank. However, the
emphasis of the media is directed more
towards the emergence of dominating
and ‘unfamiliar’ architectural elements
that will leave a big mark in history, in
the manner of the Berlin Wall, rather
than reading the more complex and
hidden social and spatial reactions that
lie behind the wall.
Israeli architects and planners have
undoubtedly played a vital role when it
came to architectural proposals; contemporary design interventions have
generally taken place to empower the

The West Bank in fragments

Israeli agenda, in parallel with the construction of the Separation Wall. Santiago
Calatrava’s ‘Chords Bridge’ for example
was finished in May 2008, being one of
the latest landmarks to attempt to extend
East Jerusalem and change it into a state,
which contains no Palestinians.
A recent transformation in Israeli architectural consciousness however, has been a
few left-wing architects who have started
redefining their role. In trying to resist
Zionism through architecture, Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, Ganit Mayslits and Udi Kassif
have worked with others on the ‘Neuland’
project to rethink urbanism and envisage
a neutral state for both Arabs and Jews.11
Weizman Hilal and Petti’s ‘Decolonising
Architecture’ is another example of a joint
project between Palestinian and Israeli architects that aims to reclaim the occupied
land in a manner that also breaks away
from Israeli domination.12
In these initiatives however, two main
issues remain missing, the first is the role
of Palestinian architects and planners in
the efforts to rethink occupation through
design interventions – or in other words
to identify the architect’s role in resisting occupation, which I will focus on in
depth in my thesis. The second issue is
the lack of literature about Palestinian reproduction of space in general, and the
process of spatial resistance in specific
terms. Apart from a few studies about
the refugee camps that emerged from the
1948/67 wars,13 or of the Arab neighbourhoods in Jerusalem, nothing has as yet

4

5

been written for instance about the consequences of the 1993-95 Oslo Peace
Agreement and the Israeli re-invasion of
the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 2001
in terms of Palestinian possibilities of
changing or re-appropriating space.
Very few books indeed provide a thorough
socio-spatial survey of contemporary Palestine over the past fifteen years. Even
though a few texts offer a thorough look at
the daily experiences that shape Palestinian life under Israeli occupation from the
social perspective, very little comment – if
any – has been made about the urban or
spatial aspects.14
Recently some initial attempts have
evolved to discuss spatial resistance and
its role in changing the urban environment, which inspire my study,15 even if
their focus circulates mostly around Jerusalem. Most of these studies are also
unfamiliar with the daily habits, cultures
and lifestyles of Palestinians, since the
authors usually come from different backgrounds and nationalities, leaving some
major gaps in their work. This is not to
criticise those writers like Wendy Pullan
who write on such matters, just to point
out an obvious shortfall in their work.
Indeed, the notion of ‘locality’ seems to
be absent in the majority of work addressing Palestinian/Israeli conflict, especially
that of western scholars, and instead the

focus is mainly on the forces of occupation/occupier. The outcome is therefore
incomplete, in the sense that it does not

show a true account of the socio/spatial
relationships that have been created.
Through such studies, the dominant
group – in this case, the Israeli Army – is
again rendered more visible through their
artifacts of occupation, while those who
in fact have to occupy the resulting space
with their ordinary lives are alienated from
the description of the context, and hence
rendered almost non-existent.
Post-modern feminist theorists like
Harding, Harraway and Flax – which I
will return to later in the chapter – stress
the need for what they call ‘situated
knowledge’, ‘positioning’ and ‘standpoint
theory’. By this they mean that research,
particularly that which focuses on power
relations, should involve the lives of those
who are socially and politically marginalized, otherwise it will give a distorted perspective of the social lives of those who
live there, as well of course as the whole
social order.16
As Haraway suggests in her work on
situated knowledge, what is need is
neither relativism, nor totalisation:
“… I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of location, positioning,
and situating, where partiality and
not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge
claims. These are claims on people’s
lives; the view from a body, always a
complex, contradictory, structuring and
structured body, versus the view from
above, from nowhere, from simplicity.
We do not seek partiality for its own
sake, but for the sake of the connec-
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tions and unexpected openings situated knowledges make possible. The
only way to find a larger vision is to be
somewhere in particular.17
In terms of writings about the Palestinian/Israeli situation, the gap is not only
emerging from western scholars; for
instance, others like Eyal Weizman –
who was born and worked in Israel – also
reflects a one-sided perspective on the
Palestinian/Israeli context in his books,
Hollow Land and Politics of Verticality.18 Despite the uniqueness of his work,
and indeed his extremely thorough deconstruction of Israeli politics of spatial
control, it is worrying that Palestinians
seem to be expunged from his analysis.
He appears only interested in addressing the ‘oppressor’, while the inclusion of
the lived realities of Palestinians and their
spatial conditions is hardly mentioned.
Christopher Harker’s work on cultural
and political geography has brought this
aspect into the surface through his very
recent research into Palestine, which
probably comes closest to the premise
of my study. Harker, in ‘revisiting verticality’,19 is trying to offer an alternative approach to Weizmans’s position in
Politics of Verticality. Harker does so by
exploring the Palestinian ‘politics of verticality’ and how they might interact with
the political/spatial forms that Weizman
maps out. Indeed, Harker argues explicitly that the work of Weizman is offering
a fractional understanding of the politics
in the Occupied Territories. As he puts

Amary Refugee Camp in Ramallah, 2005

it, Palestinian people are left as passive
subjects in that Israel makes history while
Palestinians can only react to it: “Like the
occupation itself it hollows Palestinians
from the spaces and landscapes.”20
Another reason behind this gap in literature – mainly from the local scholars, and
especially after the 1993 Oslo Peace
Agreement – is that the social and spatial
transformations resulted, were seen as
an ‘achievement’ rather than a ‘failure’.
The invisible outcomes within maps, regulations and planning strategies, which
turned visible later, were not addressed
at that time due to their vagueness and
the lack of awareness. The emergency
for a revised look only started when the
consequences became more physical
and tangible on ground. They were certainly not envisaged by those who drew
up the Oslo Peace Agreement.
Another important point is that the Palestinian acts of resistance through daily behaviour have mostly been changing the
landscape ‘unconsciously’, without any
prior tactics or agendas; this has occurred
informally through the everyday search
for means of survival. Hence it requires
a close familiarity with the spaces in Palestine, and the lived experience of its
people, to be able to understand the invisible changes which are taking place in
the built environment.
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Concept
framework
vs.
site observation and social
mapping
For this doctoral thesis, a fulsome literature review was carried out to investigate
the key notions of power, resistance, empowerment and also their relation to ideas
of space. Extensive reading and analysis
has been made of Israeli architectural
practices as a tool of occupation, as well
as of administrative maps that are currently controlling the West Bank. Before
going through the daily life that sparked
the transition in Palestinian space it is
also important to consider the historical
trajectories of the colonial settlement.
Benvenesti’s work on Sacred Landscape
provides an excellent entry into this historical analysis, in addition to the work of
Weizman, Tamari, Nassar, Amiry, Jubeh
and many other scholars who contributed greatly to understanding the history of
Palestine at different scales.
Henri Lefebvre’s theories about the appropriation and production of space have
contributed greatly to my understanding
to everyday life and behaviour.21 Lefebvre,
when discussing the concept of ‘appropriation’, provided a positive Marxist
critique that treats space as a container
of activity that can change with the nature
of these activities. According to Lefebvre,
space is socially produced in certain
ways, some of might appear neutral and
abstract, but which are in fact partial and
political. Against the abstract nationality

Selling fruits and vegetables on an alternative route to Nablus, 2003

of the capitalist city, Lefebvre stresses
unconscious, the disciplined and the
transdisciplinary, everyday life and unthe importance of play and creativity as
ending history”.25
well as the capacity of the working class
to ‘inhabit the city’ and be fully immersed He went on to explain:
in its rhythms, such that they might crea“I define Thirdspace as an-Other way
tively recast its spatial formations.
of understanding and acting to change
the spatiality of human life, a distinct
Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life inmode of critical spatial awareness that
troduced a detailed examination of the
is appropriate to the new scope and
significance being brought about in the
forces and structures that govern various
rebalanced trialectices of spatialityaspects of our daily lives. The “quest for a
historicality-sociality.” 26
counter-space”,22 as Lefebvre suggests,
must arise from individuals who seek an ‘Thirdspace’ therefore shifts the direction
appropriation of space; differential ‘third towards a hybrid space that is situated
space’ then emerges on the margins of between space, society and history, with
the homogenised realm, either in the form an equal weight placed on the micro-geof resistance or in the form of heterotopi- ography, with all the details of everyday
as.23 Later on, Edward Soja’s postmodern life, as much as the macro-geography.
analysis of spatial theory and cultural ge- Furthermore, Soja’s concept of ‘Thirdography also brought another dimension space’ is seen as expanding to include
to our understanding of space and society. the ‘other’, as a product of alienation and
Soja updated Lefebvre’s concept of the exclusion. And as such, these ideas conspatial triad with his own conception of stitute a pivotal source for conceptual
spatial trialectics, which he termed ‘Third- grounding for this thesis. While not respace’, or those ‘other spaces’ which are peating the same theoretical terms, nevboth real and imagined.24 Soja’s rework- ertheless I intend to look into the nature of
ing of `Thirdspace’ thereby enables the such hybrid spaces in the context of the
contestation and re-negotiation of spatial Palestinian/Israeli conflict, and thereby to
boundaries and cultural identities. He explore the radical transformations and
writes of it as the radical space occupied negotiations of boundaries that are proby the marginalized in which:
ducing different forms of spatial resist“… everything comes together … subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract
and the concrete, the real and the
imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind
and body, consciousness and the
Surda no-drive zone, 2002
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ance – or what I call ‘spaces of possibility’.
My study will interpret the different sociospatial behaviours and activities taking
place in order to find emerging locations
with positive energy that I can ‘reclaim’ as
an architect who is working within these
spaces.

Surda checkpoint, 2003

The above concept has also introduced
me to the theories of leftover spaces of
Kenny Cupers, Marcus Miessen and
Wendy James,27 a phenomenon which
they also note can occur in the margins of
the urban landscape. These margins get
their meaning through opposition rather
than coherence. While they remain unnoticed to the majority, they become platforms for their temporary hosts, and for
unofficial activities.
Michel Foucault’s theories on ‘power relations to space’ unfold different notions
of power and resistance which I also aim
to identify in my work. Foucault defines
power relations as those of ‘confrontational’ forces. Even though resistance is
no way guaranteed to win, it acts to designate the forces against the dominant.
In this sense, resistance does not come
from nowhere but from everywhere,
something which I also aim to look at in
my study. Furthermore, Foucault’s ideas
about power being a net, rather than
something which emerges from a single
centre, provides the basis from which
I will shift attention in Israel/Palestine
to such networks and their power they
exert within a bigger context.28 Foucault
has pointed out that power as such does
not exist. What exists is a power relation;
thus domination and resistance have to
be seen as interrelated forms of power.29
This theoretical approach has strongly
directed my understanding and possible
means of intervention for ‘architecture of
resistance’; as such, it has opened up
new possibilities towards creating a counKalandia Checkpoint, 2003
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ter-space, which I have called ‘positive’
domination to spaces. This is based on
a power formula that seeks a sense of
equality rather than reclaiming or dominating existing spaces.
In terms of my conceptual framework,
The Practice of Everyday Life by Michel
de Certeau30 has been another fundamental source. It helped me to understand and distinguish between two types
of practice that emerge from the absence
or existence of power: i.e. strategies and
tactics. As de Certeau points out, strategies are only available to those in power
because of their privileged access to

spatial or institutional locations that allow
them to objectify the rest of the social
environment. Strategies thus actualize a
schematic and stratified ordering of social
reality.31 ‘Tactics’, however, as de Certeau
explains, are “the ingenious ways in which
the weak make use of the strong”. It is
hence a calculated action, determined by
the absence of power. No delimitation of
an exteriority provides it with the condition
necessary for autonomy. Hence by definition the space of a tactic is the space of
the ‘other’.32 The tactic insinuates itself
into the other’s place, and is always on
the watch for opportunities over time.
For de Certeau, this becomes the central
feature of everyday life. Tactics can thus
be seen as a form of appropriating and
re-appropriating the strategic structures
imposed by dominant technical systems
in order to manipulate them, and even
enjoy them.

Kim Dovey has made specific connections between concepts of power and
architectural design in a similar sense.33
Dovey’s complex definitions of power –
masked, subversive, coercive, etc. – has
raised different questions in my research
and opened up new avenues towards
reading spaces, and where appropriate,
celebrating and empowering them. Can
the act of resistance perform in a similar
manner? Would the introduction of silent,
masked, or subversive resistance be a
powerful counter-tool against the Israeli
abuse of power? All of these notions lay
in the back of my mind while searching for
spaces of possibility, trying to figure out
how relevant these examples might be to
my work.
Another related body of theory that greatly
contributed to my conceptual framework,
and which helped me to interpret different behaviours throughout my site observations and social mapping, is the
notion of ‘the quiet encroachment of the
ordinary’ as proposed by Asef Bayat.34
These survival strategies of everyday resistance are shown to be silent, patient,
protracted and pervasive tactics of the
ordinary people against the propertied
and powerful, carried out in order to
survive hardship and better their lives.
Bayat reflects on those very simple and
everyday practices, which start individually with an absence of structure and
later transform to collective acts which
are almost bound to shift into the realm
of politics.
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In my design work for this thesis, I
have thus seeked to capture these political agencies of ‘quiet encroachment’,
which leads to silent rebellion against
the system. Bayat’s theory sheds light
on issues of collectiveness, silence and
power struggle, which has formulated
key notions for me to look for and relate
to in my urban mapping and site testing.
It has also helped me to find commonalities between different agents as Bayat
notes, “most common agents involved
in the quiet encroachment encompass
variety of largely floating social clusters,
migrants, refugees, marginalized groups,
International migrants on host states”.35

The work of Bayat has enabled me to
explore many ‘passive’ networks – as he
calls it – which seemed to be portrayed
otherwise only through individuals. I was
able to understand and trace back so
many social and spatial patterns which
start at Israeli checkpoints, yet their roots
are in city centres, villages and sometimes refugee camps, especially through
social agents such as porters or traffic
organizers, etc.
Another important book, Power of the
Weak, by James Scott, has likewise
informed my research position.36 Examining the role of the weak – unlike what
is expected from resistance to be organised, systematic, cooperative and having
revolutionary ideas – Scott develops an
alternative conceptualisation of everyday
resistance which is more anonymous,
disguised, opportunistic, cautious, com-

Abu Dis, 2004

promised and unorganised, but which he
argues can be more productive and safer.
This has made me value certain actions,
which might seem chaotic in their appearance, yet their presence has managed to
make things happen.
Rema Hammami’s studies have also
provided an excellent entry point for understanding certain social behaviours,
especially since she is one of the very few
Palestinians who have carried out relevant
research to discover the socio-economic
impact of checkpoints on Palestinian
daily life. Her work on the moral economy
of checkpoints, and on the importance of
thugs, as well as her very recent work on
Kalandia checkpoint, comes really close
to the premise of my study, backing it up
with many observations I have mapped or
traced.37
Hammami, Amiry, Taraki and other
feminist writers in Palestine therefore
offer a truer insight into the Palestinian
context by viewing it explicitly from within.
They have managed to bring in the local
voice of ordinary people, notably the
socially and politically excluded groups of
low-paid workers, unemployed, women,
etc. Their work, as part of feminist theory,
offered me a point of departure for this
thesis, and indeed provided significant
inspiration for the methodological orientation of my study, especially in exploring
the relationship between the personal and
the political, for which – in places – I have
combined theory with personal voice.38
All of these writers share the notions of
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‘positioning’ and ‘locality’ to negotiate
their theoretical ground. Their emphasis
on situated knowledge, and on linking the
experience of power/resistance to subjectivity, helped to shape my research. In
the study this is why I explored notions
such as mapping, locating boundaries,
and personal narratives as spatial tools
for investigation.
As explained earlier, the work of Harding39
and Flax40 on ‘standpoint theory’ was also
inspirational in reflecting on power relations and their spatio-political complexity. Both writers argue that marginalized
groups are socially situated in ways that
make it more possible for them to be
aware of things, and ask more awkward
questions, than it is for non-marginalized
groups. It is for this reason that they call
for research – particularly that which deals
with power relations – to begin with the
lives of actual people in that situation.41
Hence this was an aspect I tried to cover
in my thesis as a way to avoid partial or
distorted accounts of lived experience. In
turn, this has allowed me to make visible
those aspects of social relations and the
natural world that cannot be seen by
what ‘standpoint theorists’ describe as
‘dominant perspectives’.
Likewise, Haraway’s work on situated
knowledge offers a more developed
account of feminist involvement in scientific discourse and theories of “objectivity”.42 The method of generating
knowledge which is specific to a particular situation/context is something that

she argues “both takes us from “being
nowhere while claiming to be everywhere
equally”. Haraway, along with Harding,
thereby challenges notions of objectivity
that might otherwise require the elimination of all social values and interests from
the research.43 Instead, they suggest that
‘objectivity and situated knowledge is not
an impossible combination”. In the realm
of architecture, Jane Rendell’s concept of
‘site writing’ also opened up new avenues
in my research, with more space given
over to reflection and self-discovery. In
Rendell’s seminal book on Site Writing,
she explains the need to consider the
modes in which we write as well as the
medium in which we practice architectural criticism; the latter needs to be more
than a description of content, and should
be used to define critical positions.44 Rendell’s writings open up new possibilities for
re-thinking the relationship between criticism and critical practice while questioning values of objectivity and judgement,
as well as in introducing explicit considerations of subjectivity and positionality.
Having become exposed to the texts by
all these feminist writers, the idea of narrative became a visible, and indeed essential, component of my thesis. I have
tried in the text to capture and represent
the sense of daily life as it is experienced
by Palestinians, specifically by unfolding
the relationship between time and space.
Narrative and subjective experience in
this context became both a spatial condition and a conscious strategy to examine
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relationship between identity and place.
The critical has been to show how the
inclusion of lived realities, those not yet
properly visible to observers outside
Israel/Palestine, can produce the bettersupported hypotheses urged by ‘standpoint theorists’.
In this regard, feminist theory has in
different ways led me to a theoretical
stance that is enmeshed with direct experience at a personal level. Feminist
concern between the personal and the
political therefore surfaces strongly in the
chapters that follow, since I am a female
architect/researcher who comes from the
contested political context of Palestine/
Israel. Indeed, I would argue that I am
using my personal voice as a theoretical
tool in its own right. However, even though
an analysis of political conditions adds a
unique character to my research, I wish
to stress that my aim is not to enforce
or reflect any specific political agenda.
Rather, I am simply acknowledging that
a ‘local’ spatial reflection of a contested
space such as Palestine/Israel has to be
one in which architecture, planning, maps,
drawings and political power cannot be
separated.
On that point, and more famously still,
Edward Said’s impressive series of
writings, lectures and talks have underpinned my understanding of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, especially the enormous
contribution he made by reflecting on the
Palestinia Intifada45 and the consequent
Oslo Peace Agreement. Said was one of

Kalandia refugee camp, 2005

the very few scholars who stood up then
in public against the agreement, pinpointing its shortfalls and future implications
for Palestinian space.46 He showed how
it was a subversive tool of power over
the Palestinians by stripping them of any
choice. Said has also been a great inspiration in my research as he was one of the
first who called for an alternative strategy
of empowerment for the Palestinians.
Furthermore, Nabil Hamdi’s work on
Small Change47 has been a very stimulating source for working on the ‘live’
project, as it addresses critical issues
related to the art of practice and the role
of architects and place-makers generally
in their efforts to challenge the convention. Hamdi points out key tools, which
by reading very small details and observations of daily life, can lead to complex
and highly responsive design interventions. Also useful was the edited volume,
Critical Architecture, which consists of a
series of essays by spatial practitioners,
architects, artists and spatial designers.48
That book examines the relationship
between critical practice in architectural
design and architectural criticism, placing
architecture within an interdisciplinary
context in order to investigate the relationship between theory and practice. It
is organized around four key themes:
‘Criticism/Negation/Action’, ‘ArchitectureWriting’, ‘Criticism by Design’, and ‘The
Cultural Context of Critical Architecture’.
All of these clearly suggest different
modes of critical practice in architectural
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design, all of which involved a blending of
buildings, drawings and texts. My thesis
aims to do the same by offering a hybrid
critical practice that combines speculative
design, ‘live’ project interventions, and appropriate textual analysis and reflection.
I have also looked at different case studies
offered by architects in contested sites
around the world where they shift the attention to networks, spatial agencies, and
socially-driven projects. Teddy Cruz49 has
been a huge inspiration with his different
projects and interventions to empower
the people on the borderlines, specifically along the San Diego/Tijuana border.
Cruz’s research builds upon a wide range
of work on everyday urbanism, participatory architecture, and agency in community building. Notably, Margaret Crawford
was a great touchstone for me when
looking at the city as a social entity that
is responsive to daily routines and neighborhood concerns. Chase, Crawford
and Kaliski in Everyday Urbanism offer
an analysis of and a method for working
within social and political frameworks,
with a special emphasis on the urban
vernacular.50 Iain Borden, Joe Kerr, Jane
Rendell and Alicia Pivaro also provided
new modes of exploring the city through
the daily practices of ordinary people in
their book, The Unknown City: Contesting Architecture and Social Space.51 They
went beyond design process and buildings-as-objects in order to discover new
ways of examining urban experience.
Feminist spatial theories were strongly

integrated within their approach, opening
up new possibilities of architecture within
the city, such as contemplating locality and
“knowing the place”.
In a similar vein, Doina Petrescu places a
lot of emphasis on community building and
the search for spatial agency in her participatory design projects. Petrescu looks
at ‘other spaces’ where she can appropriate leftover places so that they are inclusive and allow for more freedom and new
codes to be defined. Her interventions at
the urban scale within less advantaged
neighbourhoods bring forward creative
ideas that can help give meaning to what
might be seen as otherwise passive
spaces. Combining theory with practice,
she has also contributed texts with Jeremy
Till in which they argue that design participation in its broader context offers an alternative approach to spatial practice.52 Till,
as an architect and a critic, often stresses
the need for socially responsible architecture. He calls on architects to give up their
ego-driven obsession of producing monumental objects that overtake their social
needs; instead he wants them to allow
more space for everyday architecture in
its ‘glorious mess’.53 Till’s recent book/
website, produced with Tatjana Schneider and Nishat Awan, offers a lively theoretical and practical grounding which they
term ‘Spatial Agency’.54 Their work offers
a global perspective on different creative
practices that assert the importance of the
concept of agency. While such approaches
raise questions and indeed challenge the
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norm, they also open up endless possibilities for rethinking space and society. As
this thesis will make clear, I share similar
ground with those practitioners who view
architecture as a “quietly revolutionary
critical practice”.55
Further to the above theoretical readings
and research, I have realised the importance of the urban street as a tool for
manifesting resistance and presenting
a communal platform where individuals
can create their own ‘quiet networks’. The
margins in Palestine are also forming a
new meaning for space in the way they are
being used as means of opposing power.
They act as temporary spaces which have
no defined functions and thus are now
open to the changes that ordinary people
are introducing. Additionally, the power of
invisibility, subversion and masked resistance also led me to explore the workings
of power below and above the surface
of the land, through which new potential
spaces have emerged, as will be seen in
the chapters that follow.
The time period for my thesis research
goes back to 1993-95 when the Oslo
Peace Agreement took place. The Oslo
Agreement marks a turning point in
history and geopolitical changes in the
present and future Palestinian/Israeli territories. In effect it has redrawn the map
of Palestine and redirected the political as
well as the social behaviour of people. As
will be shown in the first chapter, the Oslo
Agreement basically shifted the struggle
and confrontation from within cities and

villages out to the borders and margins,
leaving the invisible forms of power to
operate inside these spaces. Therefore, I
intend to concentrate on tracing the implications of this key period in my research,
especially examining the gap that distances the actual reality installed by the Oslo
Agreement from the image portrayed by
the media in its wake.
In parallel, the socio-political and spatial
character of Palestine will be examined in
more detail from 2000 onward. That date
was another turning point when Israel in-

tensified its artefacts of segregation as
represented by checkpoints, roadblocks
and the Separation Wall. This has resulted
in a mass collision between the rural and
the urban, the centre and the periphery, the
structured and the chaotic, which in effect
has produced different forms of spatial resistance as well as adaptation tactics by
Palestinians.

Work strategy/methodology
The research method I have adopted in
my PhD by Design stems mainly from the
body of work formulated previously in my
Master’s thesis in the same field. By combining research and design, I have sought
to capture some of the informal networks
and potential spaces of possibility in the
Palestinian/Israeli map through a series
of small-scale events. These events are
derived primarily from my own experience
of living there, as well as through the site

Initial sketches while re-reading the fragmanted map
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observations, collected narratives and
social mapping carried out for this thesis
with its multiple layers of maps, collages,
lines, narratives, and images. Building on
these analytical techniques, my designdriven research was conducted to discover
the scale of these invisible networks and
explore the possibility of empowering
them further. I have tried to reveal and
test whether, through their contribution to
reorganizing time and place, these hidden
Palestinian networks can be interwoven
together to act as a counter to Israeli occupation strategies.
Given the limited data available on this
subject and the sensitivity of the political
context, much of my research has had a
clandestine nature, with a lot of emphasis
being put on exploring and mapping while
assuring people that I’m just a local rather
than a researcher. The fact that most of
the social agencies and their spaces are
anonymous and disguised – and above all
are successful due to their obscure nature
to the Israeli occupier – has implied using
a different technique of documentation
and representation that does not conceal
these spatial and social behaviours. Furthermore, this also means that I had to
re-read the Palestinian/Israeli map from
a new perspective – i.e. the perspective
of the local community, stripping it away
from any confined or given boundaries
that can limit any space of possibility.
Since this thesis involves research
through design, the relationship between
text/theory and design/drawings is very

strong, and indeed each complements the
other. It is seen as a process of intellectual conversation given that it facilitates
ideas to emerge and yet also suggests innovative, and at times spontaneous and
unexpected, outcomes. Therefore, the
structure and visual layout of the study is
also intended to reflect the three interdependent components of textual analysis,
analytical mapping, and design propositions. In this sense, mapping operates
between writing and drawing, and indeed
intersects with both manners of working.
I regard it as the key link in the research
since it is how I navigate through the
process to document, represent, question,
and suggest new possibilities.
Social and spatial mapping
Mapping as a technique is not only seen
as a matter of documenting and describing
the surface of the globe, but also a way of
reconstructing a scene that is being lived
through and indeed an imagined one yet
to come. Here it needs to be seen both
as a visual record of reality and collected
narratives as well as my own thoughts
on these. In this way, mapping can be
an image, a line drawing, a collage, or
a combination of all these. At times the
process of mapping acts as a form of
documentation that captures the different kinds of social attitudes and spatial
patterns which are emerging and developing in Palestine/Israel; at other times,
it brings forward otherwise abstract forms
that are more responsive and sensitive to
the specific context, with its need for in-

A sketch from my own diary showing my
journey from Ramallah to Jerusalem
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visibility and subversion. Indeed, mapping
offers the best means for recording and
memorising, while also respecting the
social context. Quite simply, it facilitates a
space for observations that could not have
been written or read within text alone.
As much as mapping triggers thought
through visual forms, it also suggests
aspects which need to be researched
further. It poses questions to be answered
and often leaves certain moments unresolved and in need of future exploration. Indeed, the precise moment that
mapping goes beyond pure documentation it opens up promising and imaginative routes into the unknown. The process
reveals points which are often neglected,
unseen, or missed. Therefore, the outputs
of mapping, especially which combined
with deliberate collages, are perhaps the
most creative and open-ended part of
my thesis, since they can always be revisited and drawn. This is why the maps
produced for this study must be seen as
part of an ongoing process of change, expansion and revision.
Maps and Collages
The collages as an illustrative form of
mapping are intended to generate the
process of thinking. Mostly they are
employed to capture social and spatial
moments – which go beyond the text –
that demonstrate the multiple spaces and
social networks inhabited by Palestinians.
Collages are a way to rethink the passive
way in which some writers perceive con-

exploring the margins

Re-reading the West Bank through its margins

tested space, and can therefore be used
to imagine new possibilities. As a result,
Israeli Army Checkpoints, or the Separation Wall, are no longer perceived merely
as spaces of division and fragmentation,
but can also recaptured as ‘bridges’ that
connect invisible networks, space of livelihood, or collective spaces to dream.
Some of the collages that I produced are
meant to break all boundaries, deliberately escaping from current reality to offer
imaginative moments that then surface
in my subsequent design proposals. In
other words, the collages are employed to
reflect, interpret, frame, analyse, question,
propose, exaggerate and dream. For that
reason I consider them as the initiation of
design process where I go beyond documentation; it is my starting point for the
conversation with design.56

B

Similarly, the use of maps as a medium of
communication in this thesis has two key
purposes. The first is to investigate the
links between space and politics; in this
case they mainly expose the shrinking
and erasing the Palestinian land, and the
expansion of Israeli-controlled territory. In
this sense they are mainly analytical, and
assist the factual data presented in the
text where needed. The other purpose
is to offer new insights and new possibilities. The aim is to read beyond what
is there, to come up with new matrixes of
‘resistance’ that might operate without the
limitation of boundaries. In doing do, my
maps primarily emphasize spatial gaps
rather than given boundaries, either by
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subverting existing boundary lines, or by
inventing new layers. The uniqueness of
these maps lies with the fact that they are
very experimental, welcoming the insertions of new layers that explore what has
been lost and what has been kept. In the
process of reviewing the map, I have tried
to draw it from below, rather than the conventional ‘top-down’ view, with its complex
social layers of invisibility and subversion.
Both allow for moments to emerge that
can break and penetrate through boundaries.57
Maps, as a medium for representation
and exploration, are thus very crucial for
this research. Here I can return to Edward
Said’s quote at the start of this chapter, in
which he calls for the Palestinians to offer
an alternative maps and alternative strategies to resist. This is indeed urgent for
Palestinians as their maps have always
been replaced by those in power (Britain,
Israel, etc). This in return has resulted in
lines that ‘distort’ and sometimes erase
the powerless, the Palestinian people,
who have been only represented from the
coloniser’s perspective. My aim here is to
initiate alternative maps of possibility that
do not see Palestine, and Palestinians, as
a passive audience. Rather, these alternative maps hope to put their authors in
a position of greater power, and as such
they act as a crucial tactic for creating
new spaces of possibility.
Narratives
In order to structure my writing, and to

complement the techniques of maps and
collages, sections of narrative text are introduced at times into this thesis to bring
in new voices and capture the sense of
everyday life. They are seen as a conversational process to express a ‘situated
truth’ and an attempt to understand the
invisible dynamics of space. Therefore
personal views and indeed my own autobiographical experience enter the main
text at specifically moments – all such
passages are indicated by italics. Narratives in this sense are not egotistic, but
rather are ‘a form of being self-reflective, aware and politically conscious’, as
Rendell puts it.58 The intentional use of
narrative in my research is an attempt to
bring in alternative voices to resist the authoritative stance that secretly denies the
possibility of multiple realities.
The accumulation of narratives with the
thesis also explores the idea of whether a
connection can be made between the different layers of social spaces. While the
subjective stance of a personal story may
be seen as ‘upsetting the objective tone
of academic writing’, as pointed out by
Rendell59, my aim is to argue that the narratives that I am documenting constitute
an ‘embodied objectivity’. Their objective
strength lies in the fact that they offer the
partial, situated perspectives of Palestinians in the West Bank, and it is exactly
because of their specificity, their subjective positioning, that these stories give
us crucial information about experiencing
daily life under conflict.
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Design process
The whole process of navigating through
text/narrative, mapping and design undoubtedly provoked and at times challenged my design proposals, by creating
new matrixes of possibility. Consequently, three different forms of design need
to be seen as the constituent parts of
the process. The first is the act of social
and spatial mapping: i.e. plotting existing
patterns and reconstructing scenes
that have been lived through (via maps,
images and collages capturing moments

of individual and collective change in the
occupied land). The second form is speculative design, or what I call ‘moments of
possibility’, which imagine potential yet to
come and their relevance to the informal
networks on the ground (these are mainly
expressed through line drawings and
collages). The third form has a slightly different spirit. It is a real manifestation of
these findings through ‘live’ projects in
terms of ‘situated’ architectural and urban
interventions for an exact client in Palestine that celebrate networks which have
been formed away from the confrontation
and physical boundaries with Israel.
Even though in my design process I have
tried to uncover the invisible fragments
of occupation and overlay them onto
the map. I don’t in my work impose an
alternative map. Nor have I wanted to legitimize the Israeli fantasy of separation
with more lines drawn from the Palestinian side, as this will only deepen the
mindset of occupation and alienate the

An imaginary moment of re-claiming the Separation Wall

land even more from its people. Rather,
the act of mapping current social conditions has strongly set up the material for
my designed spaces. They are seen as
means of ‘organic’ spatial stitching to negotiate spaces on the surface of the Palestinian land, as well as below and above
it.
All of my design approaches shared
the common ground of awareness of
the role of ordinary narratives, and the
constant questioning through the designs
of how much structure is needed before
it inhabits people’s freedom of choice
and gets in their way. Finding the right
balance between creativity, emergence
and design, and assuring that the ordinary
is celebrated and “made special and the
special made accessible” – as Hamdi puts
it60 – is the challenge for this study.
Site investigation/fieldwork
The transformation of spaces and behaviour patterns in Palestine depends to a
substantial degree on their interrelationship and the influence of power over their
organisation. Hence, selecting my sites of
investigation was not based on identifying certain cities or villages. Rather, the
layering of the Palestine/Israel map, the
identification and reflection of the points
where maximum power is exercised
provided my initial indication. Building
upon the interrelation between power
and resistance that Foucault referred to
– “Where there is power, there is resistance”61 – the areas of confrontation and
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surveillance were my starting point of exploration. However, being local myself,
I was aware that these points – despite
their intensity – does not represent all
of the urban changes happening on the
ground. In fact, these embody only part
of the story, as most of the other locations
appear neutral and abstract on the surface,
yet are concealed with intense tactics led
by locals and informal users who have established their own maps, sites and spots.
Therefore, constant site visits, informal
discussions, observations and integration with these emerging groups are what
directed me towards the rest of the collective matrix. These ‘extended’ sites, away
from the physical borderlines, were far
more crucial and fundamental for creating
different spatial forms of resistance, since
they form the backbone where tactics can
be tested out and appropriated to respond
to people’s needs.
As a result, I can’t say that my research is
site specific in the usual sense. The combination of its clandestine nature and the
fluidity and constant change of boundaries and resulting adaptation tactics have
encouraged my interventions instead to
become ‘moment’ and ‘event’ specific. My
research was spread all along the map
to capture the key moments of spatial
possibility, wherever a new tactic was
needed.62 Most of my chosen sites were
those reformed after the 1993-95 Oslo
Peace Agreement. This stretched my work
from Jenin and surrounding villages in the
north of the West Bank, down to Nablus,

Ramallah, Jerusalem – wherever it was
possible to penetrate through – and then
to Hebron, Bethlehem and Jericho.
The concentration of my sites of investigation can however be seen to spread
around the following features:
•

Spaces of confrontation and surveillance around the Israeli checkpoints,
Separation Wall, etc. and the consequent informal leftover spaces
emerging as the product of exclusion
and fragmentation. This involves ‘noman’s’ land, ‘no-drive’ zones, and
areas around the Green Line, or what
is commonly referred to as the ‘Armistice Line.63
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Notes on the design layout
The design layout for this thesis needs to
be seen as another aspect of the research
that combines written text with visual
images, shaping the thesis as a graphic
artefact. Each component is seen as a
necessary part of a whole.
The images, for example, are not purely
illustrative. They also contribute to the
process of documentation; hence they
are communicative yet analytical, revealing patterns of everyday life that are

often missed or hidden. Visual images
are mainly located on the left-hand side of
the thesis in order to guide and respond
to the text opposite. Those visuals which
are then positioned on the right-hand side
page are deliberately concentrated within
a thin column alongside the text. An additional ‘invisible’ column appears at certain
moments as a bridge to relate the text
to the images on the opposite page. At
times what is shown is a zooming into an
image to frame a certain moment, so as to
question it, contradict it, or expose certain
facts that cannot be expressed in words.

•

The blurry internal boundaries resulting
from alienating and dividing the West
Bank into disconnected cantons according to the Oslo Peace Agreement,
as will be explained in more detail in the
first chapter.

•

Certain neighbourhoods such as historic buildings in old Palestinian towns
and villages, or neighbourhoods in cities such as Ramallah and Kofor Akab
near to Jerusalem, where their inclusion
The larger collages, as explained earlier,
or exclusion from the Israeli map deeply
should be seen as the starting points for
influence their current character.
my design proposal. Therefore, given their
importance, they tend to spread across
both pages. As such they interrupt the
typical sequence of the text/image layout;
mainly by stretching over to occupy the
margins. Again, while this breaks the
visual continuity it also contains a possibility of crossing, hiding, concealing, or

Kalandia stone quarry

creating. In general, the way that images,
lines, and colours dominate a particular
page is meant to bring closer awareness of moments of everyday life in its
chaos and liveliness, such as waiting at
checkpoints or being involved in some
form of mobility. Between zooming in and
zooming out, a space is left for the reader
to imagine, question and break boundaries. Colour is used a vocabulary in certain
pages. At contrasting times, the black and
grey dominate to represent darkness, invisibility, and open-endedness. To break
the repetitive sequence of images on
the left-hand page, these are replaced
at times with blank white pages which
through their emptiness and silence allow
a moment for thought and reflection.
In the case of maps, two languages are
employed; one which documents Israeli
dominance and its defined boundaries,
and another which is liberated from
boundaries to show possibilities. To reveal
Israeli strategies of colonizing, a process
of stretching, squeezing, disconnecting
and connecting maps is carried out to
express content – for example, to show
borders lines, Israeli settlements, Separation Wall, Green Line, bypass roads,
checkpoints, etc. The choice of colours
is not always deliberate, yet I have generally tried to reflect Israeli settlements
through blue colours, and boundaries like
walls and checkpoints with red. Palestinian areas are generally represented in
softer colours like brown or yellow.
Some of the maps have been prepared to
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capture the social angle and the human
scale in shaping the lines. They are also
seen as a territorial representation of what
might creative space be. Therefore these
maps take a slightly different character in
that are liberated from confined borders
or given historical lines such as after the
1948 and 1967 wars. This is very consciously done, since all the complex maps
previously drawn have also distorted the
mental map of Palestine. Therefore I see
my interpretative maps as a form of liberating the mind from given boundaries.

The first chapter provides a short journey
across the vanishing landscape to introduce Palestine, its troubled landscape,
and sets the scene for some of the key
historical moments that have contributed
to shaping the Palestinian/Israeli map,
starting from the 1948 War until recently.

My starting point is thus to strip the act of
mapping away from ‘authoritative power’,
to see how far one can go instead. Some
maps are specifically intended as cutouts; they are never seen completely,
and are always in the process of development. I regard them as a starting point
for others to finish. Emptiness and the
white background of the paper is never a
natural condition on the map of possibility.
Instead it is a moment waiting to happen,
and an invisible space concealed with
other agendas (either Israeli strategies of
control and/or tactics being born by Palestinians). White space in this sense takes
over the whole page, or at times both
pages, while at others it even consists of
a combining and overlapping of images or
text.64

theories of ‘quiet encroachment’, I have
tried to show how organic and spontaneous these informal agencies are; they are
only driven by the necessity to adapt and
survive, rather than being a conscious
act of resistance. I will also show how
individual attempts are gradually being
‘moleculed’ (in Bayat’s terms) to become
collective energies. Not only they have
managed to cross borderlines, but they
have also inhabited them, reclaimed
them, and thus reoccupied the occupied.
This second chapter therefore sets the
basis for my argument in other chapters
where I celebrate the informal networks
and introduce design tools to sustain and
empower them.

Chapter structure
The thesis is structured into five chapters.

The second chapter is very much born out
of my own journeys and experiences all
across the West Bank, capturing informal
agencies on the ground with an emphasis
on their different ways of shaping spaces
through resistance. Building on Bayat’s

The third chapter might seem totally different in its nature and visual language
since it focuses on the regeneration of
the centre of a historic town in Palestine
called Birzeit. However, the chapter also
attempts via a ‘live’ project, to find alternative ways to enact spatial change within

the current Palestinian/Israeli conflict.
Building on my social mapping and site
investigations, I will provide an insight
into how, by using limited resources one
can still cultivate possibilities for change
by tapping informal networks. Throughout
the Birzeit project I try to test whether one
can bring back the local community into
the front lines by giving them active roles
other than just being passive audience.
Working in old historic centres has also
been intentionally selected as a way to
explore areas of potentiality in Palestine,
which are currently left on the margins
to decline and fade away, despite their
obvious cultural and social value.65
The design interventions in this chapter
are intended to bring forward a different way of architecture, one that moves
away from the conventional practice of
making buildings into design proposals
which are more related to local everyday
practices, beliefs and habits. In this part
of the research and design, my role as an
architect is positioned in the background
as a facilitator, and instead local agents
are the key forces involved in making their
own spaces. Therefore, the design interventions in the third chapter are subtler,
quieter and sometimes almost invisible in
nature.
The two highly speculative design chapters
– titled ‘Underground’ and ‘Air’ – place
an emphasis on the need to step above
and underneath the exhausted surface
of Palestine to look for possibilities. Both
chapters share Lefebvre’s quest for a
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counter-space and re-imagine the ‘play
and creativity’ of the ordinary while inhabiting and recasting space. I have tried to
show how social and economic innovation can be born from need. While doing
that, I also realised how rooted the Israeli
invisible occupation really is, eating away
slowly and quietly at the Palestinian landscape and cultural identity to allow for
domination by Israeli values.

enemies, ironically more worrying for the
Israeli armed forces is their fear from birds
given that Palestine/Israel is one of the
busiest corridors of bird migration in the
world. Again, the ‘Air’ chapter uncovers
another degree of weakness that Israel
is concealing, and another prospect for
a subversive map to be drawn by Palestinians (with the airspace being another
‘space of possibility’ shared with birds).

The ‘Underground’ chapter therefore
sheds light on water supply, sewage
and archaeology, and looks at how with
parallel strategies controlled from the
surface by Israel, these services are being
captured, directed, and secured. A particular emphasis is placed on stone and
specifically the issue of stone quarries in
the West Bank. The impact on the landscape has not yet been fully addressed
by scholars due to the largely concealed
nature of these quarries, and thus my
aim is to make visible this fractured part
of the land. In this chapter I have also
tried to show how the Israeli occupation
strategies underground collide with the
tactics of Palestinian resistance, which I
comment on through designs with subversive and playful forms of reclamation
for space and identity.

It is important to note that both the ‘Underground’ and ‘Air’ chapters end with
suggested ‘moments of possibility’.
These projects are deliberately characterised by a different design language in
comparison those in the third chapter; not
only due to their speculative approach
and bolder visual representation. This
part of the design research is intended
as confrontational and a tactical critique
of current strategies of Israeli occupation.
My approach here is concealed by subversive and at times ironic forms of contestation and reclamation, and this spirit
influences the character of the design
proposals that I arrive at the end of both
of these chapters.

The ‘Air’ chapter, on the other hand,
examines the issue of airspace, the
electromagnetic spectrum, the struggle
of Israel to dominate the skies, and the
challenges they faced as a result. Not
only is this due to the constant Israeli
fear of possible air strikes from imagined

Finally, a conclusion chapter will sum up
my findings and arguments in navigating through the Palestinian/Israeli sociopolitical map. In that section, I have tried
to place my work in relation to this bigger
context in the hope that it can create a
platform for others to envisage further
possible spaces of empowerment for Palestinian people.

Chapter

1

Since there are many different ways to tell
the story of the Palestine/Israel conflict,
and the disturbed landscape that it has
created, mine will be expressed through
my own journeys – through the act of living
there, and of trying to make sense of my
troubled internal territory as much as the
external one. In this chapter I will highlight briefly the main points which are still
shaping the urban fabric and the map –
especially since the 1993-95 Oslo Peace
Agreement – with special emphasis on

the Israelis,’’1 I have never had to wonder
who exactly was the guest and who was
the local. It was my early childhood when
I realized about the surrealist map we
have inherited, formed and deformed by
occupation, settlements, daily life and
the sheer will to survive. The six dimensions are endless today; borders became
even more irrelevant with the erection of
the infamous Separation Wall as they run
inside as well as along the edges of the
West Bank. The cold wind of change is

therefore fall under the full control of this
‘other’ force. Moreover, and to secure free
movement for their illegal presence, the
‘others’ have constructed a new network of
roads and underground points to be used
exclusively by their people only. ID cards
and car plates with different colours are
also issued to identify those living within
the privileged cantons and the excluded
Londoners living around. Consequently,
if the excluded Londoners living around
this area want to move into any of the ar-

A Journey Across the
Vanishing Landscape
zoning and land use, as well as the new
spatial realities created by the politics of
power and control. The tale will be told
largely through daily narratives; my focus
will be mainly on the West Bank where I
live, as the so-called Gaza Strip has effectively been out of reach to me since
1998, as a result of Israeli strategies of
dividing the Palestinian communities into
disconnected cantons. This makes it difficult to trace the daily changes in the
urban and social character of Gaza, or
even to remember what its city features
look like.
Unlike Meron Benvenisti, “who had
wandered in a land with six dimensions:
three for the Palestinians and three for
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flattening the landscape on the surface,
and invisibly shaping it underneath and
above, which makes it difficult to understand or even begin to draw it on the
map.
For the purpose of introducing Palestine
and its troubled landscape, I will start
with this example.2 Imagine that London
is divided into a couple of community
cantons, crisscrossed and separated by
main roads (like Camden Road, Marylebone Road, or Oxford Street), which are
under the control of the ‘other’. Central
London areas are controlled by the ‘other’
because of their strategic location near to
the Thames, or their economic importance.
Their electricity, water and gas resources

tificially created cantons – to go to work
or university for instance – they need to
ask for special permission, all in the name
of security. In summary, the processes of
movement, goods, services and people
are all constrained and restricted by the
dominating agency.
When people decide that they are not satisfied with their sad situation, and begin
to protest against the imaginary other,
they are accused of threatening security.
As a result, no more permits are issued
to allow them to move from one canton to
another. Furthermore, all the major streets
are blocked by checkpoints, gates and
concrete walls; likewise, all the exits and
entrances into and out of Central London

Shortcut to avoid the checkpoint near Kalandia

are closed, and all its buses, railway and
underground stations are also controlled,
meaning that most people can only cross
the city at certain times of the day.
Do you think that people in London under
such conditions would live in the centre
after all? Do you think that their livelihood
will be affected? What would you do in
such circumstances? Would you use the
roads meant for the ‘other’ if you could?
Would you sneak in to the area of the
‘other’ to reach your work, if you found
that your permit had been refused? Or
would you just give up and leave London?

Do you think the image of London would
be different as a result? If such things
happened, wouldn’t you feel that London
was under military occupation?3 This
example enlightens some of the hardships that Londoners would experience if
they were in contact with the overwhelming daily reality of people in Palestine
living under the Israeli occupation.4

The edge of the city
Suad Amiry has written evocatively of the
hardships of travelling around Palestine:
“I cannot get you into Nablus, but I
can get you to Burin from where you
can walk to the town just up the hill
some thirty minutes or so. Yes, yes, of
course, we know, we have been on the
road, or more accurately off the road,
since eight in the morning. It is already
three hours now. We started our trip
by walking across Birzeit checkpoint mound, and then Al Jawwal dirt
mounds and Dora Al-Qare.”5
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Introducing Palestine and its urban
identity to those who haven’t been there
has become so much associated with
expressing issues of time and restricted
mobility since 2001. Being conscious of
one’s surroundings is now related to how
many roadblocks and checkpoints we
as Palestinians have to go through, and
how many alternative routes we have to
create across the confused landscape.
While living under Israeli occupation, one
can’t evade all signs that are pointing
towards a vanishing landscape. With
rapidly shifting facts on the ground, a new
face for the land is being shaped by vast
elastic changes which increasingly make
it very difficult for anyone to follow what is
going on.

Distorted Beginning

(From my own diary, 10 April 2006)

My first encounter with the distorted
landscape of Palestine and the existence of the ‘other’ that is Israel
started when I was just six years old.
My father was put in jail for few years
and we had to move to different cities
chasing my father from one prison to
the other. For a child there was some
sort of pleasure in all this, as it was the
only time we ever managed to see the
‘other’ side. Going through the Israeli
areas was striking; rich, clean, and full
of cars, colours and life. People looked
relaxed, speaking a different language.
I always felt I was traveling very far
outside Palestine; I always thought it
was actually America.
Entering the prison itself was never
a great experience. Located on the
outskirts in the middle of nowhere,
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the tension was high and those who
looked relaxed outside were now being
so aggressive and violent towards us.
I spent four years of my life visiting the
same prison, standing at the same
point. Only then did I know where my
limits as a citizen start, and where
they end. The bars got wider until we
couldn’t move outside Ramallah or
visit my father anymore – the prison
became our own house.
Even for a six-year old child, the Palestinian map seemed to be frozen in time.
Before 1948, the country was still associated with the Mediterranean Sea:
the mountains, the olive tree terraces,
the big cities of Jerusalem, Ramallah,
Nablus, Hebron, Jaffa, Acre, and the
hundreds of villages around. I was of
course too young to realize that the
1948 had brought an end to the British
Mandate,6 which was then replaced
with the newly-born ‘Israeli State’ –
leaving the Palestinians with a hollow
map, of marginal lands, which were
recommended weakly by the United
Nations as a “Proposed Arab State”.7

1948 ‘and making the desert
bloom’8
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The 1948 War was a painful landmark
in the history of Palestine. It is known as
Nakba or ‘the catastrophe’, as it was also
the beginning of the Palestinian Diaspora
crisis. The British Mandate had come to an
end when Britain decided to withdraw its
troops in order for the Zionist movement
to take power. Israel was initiated as a
national entity on Palestinian land. This
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sharp edge divided Palestine into before
and after; prior to 1948, Palestine consisted of a series of cities surrounded by
small villages located on top of the hills,
all set into a rich agricultural landscape.
However, by the end of 1948, around 418
of these villages had been systematically
erased and more than two-thirds of the
entire indigenous population was forced
into exile in refugee camps.9 The demolition of these villages was a central component of the Israeli tactic of occupation
to replace Palestine with an Israeli state,
which now extends to reach the Nile on
the west, and to the Euphrates on the
east.10
“The present map of Palestine was
drawn by the British Mandate. The
Jewish people have another map
which our youth and adults should
strive to fulfill – from the Nile to the
Euphrates.”11
Israel’s intention was to erase Palestinian people and their history, as well as to
allow for the building of houses for new
Jewish immigrants who had come back
to the “promised land”. The destruction
was not only of Palestinian houses, but
alsoPalestine
their agricultural
landscapePalestine
and today
2000
the 'deployment'
oliveafter
terraces;
anything that couldn’t
be integrated within the new state was
simply eliminated. As Joseph Weitz, a
Zionist leader who was responsible for
Jewish colonization at the time, noted in
his diaries:
“Between ourselves it must be clear
that there is no room for both people

Jaffa’s historic fabric with its Mediterranean architectural style

together in this country ... there is no
other way than to transfer the Arabs
from here to the neighbouring countries, to transfer all of them; not one
village, not one tribe, should be left”.12

pre-1948 lands could now revisit them.
But they found their houses had mostly
been demolished or else taken over and
inhabited by Jewish immigrants.

The war on indigenous Palestinians did
not end there; it comprised an ongoing
Zionist agenda to wipe Palestine from
the face of the map and replace it with
‘Greater Israel’. This led later to the 1967
war with Egypt and other Arab nations,
which represented another key historical moment in Palestinian history. It was
known as the ‘Six-Day War’ as it ended

Being simultaneously included and excluded, the battle between Palestinians
and Israelis has ever since then been
about the land; it is about who gets to
draw what division line. This accumulation of oppression and land confiscation
built up and erupted in the first Palestinian mass popular uprising in 1987, known
as the Intifada in Arabic, which means
‘shaking off’.

so quickly, and it redrew again the Palestinian and Arab map after Israel had attacked Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. The war
ended in complete Israeli victory. Israel
then occupied the rest of Palestine (West
Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem) as well
as some parts of Egypt and Syria. As a
result, even more refugees were forced
into exile and the whole of Palestine was
effectively under occupation by Israel.
Occupation has since 1967 introduced a
new meaning and familiarity for Palestinians in terms of their landscape. Despite
the agony of Israel occupying the whole
country, many Palestinian refugees –
in the West Bank – also recall this as a
time when they were able to revisit their
homes after previously being forced apart
in 1948. Occupation erased the ‘Green
Line’, and drew the border of West Bank
to contain all Palestinians within a bigger
entity. Those Palestinians who had kept
the keys and land certificates for their

Palestinian coastal cities which maintain their historical
character
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The sheer energy that came out of this
mass civil Palestinian resistance against
the Israeli occupation – boycotting Israeli
goods, refusing to pay taxes to Israel, establishing their own mobile medical clinics, providing social services, organizing
strikes and demonstrations, etc. – has had
its own profound effect. As a result, global
calls for peace started which later came
to prominence internationally through the
Oslo Peace Agreement in 1993-95.

The Oslo Peace Agreement
and after
The 1993 Oslo Peace Agreement was
the main political outcome (if not really
an achievement) of the First Intifada. Officially it is called the Declaration of Prin-

ciples on Interim Self-Government Arrangements. It stands as a crucial point
in shaping the lifes, history and landscape

of Palestinians, as it was supposed to set
up a mutual framework for Palestinian/
Israeli relations. Many Palestinians supported the agreement at the time considering it to be an uplifting stage. However,
other early Palestinian critics of the Oslo
Agreement saw it as leading to a continuation of occupation – either in the form of
spatial apartheid, as described by Edward
Said, or as “occupation by remote control”,
according to Meron Benvenisti.13

Map
Oslo

division
Peace

according

The Oslo Agreement has since in effect
enforced a new map onto Palestinians;
it has been ruthlessly used by the Israeli
Government to create points of connection and separation, a tool to define the
type, scope and “zoning” of control between areas.14 The agreement had three
stages of negotiations that were agreed
upon by both Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO)15 and the Israeli side.
The first stage in 1993 was the ‘Declaration of Principles’ that would govern future
relationship, and negotiations. It agreed
on the creation of a Palestinian Authority
(PA) to represent the Palestinian people,
and granted confined autonomy in Gaza
and Jericho as part of the transition of
power that would continue in later stages.
The second phase of the Oslo Agreement
came in 1995, when both parties agreed
on the details of further redeployments of
Israeli soldiers from the main cities and
towns in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
This phase also identified land zoning and
mechanisms of control over territories in
West Bank, Gaza and Hebron (as a spe-

to

Agreement.

Source:
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for Human Rights in the
Occupied Territories, 2005
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Source: B’tselem -The Israeli Information
Centre for Human Rights in the Occupied
Territories, 2005.
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cial case). The third phase was then supposed to take place between 1996-99. It
was intended as the most important as it
related to the ‘permanent status’ negotiation, covering the thorny issues of Jerusalem, Jewish settlements, return of Palestinian refugees, and control over natural
resources as the crucial points. This third
phase of course never came to light due to
a change in the Israeli Government, now
being run by those who voted against the
Oslo Agreement in the first place.
According to the terms of agreement, the
West Bank has been divided into three
zones labeled as Areas A, B and C. There
was complete Palestinian Authority control in Area A, complete Israeli control over
Area C, and ‘joint responsibilities’ in Area
B, which was intended to provide civilian
Palestinian rule alongside Israeli security
control. In terms of the West Bank and the
Gaza strip today, Area A includes six of its
major cities or urban areas – excluding
East Jerusalem – these now being under
the jurisdiction and control of the Palestinian Authority (PA), while key issues of external security, water, provision, airspace,
exits and entrances still remain under the
control of Israel. While Area A covers only
18% of the West Bank, Area B covers effectively all of the Palestinian villages and
rural areas, which includes about 22% of
the West Bank. Again, the PA assumes responsibility here for public order and civil
affairs, while the Israelis are still in overall control. Thus in Area B the PA has no
real control or sovereignty over the land.
Area C is made up of Israeli settlements

Surda checkpoint

Kalandia checkpoint before the erection of the wall

Signs at the entrance of all Palestinian
Area A to alert Israeli settlers.

Palestinian road blocked in Ramallah western villages to allow for
Israeli by-pass road connecting the settlements all the way to Tel Aviv.

and major roads, including a network of
bypass roads for the purpose of connecting the Israeli settlements with each other
and with Israel, and all of which falls under full Israeli control. This in effect captures approximately 60% of the rest of the
West Bank.16
The city of Hebron in the West Bank is a
truly special case, having ultra right-wing
Israeli settlers occupying the historic centre where the main Palestinian residential
area used to be. Hence, the city has been
divided into H1 and H2 Areas. This plan is

enforced to allow Israeli settlers to move
freely within the historic centre under full
control of the main roads and transportation system. Hebron has thus been known
to Palestinians since 2001 as the “ghost
town”. Only around 400-500 Israeli settlers with the support of Israeli troops occupy the central historic district of a larger
city of 160,000 Palestinian residents. This
has resulted in closing over 1000 Palestinian residential units (over 42% of the
total number of homes), the vegetable
market and main streets inside the historic centre, so as to guarantee security and
free movement of the Israeli settlers. After
the Second Intifada in 2001, over 60% of
these houses and 70% of the businesses
owned by Palestinians in Hebron were
abandoned due to attacks by Jewish settlers or closures by the Israeli military
forces, in addition to seizing control of all
the water resources.17

Enforced military checkpoints, 2005
Road blocks
Checkpoints

The Gaza Strip suffers an even more extreme case of land division. However, it

Earth mounds
Iron gates
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was not only the land which has been
occupied in this case; the Mediterranean Sea here has also been divided into
three areas. Two of them are restricted
for Israeli navy activities, while the third
area has full Israeli control with few kilometres open to Palestinian fishermen to
use, who have to get special license to
use their boats in the sea. On the land,
Israeli settlements have been moved out,
making the Gaza strip today an encircled
‘prison’ for Palestinians.
Breaking the promise
In summary, what the West Bank Palestinians have been given as a result of the
Oslo Peace Agreement are defined borders of disconnected cantons, which are
surrounded by Israeli settlements, roadblocks and bypass roads weaving above
and under to link the illegal settlements
to Israeli areas. According to Amnesty
International, by 1999 – which was supposed to be the date to implement the
third phase – the disconnected cantons
had divided the West Bank into 227 separate areas, with the majority of these areas being less than 2 square kilometres
in size.18
The division plan implemented by Israel
is unfortunately still under execution today. If anything things are getting worse,
as only the terms that might benefit the
Israeli strategy of control and division
are implemented, which on the ground
means extra ‘security’ measures, more
checkpoints and border-control lines,
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Palestinian Said Eid standing next to his house while watching
4
the construction of the Israeli settlement of Har Homa.

Palestinian Said Eid stands next to his house, not seen, as construction continues on a new housing development in the Jewish neighborhood of Har Homa
A
in east Jerusalem, background, Wednesday, June 3, 2009. (AP Photo/Sebastian Scheiner) #

Israeli settler rebuilding his outpost in the settlement of
Ramat Migron, east of Ramallah.

Jewish settler rebuilds his outpost after Israeli policemen demolished it on June 3, 2009 in Ramat Migron, east of Ramallah. (Uriel Sinai/Getty Images) #

and increased numbers of Israeli settlements and their associated bypass roads.
Since the Oslo Peace Agreement, these
new Israeli settlements have expanded at
a tremendous rate; roughly 50% of them
are concentrated around the city of Jerusalem as the centre of the Israeli occupation plan. All of these illegal settlements
are aimed at incorporating Jerusalem and
indeed much of the West Bank into Israel.
Settlements have since been used as a
key tool to break any prospect for peace
negotiations looming in the air. As Ariel
Sharon described it:
“Everybody has to move, run and grab
as many hilltops as they can to enlarge
the settlements because everything we
take now will stay ours ... Everything
we don’t grab will go to them [Palestinians].” 19
The number of Israeli settlers in the West
Bank, according to a statistical report by
the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, reached 483,453 in 2007, against
2.2 million Palestinians in the same area.
According to B’etselem (an Israeli human
rights organization), while Israeli settlers currently constitute less than 2% of
the population of the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, they control a total
of 41.9 % of the territory and its natural
resources.20 Settlement expansion with
new housing units is doubling up, especially around Jerusalem.
Unfortunately, the Palestinian side has
accepted the terms of the Oslo Peace
Agreement, despite its obvious oppres-

Illegal Israeli settlements in the
West Bank, 2005.
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sion, without trying to find any alternatives
of empowerment. Not only did the agreement come at a time where the Palestinians were at their weakest stage in terms
of power relations, but I believe they were
also ignorant of the hidden long-term strategies behind the agreement – especially
the fact that most of the maps and plans
negotiated had already been prepared by
the Israeli side. Hence, the invisible agendas of separation and oppression strategies through planning were not picked up
by the PA. As a result, Palestinian people
ended up being the losers. Edward Said
immediately pointed out the danger of
maps being created by the Oslo Agreement in its early stages, and he constantly
asked for alternative plans to be put forward by the Palestinian side to avoid the
threat of the occupier:
“In the history of colonial invasion
maps are always first drawn by the
victors, since maps are instruments of
conquest. Geography is therefore the
art of war but can also be the art of resistance if there is a counter-map and
a counter-strategy.” 21

A new character is shaping up:
reading a territory between war
and peace
The situation after the 1993-95 Oslo
Peace Agreement has thus created more
obstacles and sources of conflict within
the allocated Palestinian territory on the
West Bank and Gaza Strip. Now a whole

series of bypass roads circumvent Palestinian villages, towns and cities in order
to link the various Israeli settlements to
each other, deliberately excluding Palestinian areas.
This situation has created a physical and
spatial disintegration of the major urban
areas in the West Bank (and also the Gaza
Strip). In addition to reinforcing fragmentation, the bypass roads limit the scope
of future development and expansion
for Palestinian cities and towns. Under
the new security arrangements, build-

ings are not allowed to be constructed on
either side of roads up to a distance of 75
metres from the centre of those roads.22
If we take the village of Jaba’ between
Ramallah and Jerusalem as an example,
the Oslo Agreement has divided its 3,000
or so residents of the village into Area B
and C land. This literally means that some
of their houses have been split into two
parts; say the living room and the kitchen
lie within Israeli jurisdiction, while the other
part is within the shared territories. Adding
to this complexity, the Israeli bypass road
running across the village to connect the
settlements around Ramallah with Jerusalem – known as Road 60 – has also
de-facto created a 75-metre buffer zone
in which no building extension or development is allowed. The rest of the land
in the Jaba’ area, mainly agricultural, is
either located now within Area C, or is
confiscated by illegal Israeli settlers. The
situation is even more complicated, with
its agricultural lands that belong to the
village yet are enclaved within the bound-

A section across the land: between
excluding parts and including others.
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aries of the Israeli settlement of Geva-Binyamin, which is constantly expanding to
encircle what is remaining. Furthermore,
after the erection of the Separation Wall,
thousands of donums [about one-third of
an acre] are now located on the other side
of Jaba’ out of the reach of Palestinian
residents.
On the other hand, in cities like Ramallah,
the Palestinian built-up zones (Area A)
have been facing something of a building
revival. Since the Oslo Agreement delineated Area A to include the built-up areas
in the main city centres, all of these now
have the chance to develop – whereas
before the creation of the Palestinian Authority, they were unable to do so. When
the West Bank economy boomed after
1995, building construction has since
resulted in mass destruction of the Palestinian urban fabric. So not only Israel is to
be blamed; the Palestinian lack of suitable
planning controls has also resulted in the
approval of chaotic building construction
within Area A, in a desperate attempt to
make up for the economic recession that
happened before. Palestinian developers
want to get the maximum value out of the
22% or so of West Bank land they have
some control over.
Hence, a new spirit in the Palestinian city
has emerged after the Oslo Agreement.
As Taraki has framed it: “it represents a
collision between a ‘postcolonial’ nation in
the process of making, one in which the
Palestinian Authority has some self-autonomy away from Israeli military occupa-
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tion, mixed with ideas of nationalism and
international influences.”23 It has created
new social practices, lifestyles and architectural forms. A city like Ramallah
has become a far more accessible urban
centre than Jerusalem, which is forbidden
for most Palestinians. This has resulted in
new urban attitudes reflecting the desires
and needs in cities like Ramallah for new
kind of public representation. And this in
turn has created even more fragmentation between Palestinian social groups
because ‘imported’ capitalist ideologies
are no in effect being recreated in their
‘own’ cities. This can be clearly seen in
Ramallah neighborhoods of Al-Tireh or
Al-Masyoun, as well as in Nablus, where
substantial mansions and high-rise buildings exist side-by-side with refugee
camps.
Due to the scarcity of urban land in the
West Bank, these high-rise buildings
have now taken over the skyline of the
major Palestinian cities; the local authorities could not have hoped to enforce strict
regulations after the great pressure that
Palestine had gone through before and
after the Oslo Agreement. Setbacks to
the higher blocks are at a minimum, and
the number of floors built was so often
clearly over the limit allowed. To create
more land, adjacent mountains were flattened and olive trees were cut down. The
reality is that historic Palestinian centres
have started to lose their previous integration within the landscape as tall concrete buildings have taken over with their
red brick roofs.
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After 1995, life soon became unbearable
in Palestinian cities in the West Bank;
quiet neighbourhoods turned into construction sites, mounds of building rubble became the main feature of the urban landscape. There was an absence of
greenery, no fresh air, and of course not
enough water – especially after Israel limited the right for Palestinians to dig wells,
and copious water started to be stored in
the Israeli wells for settlers to use for their
agricultural lands and swimming pools.
The Oslo Agreement has therefore only

accumulated oppression and inequality under the mask of peace, given that
built-up areas for Palestinians remained
very limited; settlements, checkpoints,
roadblocks, and bypass roads increased
in numbers, characterizing the Palestinian urban fabric. A journey that otherwise
would only need 15 minutes now started
to take 3 hours, until over time the desired
destination became impossible to reach.
All of this tension and social pressure resulted in the Second Intifada in late-2000,
under which life has been turned upside
down until today. As Edward Said noted
at that time:
“The Intifada we are witnessing today
is not against peace; it is against the
very text and maps of the Oslo Agreements with all the oppression and
inequality factors they contain and
against the planners of the ‘peace
process’ on both sides”24
At the height of the Second Intifada, the
urban violence created by the Israeli oc-

Neighbourhoods are split into fragments by the Separation Wall. Access in
and out is usually restricted by iron gates and at limited times during the day.

cupation reached its extreme in 2006
with the decision to start construction of
the Separation Wall, often referred to as
the ‘Apartheid Wall’, despite a clear ruling
from the International Court of Justice in
The Hague confirming the illegality of the
wall. The wall was not even designed to
follow the border between Israel and the
West Bank, but to encircle the ‘settlement
blocks’ and annex them to Israel – in the
process it has penetrated the land held by
Palestinians like a series of daggers.
Regrettably, the construction of the Separation Wall is still taking place today,
radically altering the physical, spatial and
socio-economic realities of the land in the
West Bank.

The invisible occupation
The combination of the Oslo Agreement,
the Second Intifada, the expansion of
Israeli settlements, the bypass roads,
and the building of the Separation Wall,
has thus created even greater fragmentation and distortion within the Palestinian
landscape. Not only are such measures
dividing Palestine from Israel; they are
actually dividing Palestine from Palestine, cities from villages, and stopping
people from reaching work or from going
to schools and universities. The danger of
the Israeli occupation does not stop there,
since it lies more in the invisible occupation strategies with their destructive and
ongoing changes. It is hence a danger
from below and above as much as what

Extent of Separation Wall in 2005
Separation Wall
Green Line/Armistice Line
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can be seen on the surface of the land.
The opening up of some of the main Palestinian cities to the world economy has
caused yet another form of fragmentation
at the social level. Luxurious buildings
introducing the values of globalization
and easy living now exists in a state in
which citizenship and civil rights are still
deprived, including clearly the right for
proper urban planning.
The outlying villages around the West
Bank have if anything suffered even more,
especially by being categorized as ‘Area
B’ settlements. In addition to scarcity of
built-up areas, it is very difficult to obtain
building permission from Israel in Area B,
where Israel controls building activity. On
top of that, the lack of control over agricultural land, water and other natural resources create huge difficulties. The economic
imbalance between the Palestinian city
and village, ‘our’ territory and ‘theirs’, was
intensified with deliberate mass destruction of Palestinian infrastructure all over
the West Bank and Gaza Strip by Israeli
forces, creating more poverty, unemployment and need for extra space.
Today, the economic situation in Palestinian areas keeps worsening. According to statistics from B’tselem (Israeli
Information Centre for Human Rights in
the Occupied Territories), the average
level of unemployment in each West
Bank Palestinian village exceeded 38.1%
in 2002, and reached 48% in the Gaza
Strip.25 Many villagers who used to work
as builders in Israel have lost their jobs,

Israeli checkpoint at the entrance to Nablus

and those who had depended on exporting their agricultural products to the other
side of the Separation Wall, or abroad,
have ended up unemployed and looking
for alternatives to survive. This new situation has contributed towards many
changes in the nature of these villages.
Agriculture has been replaced with small
businesses to try to respond to the difficulties of reaching the main cities to
buy goods. The identity of public space
in West Bank villagees has also had to
change to adapt to the new lifestyles
needed. Consequently, a whole number
of illegal two-storey live/work units at the
edge of the historic centres have started
to emerge; greenhouses were replaced by
concrete sheds for small industries such
as car repairs and steel processing. The
edges of the village are today the main
source of livelihood, with car boots often
filled up with vegetables, office furniture
and home products to serve to Palestinian commuters on their long journeys to
and from their workplaces.

Mobility and immobility
Since – the mid –1990s, after increasingly
strict restrictions were imposed between
the West Bank, Gaza Strip and Israel,
movement has become all but impossible
for most Palestinians. There is no visible
line to identify Palestinian territory from
the Israeli one, except wherever there is
a checkpoint which tells Palestinians they
can’t go any further. Restrictions on the

Trapped villages between the Separation Wall and
the Green Line, 2005.
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movement of Palestinians have become a
very powerful invisible tool of occupation
that penetrates through to reach every
village, house and family. It has affected
social as well as economic situations.
Israeli occupation of the West Bank has
thus created social and religious differences through mobility. Division has
been intensified with the different types
and colours of ID cards: Jerusalem residents have their own blue colour ID card
that allows them to enter Jerusalem,
other Israeli areas as well as West Bank;
whereas Palestinian West Bankers have
their own orange ID cards – changed to
green following the Oslo Accord – that
only allow them to travel within the West
Bank area, which as noted is now more or
less impossible. Green ID cards used to
mark out those who had political record in
Israeli prisons – which automatically meant
restriction of movement and a long wait at
checkpoints. Gaza, on the other side, has
its own red ID cards that do not allow its
residents to move anywhere, while diplomats and Palestinian Authority administrators have their own red VIP passports
and magnetic cards which means they
can travel relatively easily.
In summary, the colour and ethnicity and
religion which mark one’s ID card means
it has become a clear indicator of who you
are and to which social class you belong.
One’s card determines which road one
can use or which checkpoint one can
enter. It has made mobility a privilege, not
a right, especially available to those who

have enough money or political status.
To express this in simple daily practice,
being a Muslim – as clearly stated on my
ID – from the West Bank, I have to travel
on the lower-level roads with the ‘ordinary
people’, whereas one of my work colleagues, being a Christian with foreign
citizenship, can travel on top and sometimes on same roads as the Israelis to
reach the same destination.
Likewise, the Gaza Strip has now become
completely out of bounds for Palestinians
from the West Bank. In 1998, when I was
still studying at university, students from
Gaza had no choice but to live full-time
in the West Bank, and if an urgent matter
required them for whatever reason to visit
Gaza City, which is only 40 minutes away,
they had to travel east to Jordan and fly
from Amman to Cairo, and then drive
through Sinai desert to enter the Gaza
Strip from the Rafah border. My mother,
being born in Gaza, had to go through
this agony for a few years just to visit her
parents there: she was the only daughter
out of ten who ever managed to visit my
grandmother after getting exceptional
permission to do so in 2000. The situation
was ironic, because my grandmother had
thought bringing up ten children would
be a future investment and provide collective support for her when she got old.
However, the new Israeli map and her
children’s different ID cards did not allow
her dreams to come true; each has now a
different legal status depending on where
they live.26 Sadly my grandmother passed
away in 2006, and nobody managed to
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attend her funeral. Instead, the funeral
had to be arranged by her neighbours
and since then Gaza no longer remembers her, while we as her family cannot
visit her grave.
Israeli restrictions have only got worse
in the past few years largely because of
the infamous aforementioned Separation Wall. Today, over 10,000 residents
from the West Bank are ‘trapped’ within
the folds of the wall and the ‘Green Line’.
Residents of these ‘trapped’ Palestinian
villages can leave only through gates that
open twice a day, at 7am in the morning
and 7 pm in the evening. It is like serving
a prison sentence.27 Qalqilya to the north
is now caught up in such a bottleneck; it
has 45% of its land and 19% of its wells
out of reach. The fruit and vegetables that
the farmers grow can no longer be distributed to the rest of the West Bank, so
inhabitants ended up feeding the surplus
to the only giraffe and monkey left in the
small (and indeed only) zoo left in the
West Bank.
The Palestinian economy has recently
declined severely due to border closures
that are not only limited to villages or cities
surrounding the Separation Wall, but all of
West Bank, as no export or import of any
products is possible anymore. Everyday
life and habits have had to change to
adapt to the fragmented built-up areas.It
is the case that many young Palestinians
cannot reach their schools or universities,
so they either moved to live close by, or
gave up on education to look instead for
other sources of income.

Old Palestinian roads

Ber-Nabala: new matrix of roads constructed by Israel after the Oslo
Agreement with Israeli roads above the Palestinian ones to minimise
connection points.

Concrete blocks located inbetween villages to mark ‘Area B’, and
identify the start of ‘Area C’ land.

Recent statistics reflect how the general
attitude of most West Bank Palestinian
residents has changed towards the idea
of settling down in one place only, with the
minimum amount of movement possible,
as people seek the least amount of confrontation with daily delays and emotional
pain. People now tend to stay at home,
or remain in their own villages. Hence, the
spatial vagueness of the current situation
in the West Bank is resulting in isolating
people not only physically but socially as
well.
The politics of roads
Prior to the Oslo Agreement it was more
obvious where Palestinian territory was
located, given that the ‘Green Line’
created by the 1948 settlement, identified
clearly Israeli from Palestinian areas. After
the Second Intifada, and the accumulation of further political complications, the
West Bank is now left with real confusion
about where its territory starts or ends.
With the Israeli attempts to divide Palestinian citizens, with what are in effect new
mazes excluding ‘us’ from ‘them’, it has
become very easy to get lost or to end
up in an Israeli settlement entrance or a
checkpoint. It is also easier for an Israeli
settler to end up in a Palestinian neighbourhood, losing his or her way between
the new bypass roads. As much as this
is an obstacle for Palestinians, it is lately
becoming also a source of potential, as
people have familiarized themselves with
new different alternative routes by which
they can connect to other parts of the

Bypass roads in the West Bank in 2005
Checkpoints, earth
mounds and road blocks
Roads
Separation Wall
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West Bank, or even sneak through into
Israeli areas to seek employment.
The size, nature, provision of street furniture and overall quality of each road in the
West Bank today are also now fair indicators of whether one is actually in a Palestinian or Israeli area. The yellow street
lights and convenient wide highways
that bypass Palestinian neighbourhoods
without distracting Israeli drivers, with
their plentiful benches and bus stops with
breathtaking views, and lots of security
police and soldiers show one is on an
Israeli road. In contrast, Palestinian roads
suffer from under-investment. Residents
still have to rely on the old road systems
– some of which date back to the Roman
period – whose non-hierarchal nature
relies so much on familiarity with the surroundings, especially given that the road
signs in Arabic and Hebrew do not make
any sense to Palestinians anymore.
This new complicated system of roads
in the West Bank, as much as it creates
division and confusion, actually offers
more overlapping between both parties,
especially of Palestinians with Israeli
settlers. ‘Area B’ land today includes Palestinian villages, Israeli settlements and
the network of bypass roads; hence, it is
impossible for any party to move within
such complicated lines without some
meeting points. This therefore offers
‘spaces of opportunity’ because more leftover spaces have emerged, and which
are now used by Palestinians as transitional areas.

Traditional Palestinian village of Lifta.

To counteract this tendency, however, an
entirely new road system has been introduced in the past three years by Israel
to minimize points of overlap wherever
possible. The hitherto horizontal lines of
roads have thus become three-dimensional exclusion zones; as a result, Israeli
settlers get to drive on top, while Palestinians are forced to use roads underneath
or even travel in tunnels.28 This is creating
a brand new landscape of roads and walls
within the West Bank area, which is also
unintentionally shaped up by the new alternative routes that Palestinians are unofficially using.29

The wind of change
Palestinian villages in the West Bank in
the old days were associated with poetic
narratives due to their magical nature and
easy integration within the rocky landscape. A cluster of small houses made
of lime and stone, with gentle roofs or
domes, blended naturally with the rolling
hills surrounding them, often overlooking

the valleys below. However, the typical
Palestinian village today faces a sharp
contrast between old and new patterns
of living. Scattered around the historic
fabric are now modern houses and even
high-rise buildings built with concrete or
limestone blocks, with flat roofs crowned
with television antennae and satellite receivers. Neither the building style nor the
visual image reflect any link to past history

Part of the cultural landscape in Palestine.
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or culture. These houses are also sprawling and connecting the scattered villages
together, as well as joining up with the
major Palestinian towns and cities.30
The first real changes in the appearance
of West Bank villages started to take
place after 1920, during the period of the
British Mandate in Palestine. This period
of change was the result of social and
economic transformation which greatly
affected Palestinian settlement patterns
and daily life, especially the reality of wage
labour which drew increasing number of

villagers away from agriculture. During
the British Mandate, many villagers
sought employment as labourers in the
city centres or as employees in schools
or the police force. Later on, in the 1970s,
large numbers of Palestinians began to
find employment in Israeli farms, factories
and construction projects.31 This too contributed towards the marginalization of
Palestinian agriculture, and to the social
trend towards nuclear families in opposition to the extended family groups which
the spatial formation of historic villages
had been based upon.
Amiry has noted that the tradition of
towns in the West Bank is largely due
to the accumulation of wealth during
Turkish rule in the 19th century, when
the concept of ‘throne villages’ occurred.
Rural sheikhs enjoyed an independent
status which gave them the opportunity to
build more sophisticated houses, reflecting the centre of power and prestige of
these rural landlords who had been ap-

pointed to collect taxes on behalf of the
Ottoman Empire. These feudal leaders
usually borrowed their architectural style
and the urban features from the nearby
Palestinian cities, and placed them into
the smaller towns and villages.32
It is only in the past fifteen years that Palestinians themselves have participated
in destroying what is left of their cultural
identity. Whoever has enough money and
land to build a house on the outskirts of a
West Bank village has taken the opportunity to move outside. Likewise, those

who live inside the historic centres would
erase and rebuild vertically with concrete
skeletons to be filled up with extra storeys
when opportunity allows. Historic centres
in Palestinian areas were the most
affected by this new development. Many
villages erased part and sometimes all of
their historic fabric to allow for the new
built-up areas – or even, such as with the
village of Dura in the southern part of the
West Bank, converted its whole fabric into
a car parking-space while starting on new
buildings elsewhere.
Choosing historic centres as potential development sites was easy because they
were mostly abandoned (apart from the
very poor who had no other alternative
for where to live). They were hence seen
as dead leftover spaces with huge potential for redevelopment. The complexity of
ownership in these historic centres was
another difficult issue to resolve, and this
also made it simpler to erase history and
start again from scratch.
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As a consequence, the changes in many
West Bank villages has been massive and
fast. As the value of land rose, due to the
limited amount of built-up land, investment
in building and site ownership became
both a career and a new skill. Smart operators would know where and when to
buy and sell and when to demolish and
rebuild. A town like Birzeit has witnessed
this change since the Oslo Agreement;
when the nearby city of Ramallah found it
had no more vacant land for construction,
building investment moved out towards
Birzeit, Abu Kash and Surda, as well as
to the Betunia and Al Bireh neighbourhoods.
The Separation Wall and other Israeli
tactics have thus contributed greatly
towards the changes in a town like Birzeit.
Because of the fact of it having a major
university, students moved from Ramallah
and neighbouring cities and villages to
Birzeit to avoid the problems of limited
mobility and travel delays. This then encouraged more residential buildings to
be built in Birzeit, and new services have
sprang up at the edge of the town and in
the surrounding villages.
Today, the old historic centres in West
Bank are witnessing a dangerous phenomenon. Not only are satellite dishes
taking over, but villagers are replicating
the settlements surrounding them as a
pattern of ‘modernity’. In a curious act
of cultural imitation, the box-like houses
now being built for Palestinians, with
their red brick roofs, are blatantly copied

Ramallah city centre

from dwellings in the Israeli settlements
around. Meanwhile Israelis come at night
to steal precious Palestinian architectural elements from the historic centres, to
reuse them in their illegal settlements.
It is within this difficult climate that Riwaq:
The Centre for Architectural Conservation, as well as other NGOs, has taken
the initiative to protect and revitalize the
historic fabric of Palestinian villages in the
West Bank, and to work on community
awareness campaigns there.
It is a painful fact that, in the West Bank,
villages and historic centres are not part

of governmental strategy. The Palestinian Ministry of Local Government does
not even consider historic centres to be
a valid source of economic development;
rather, they are simply awkward spaces
that can be maintained or destroyed
within the larger PA master-plans. Riwaq
has thus been working on a law for protecting historic centres, which has now
been handed over to the PA for ratification. Meanwhile, new planning strategies
and projects are thankfully for the first
time being conducted with a more holistic
approach towards the issues of regeneration. Birzeit is one of the first testing sites;
in that town a new strategy of empowerment is taking place, along with design
interventions with which I am involved,
and hence will be discussed later in this
thesis.
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Ramallah: conflict of modernity
Lately, Ramallah’s reputation of being
the key Palestinian city of culture and
modernity is increasingly taking over its
urban form. A new character of the city is
shaping up, one that raises many questions as well as debates/fears about forgetting the collective Palestinian dream of
regaining Jerusalem as the political and
cultural capital of Palestine.
Even though Ramallah was long known
as the passageway to cities in the north of
the West Bank – such as Nablus, Nazareth
and Damascus – it was never recorded
by historians as being a true cosmopolitan city, as was the case with Jerusalem
or Haifa or Jaffa in the 1920s. Nor was it
seen as a well-established inland city like
Nablus or Hebron. Indeed, up until the end
of the 19th century, Ramallah in contrast
to these other cities remained a village.
Its architecture was not any different to
other hillside villages in the West Bank,
reflecting a peasant lifestyle that relied on
agriculture as its main income.33
The winds of change however started in
the mid-19th century when a number of

public buildings emerged in Ramallah, reflecting the presence of foreign churches
in a village largely composed of Greek
Orthodox Christians. In addition, its
location was important because it is so
close to Jerusalem. According to Taraki,
the expansion of Ramallah into a genuine
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town started in the early-20th century,
when Palestinian immigration to America
increased, and these emigrants started
changing the face of the town by sending
back money for new development. This
soon turned Ramallah into a commercial
centre for its region. The British Mandate
period also attracted new kinds of immigrants to Ramallah, especially after local
agriculture was largely abandoned, and
citizens from other cities and villages in
the West Bank needed to look around for
alternative careers.34
After the 1948 War, Ramallah became
known as ‘the city of refugees’. Mostly
they were middle-class Christian refugees
who had migrated from the coastal cities
of Palestine and became involved in
commerce. According to Taraki, unlike
other peasant refugees who were isolated
in the new camps, these better-off social
groups were well integrated within the
fabric of the town. In the 1950s Ramallah
had thus turned into a hybrid town hosting
further new arrivals, especially students
who came to join the Quaker-run Friends
School, of which a few even came from
neighbouring Arab countries.35

Ramallah, 2006

Ramallah 2006
Source: http://www.palestineremembered.com/GeoPoints/Ramallah_527/Picture_0.html
(accessed 20th November 2008)

Ramallah 1912
Source: Library of Congress

Ramallah, 1912

With the ‘Americanized’ citizens who still
come to revisit Ramallah each summer,
the city has changed radically into a more
diverse, open and tolerant place in relation
to other cities around – certainly when it
comes to mixing of men and women, and
in terms of general social relations. As a
result, Ramallah soon became a magnet
for those wishing to escape the oppresRamallah 2006
Source: http://www.palestineremembered.com/GeoPoints/Ramallah_527/Picture_0.html
(accessed 20th November 2008)
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sion of Israeli occupation and the social
constrains in other West Bank villages
and towns. This was especially noticeable
and strong in the mid-1990s after the Oslo
Agreement, when Ramallah was chosen
as the headquarters for the Palestinian
Authority. It also became a cultural hub
for intellectuals and activists and Palestinian returnees, many of whom returned
back from exile specifically to work for the
Palestinian Authority.36
During the Oslo Peace Process, the political prominence and the urban development of Ramallah reached its extreme in
the optimistic political atmosphere. This
also encouraged a spirit of construction investment and business opportunity aimed at developing Ramallah into
a major cosmopolitan city. These financial investments have converted the city
of Ramallah today into a cultural capital.
But on the other hand, given the limited
capacity of the city and its surrounding
neighbourhoods, the construction boom
– or what Anani expressed as ‘magnified
economization’37 – has taken over without
any proper planning. Hills were flattened
and apartment blocks are now going up
so quickly that the place seems to grow
before your eyes.
Ramallah has also ended up with thousands of vacant residential units due to
an increase rents. Most of the houses or
villas built were aimed at those working
for private companies and non-governmental institutions who can afford to pay
higher rents, while in contrast there are

New apartment blocks in Ramallah/Betunia, 2005-06

thousands of employees and newly-married Palestinian couples struggling to find
affordable houses – ending up in them
having to move to the surrounding towns
and villages, or to rent ‘low quality’ houses
in the outskirts of Ramallah.38
A further factor in the ‘prominence’ of
Ramallah today is also related to the intensification of Israeli policies of siege and
encirclement, especially for those Palestinians trying to get into Jerusalem. This
has left Ramallah as a breathing point
for people to try to penetrate through the
Palestine/Israel borders. The siege has
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unemployed labourers from surrounding
villages and the northern cities of Nablus,
Jenin and Tulkarem arrive regularly in
Ramallah. Those who can’t work in Israel
anymore come to seek job opportunities
inside Ramallah, while others wait for opportunities to sneak into Israel through the
villages of Nilean and Bilean, or into Jerusalem through Beir Nabala. All of these
groups have managed to create their
own meeting points, communities and
even social networks. They use the urban
street as their living room as they search
for opportunities of survival and livelihood, either near the vegetable market,
or else by driving their vans around the
city centre, or parking at what is known
in Arabic as “mojama el-sayarat”, or
simply just hanging around in the main
city square, known as Al Manara, which
is developing its own unique social and
cultural practices.39
Ramallah is now the primary urban
centre for the West Bank; it is still constantly hosting new visitors, capturing
the imagination of students, politicians,
intellectuals and activists as well as unemployed labourers. As much as it offers
new opportunities, it also prevents other
cities around from taking their share. If
anything, Ramallah is now distorting the
image of the collective political project
of Palestinians which is being lost with
the emergence of these new capitalist
building schemes. This has opened up
various debates amongst Palestinians as
to whether this stream of development in
Ramallah ought to be redirected, stopped
or even erased.

Fake billboards for the Al-Riyadh project by Emily Jacir and Yazid Anani

The Palestinian Pavilion at the 2008
Venice Biennale took this matter to
its extreme in a project by two Bethlehem-based architects called ‘Ramallah
Syndrome’. Their project questions the
paradox of ‘normality’ while living in a
bubble like Ramallah, which is completely isolated culturally and socially from the
outer sphere. It incorporates the idea of
decentralizing Ramallah, thereby alleviating the fear of those outside the city from
being excluded from any future involvement in Palestinian urban growth. Emily
Jacir and Yazid Anani also addressed the
subject in their recent artwork ‘Al Riyadh’.
This involves a series of public interventions that explore the rapid transformation
of the urban fabric of Ramallah in isolation from the Palestinian community as a
whole. The artwork exaggerates the development of high-rise building through
billboards located in strategic locations in
the heart of Ramallah by advertising fictional developments yet to come. This in
turn has raised a lot of debate and questions, and even rage and anger from the
municipality, which asked for the artwork
to be removed as a matter of urgency.
As Yazid Anani and Emily Jacir ironically
describe it:

“Al-Riyadh Tower is a proposition to
destroy the old vegetable market and
replace it with a modern Dubai style
tower, promoting a clean business environment and spaces for foreign trade
exchange while, replacing the intimacy,
heritage, and memory of the place.
The other billboard promotes a gated
community emulating the proliferation
of housing projects around Ramallah,
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with walled perimeters, surveillance
cameras, and private security personnel; projects that threaten to wipe out
the historic center of Ramallah and
replace its architectural heritage with
a housing project that looks similar to
that of Israeli settlements.” 40
Jerusalem: bubbles of enclaves and
exclaves
Jerusalem has of course developed
hugely different meanings through the
years; it has been the capital, the target,
the dream and the witness of identity for
Palestinians as well as Jews and Christians of various denominations.
For a West Bank Palestinian today, Jerusalem is the unseen, the ‘other’ side, that
one can hardly approach without jumping
over the wall or sneaking through the
sewage tunnels. For a Jerusalemite, it
represents the struggle to keep their blue
ID card and the right to live there under
the pressure of squeezing all the ‘Arabs’
out of the Jerusalem map.
To give an example, my brother, Aram,
could not marry his girlfriend who has
a Jerusalem ID, as her family was not
willing to sacrifice their daughter’s ID card
for love – just in case the Israelis came to
know that she would marry from the West
Bank and would not actually be living in
Jerusalem anymore, which automatically
strips her the right of residency in Jerusalem. This left them struggling for two years
by having to meet at the edge of nowhere
at the checkpoint between Ramallah and
Jerusalem, just to keep their relationship
going.
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Over time, however, Aram and his girlfriend lost hope due to the geographical
and political difficulties of their situation.
The conflict over Jerusalem has penetrated under the Separation Wall to reach
into the surrounding landscape and urban
fabric. The map of ‘Greater Jerusalem’41
increasingly excludes Arab areas while
including others. It is also getting bigger
until it now reaches Ramallah’s neighbourhoods from the north, Hebron to the
south, and the Jordan Valley to the east.
Even though they realized the risk they
were taking, my brother and his girlfriend
decided to live in Kofor Akab – a village allocated to Jerusalem municipality boundaries – even though it is outside the Separation Wall and adjacent to Ramallah.
The village now houses most of the working-class Palestinian Jerusalemites who
happen to be working in Ramallah and
want to avoid checkpoints and the risk of
ID confiscation.
Unlike Jerusalem with its ancient city
centre, Kofor Akab is a clear indicator of
Palestinians’ current status. A high density
of building construction contains as many
as possible of the desperate workers and
newly-married couples. These structures
are now creeping towards the main Jerusalem/Ramallah road, leaving no space
for any public amenities, greenery, car
parking, etc. Kofor Akab is a time-bomb,
or a magnet, pulling all those Palestinians
inside Jerusalem out. It is the only area
where building construction for Palestinians is allowed by the Jerusalem municipality without any regulation or prior per78

79

mission, and the result is near-chaos.
The prospect of Jerusalem as a future
capital for Palestinians is vanishing slowly
as a result. Palestinians are not allowed
any building permits within the old city
boundaries or in the surrounding neighbourhoods. Their only building activities
can take place illegally at night, usually
waiting for the Israeli bulldozers to come
in the morning and wipe them away.
Urban and political conflict in Jerusalem has

transformed it into extreme spatial configuration of exclusion and inclusion. The Palestinian neighbourhoods of Jerusalem have

become densely knit, crowded and uncontrollable. Families invest in basic cement

structures just to extend and improve their
daily lives wherever possible. As Khamaisi
describes it:

“The conflict between life and occupation, lack of public institutions is forcing
Palestinian neighbourhoods into urbanization without urbanity.’’42
Playing with lines
The wind of change in the West Bank is
still blowing hard, and what was taking
place a year ago can change in a day
due to the political, social and economic
pressures imposed by Israeli occupation.
Ramallah, unlike other cities like Hebron
and Nablus, did not possess any social
groups with historic roots that could contribute to its urban development in a way
that was without conflict. As Taraki summarizes it: “Ramallah belonged to no one
and thus is for everyone”.43 Jerusalem,

meanwhile is struggling to survive while
other cities around it are changing daily
with great discrepancies between their institutional and political fabrications.
Despite the harsh realities of occupation,
the Israeli Army checkpoints aren’t just
a physical divide between two warring
peoples; they have now become a ritual
space in which Palestinians reconstruct
their relationship on a daily basis. Checkpoints become the market, the meeting
place, the stage, the living room, the lover’s
corner, and the place of heartbreaking
memories. Playing with lines on the map
has thus created new lines in people’s
lives. Palestine is no longer the city and
the village – it is also the in-between, the
dead spaces and the margins in which
people have to wait, perform, remember
and resist. It’s all about the new routes
that people create, the tunnels dug under
the wall, and the sewage pipes walked
through everyday just to reach one’s destination.
This chapter has offered a brief introduction to the Palestinian/Israeli situation
today, and a reflection upon the political conflict and its effect on the map and
the landscape. The following chapter will
zoom into some of the cities, villages
and leftover spaces to read these sites
through a series of narrative cards. I will
show how the lines on the map are being
transformed by everyday behaviour to
try to create new spaces of possibility for
Palestinian citizens.

A reflection of a new spatial character formed on the margins. Vans and taxi drivers
waiting to pick up those who could not make it through checkpoints.
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Chapter

2

The First Intifada drew its apparent victory
from mass civil resistance and collective
disobedience against Israeli occupation
– by boycotting Israeli products, converting homes into ‘underground’ schools,
refusing to pay taxes to Israel, installing
mobile medical clinics, etc. – and this
has left its own profound effect on the
political and social structure of Palestinian society. As Karkar noted, it was the
‘lower social strata’ that took the responsibility for leading the Intifada through
what was then called the United National

disconnected areas by the policy of Israeli
occupation, but has also been left behind
by Palestinian politics. As Hammami and
other critics have noted, the loose structures of overwhelming military resistance
by the PA has replaced the previous role
of community groups, and thus has left the
Palestinian people as a passive audience
in the background.3
Within the current situation of widespread
frustration and political conflict in the West
Bank, the necessity to look for alternatives

being enforced on both sides of the West
Bank borders.

The art of resistance: anywhere
and everywhere
Distance and time have become irrelevant phenomena in the West Bank over
the last fifteen years or so. Immobility is
a key tool in Israeli occupation: waiting to
cross a checkpoint, walking through ‘no-

The Art of Resistance

1

Command.2 These united resistance
groups consciously avoided any calls
for military action in order not to alienate
ordinary Palestinian people. However, the
collective role played by the local community and its leadership in the First Intifada
has gradually disappeared over time due
to the different political layers that have
been enforced upon them. Some put the
blame on the failure of the 1993-95 Oslo
Peace Agreement to fulfill the needs of
Palestinians, while others have blamed it
on a lack of effective leadership and collective ideology within the newly established
Palestinian Authority (PA). In any case,
the result has been a growing feeling of
frustration amongst a Palestinian community which has been not only trapped in
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to rebuild the community and empower
their role is becoming ever more crucial.
Looking at problems from ‘below’ rather
than ‘above’ is opening up new possibilities, especially when examining the
everyday life of ‘ordinary’ Palestinians.
Today a series of small-scale events are
contributing towards the social and spatial
formation of the West Bank region, and
can be seen perhaps as a new face for
the ‘lost’ ideal of community resistance.
Even though these new everyday practice
might not be based on a ‘conscious‘ political agenda or leadership, nonetheless
they are transferring and developing individual attempts into collective forms of
power that are able to create solid facts
on ground, despite the obvious tensions

drive’ zones, or spending hours finding a
way out to reach work or school, all have
become a central feature of Palestinian
life. A journey that normally takes an hour
is now taking up to four hours, if not a
whole day. Palestine has become more
associated with the checkpoints enforced
on its citizens and the alternative routes
that one needs to look for or creates in
order to reach one’s destinations. Travelling now is more about the yellow Ford
Transit vans, the two-wheel-drive carriages, the street vendors along the way, and
the stories that one needs to make up in
order to be able to cross from one point
to another.

Abu-Dis split into fragments, with commuters crossing to the other side

“The orders are to let no one through
today”, the Israeli soldier was shouting
while I was dragging my suitcases and
myself through the dusty checkpoint. I
had to find my way out to Nablus. At
the edge of the road, the drivers were
shouting their destinations: “Tora-Bora, Wadi-al-nar, Elmoarajat, Tom and
Jerry”. Mine, however, is the ‘tora-bora’ route. It might sound like Afghanistan; but it is actually the new route to
get to the city of Nablus with its series
of rocky landscape and dramatic topography while crossing through the
agricultural routes and stone quarries
along the way.
The above experience reflects my
everyday life in the West Bank, specifically
between 2000-2005 when I used to travel
to university, and later to my work as an architect on site. Each day and each journey
has in this sense left its profound impact
on shaping a different mental map of Palestine/Israel. For all Palestinians today,
the space is still not making any sense. In
fact, today might even be worse than ever
with the stalemate in peace talks and the
intensification of illegal Israeli settlements
which Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu calls, chillingly, ‘facts on the ground’.4
Yet, at every point when power is exercised to its maximum by stripping Palestinians of their right to choose – as Dovey
expresses it5 – a new journey is also born
across nowhere and everywhere.
Despite the difficulties and sheer despair
experienced by Palestinians living under
Israeli occupation, an enforced short drive
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or walk along some fields is in truth equally
as enjoyable as it troubles the mind. It
feels like one is running away from the
madness of the occupation – instead of
facing it – in every path we create or every
checkpoint we avoid. These new alternative routes across Palestinian rural areas
have become associated with memories
and narratives: Wadi-al-nar, or what is
known as the ‘Valley of Hell’, the impossible ‘Roller-Coaster’ route where you can
hardly climb up the hill, the ‘Tom & Jerry’
route with its cat-and-mouse relationship,
and many others, started out as individual attempts to proceed with one’s journey
but have ended up as a form of collective
experience representing most Palestinians in the West Bank today. These are
the ‘non-places’ being made by everyday
life into very real places.

In the face of such challenges, Palestinians have managed to negotiate borderlines by introducing new social roles
and possibilities whenever the need to
find alternative routes has emerged. The
landscape has since become jammed
with a plethora of Ford Transit vans – or
the Fords, as every Palestinian familiarly
refers to them – found at the edge of main
roads and even in the middle of nowhere,
waiting to pick up the desperate faces
who haven’t managed to cross the Israeli
checkpoints. Most of these vans are unlicensed or leftover supplies passed to the
Palestinian Authority who had found them
to be mechanically unreliable.6 They thus
proved easy and relatively cheap for Pal-

Vans, peddlers and commuters at Surda Checkpoint, 2003

estinians to buy with no registration fee.
And as a result, Ford vans have turned
into the main public transport system that
Palestinians count on, and working out
the various alternative routes offers a new
source of income for young drivers within
a situation of limited job opportunities.
Operating in-between the West Bank
cities and villages gives these Ford van
drivers a new-found source of power and
authority; they have transformed themselves fairly quickly into an active network
through which they can trade reports about
Israeli checkpoints amongst themselves,
or search for promising routes along the
hills and valleys, or pick up and swap passengers, or above all organize the traffic
flows in order to assure the security of
their business.
Hamammi, in her writings on the Surda
checkpoint, has vividly referred to the role
and importance of the Ford van drivers
as a network given the absence of other
structures:
“In Palestine the absence of mass
organizations, networks of informal
sector workers have stepped into the
gap. Thus the unlikely symbols of the
new steadfastness are not national
institutions, but rather the sub-proletariat of Ford van drivers whose semi
criminal bravado is summed up by the
ubiquitous Nike ‘no fear’ stickers emblazoned on their rear windshields …
the same thuggishness has become
a crucial force for everyday resistance
and organizing at checkpoints – not
just to deal with the crowds and traffic
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jams but also deal with the thuggishness of soldiers.”7
In the case of busy checkpoints like
Kalandia, Jawwal, Surda and Huwwara,
the Ford drivers have realized that they
need to work out some sort of organization between themselves. This is mainly
to control the traffic and chaos created
on each side of checkpoints where passengers get picked up and dropped off.
However, it is also necessary to secure
and control their business by preventing
any driver from ‘stealing turns’ – as they

call it – while the others are stuck in the
traffic jam.8 Consequently, at each end
a representative is selected to organize
the van community and allocate passengers. In the case of Surda checkpoint for
example – which lasted over three years
from 2001-03 – a van driver called Ziad
from the town of Birzeit was appointed to
look after the business. He was offered by
the drivers 6 shekels per car to organize
the crowd, which was considered to be
far better income than just driving his
own van. Later, when the checkpoint
started to get busier and the Ford vans
were easier to obtain, more drivers from
other destinations joined in. Consequently, the task became far more challenging for Ziad, especially after the Jawwal
Checkpoint was sealed and all its drivers
moved towards Surda to fish for work.
Jawwal was mainly controlled by the
Jalazon refugee camp community living
close by, and its residents are known to
be tough and hard to deal with. There-

Surda Checkpoint, 2003

fore, the governor of Ramallah appointed
two other representatives to help with the
job of controlling the Ford taxis, but both
had no real social weight or backing within
the Jalazon drivers, and thus they proved
to be ineffective. As Hammami puts it: “the
same hard-nosed culture of resistance
that has made refugee camps the front
line of each Intifada, produces the collective ability to fight and win turf wars with
neighbouring communities.”9
As a result, the Ramallah governor had to
interfere again; he therefore set a quota
between drivers from each village and appointed Abu Alabed from Jalazon – the
former organizer of Jawwal Checkpoint
– to be in charge alongside Ziad. Even
though the majority of drivers in Surda
Checkpoint came from the neighbouring
town of Birzeit, the governor could not
help but give the majority of turns to the
Jalazon camp, as he knew that they would
be able to bring the necessary ‘muscle’ –
as Hammami puts it – if needed be in case
of any disruptions. Ziad was also more
than happy with the calculated decision,
since he knew his job would not have
been sustained without the right backing
from social committees.10
As the main form of transportation, and for
many Palestinians the very place in which
one spends the most time, the flotilla of
Ford vans now offer a much more important social role than simply confronting and passing Israeli roadblocks or
barriers. Their drivers have managed to
create new spatial qualities while trying to

Ramallah vans waiting their turn in the queue, 2009
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fulfill the needs of passengers streaming
through the dusty roads. With the collective journeys including different sectors of

society, it means that these groups have
time to share their political views and
become involved in creating new stories.
The Transit van has slowly been turned
into a living room, a supermarket, a stage,
and a mobile theatre where everybody
can have their say. While joining Kareem
on the way to Hebron, for instance, he
thought out loud about expanding his
business plans if the checkpoint remain
closed. Being highly experienced in traversing the Ramallah/Hebron route – not
only does he offer tea and coffee every
morning, as do many other drivers around
– but with the complexities and dislocations created by the shifting border lines,
he has decided to accommodate those
stuck in-between checkpoints by offering
his own van as a temporary overnight
residence if need be:
“An ambulance is not any better. It will
be the best business in the coming
few years,” Kareem told me. “I will try
also to get another van for females as
well. I am sure that in five years time
everybody will be imitating me.”
Even though this phenomenon of the
Ford vans has been intensified around
2003 at Surda and Kalandia Checkpoints
– these being the main transportation
hubs connecting the north with the south
and the west of the West Bank – one can
see it taking different forms and functions
all across the map, especially in-between
cities where the Palestinian Authority has

Huwwara Checkpoint, 2003

minor responsibility, if any. On the way to
Nabi Saleh village, for example, the vans
stretch all across the side roads in Areas
B and C selling fruit and vegetables by
those who could not reach the main urban
centres. Towards the village of Ein Areek,
the vans are mostly specialized in terms
of selling furniture and building equipment,
which might be more relevant given its
proximity to the industrial area of Ramallah.
Near the village of Jaba’, the Ford vans are
located at the crossroads dividing Areas B
with C, and sell stone cut from the six or
so local quarries dominating its landscape.

In winter, however, when the routes across
the agricultural fields get flooded with rainwater, the vans find themselves stuck at
the bottom of the valleys in the middle of
nowhere. Hence, another new responsibility has been given to the heavy vehicles
like tractors and caterpillars which wait to
pull any stuck vehicles up the hills.
It was my bad (or maybe good) luck back
in 2002 to drive through the informal route
of Kufur Ni’me which leads to the western
villages around Ramallah. The entire valley
had been transformed into a big lake with
floating cars, including mine, until Abu Ali’s
tractor from Ras Karkar village came to
rescue us. The 15 shekels I paid then was
not the issue; it’s the embarrassment of
being pulled with a tractor, hoping I didn’t
encounter anyone I know. I knew I had to
get out whatever it took, especially since
any minute an Israeli jeep could arrive,
start shooting and the experience of the
cat-and-mouse chase would end absolutely. I thought then that it was a one-off
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experience that I would not like to share,
but few days later, some friends were
proudly broadcasting their adventurous
trip through the Qana valley. There they
had to pay fifty shekels to get a caterpillar
from the village of Deir Istya to pull their
minibus up the hill. Within few weeks, the
one tractor became two, and the hitherto
voluntary service, turned into a new
business throughout the winter season
serving what was named the ‘Tom &
Jerry’ route.
Artifacts of resistance
With the ongoing system of segregation
created by Israeli occupation, a whole
culture has thus started to develop around
the checkpoints and informal routes. Indi-

vidual ‘experiments’ in negotiating space
are turning over time into a collective
act; the street vendors who have joined
the pattern of the commuters along the
checkpoints and ‘no-drive’ zone have also
taken over the left-over spaces. Hence,
a whole series of canteens selling sandwiches, fruit, drinks, ice cream, coffee
and even clothes and furniture has come
to fill the urban voids. Porters also have
joined in with their wooden three-wheel
carts being used to earn their living in the
most difficult areas – especially between
the two ends of checkpoints where no
cars are allowed. Not only do they carry
goods, but they also take elderly people,
children, women and unwell patients
across checkpoints at Kalandia, Surda,
Huwwara, Burin, and elsewhere.

‘Tom & Jerry’ route, with the bottom of the valley flooded with water in winter, 2002

Finding our way to Nablus through valleys and no-drive zones, 2001

Kalandia Checkpoint, for example, gained
its unofficial name of ‘the duty free’, since
one could buy anything in the ‘no-drive’
zone at very cheap prices. This network
has gradually turned into a rather good
source of income, and thus has accumulated more porters who have now started
to organize themselves to assure their
businesses in face of competition from
other three-wheel wooden carts. Even
though these porters appear and disappear depending on the sudden changes
in political conditions and borderlines, it is
nonetheless common to see them all over
the West Bank.The peripheral streets in
the historic urban centres of Hebron and
Nablus are good indicators of the accumulating amount of porters just waiting to
pop out.

It is happening not only on the urban
margins. A city like Ramallah is now constructing an attitude towards the intensification of Israeli border controls and
the consequent frustration in Palestinian
economic activities. Ramallah’s vegetable
market today hosts the waves of porters
who had previously gone to work at the
nearby Kalandia Checkpoint, but were
later banned from there by Israeli forces
after the checkpoint was transformed into
a permanent border with its 8-metre high
wall. So in 2006, those who had left the
market in Ramallah to work at Kalandia
came back to Ramallah with their threewheel carts (and their relatives) in the
search for new job opportunities. Amjad
who had originally left Halhoul village near
Hebron to seek work in Ramallah with
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his cousins, is now based in the main
street at the entrance of the market so
as to avoid the high license fee charged
for stalls in the actual vegetable market
itself. They are thus playing a devious
cat-and-mouse game with Israeli soldiers
at the checkpoints and with officials from
the Palestinian Authority inside the West
Bank cities.
Two-wheel donkey-driven ‘taxis’ – in
effect, the simplest type of carts – have
also appeared more recently to carry
Palestinian people and their luggage on
secret journeys around checkpoints and
in ‘no-drive’ zones where wheels are only
allowed by the soldiers if not motorized.
Even though they have so far been limited
to specific areas in the West Bank – especially in the north around Nablus and Qalqilyah – these so-called al-bisat elsihry,
or ‘magic carpets’, have turned into a
source of hope that can seemingly ‘fly’
over any perceived obstacle. With their
imaginative stories of heroic figures, their
drivers have made the impossible easy to
reach in the village of Burin. Signs such
as “no fear”, “Azeza”, “the Mercedes is at
the other end”, are all written nicely on the
bright yellow plastic covers of the donkey
carts, with colourful decorations to attract
the few ‘shy’ pedestrians who might otherwise rather prefer to walk. With a piece
of carpet laid on the carts for sitting on,
and a big blue ‘evil eye’ or prayer beads
hanging up to bless the route, one can
now not avoid such experiences – giving
up on twenty-first century vehicles completely – if one has no choice.

Artefacts of resistance emerging at the margins
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Group of commuters in Burin, 2001

The ‘magic carpet’ at Burin, 2001

Donkey-driven cart at Surda Checkpoint, 2003

Donkey-driven cart at Surda Checkpoint, 2003
(myself, Dana and Sahar on the way to Jericho)

There were around 600 other Israeli checkpoints, roadblocks and different kinds
of obstructions estimated by the United
Nations office of the Commissioner of the
Humanitarian Affairs (UNCHA) between
2000-03, causing a massive decline in
the Palestinian economy and a chronic
increase of unemployment that was described by the World Bank as “amongst
the worst in modern history”.11 Each one
of these points has instead become a
lure for the unemployed in a certain way.
These unnoticed people have challenged,
negotiated and restructured the dead
spots such that they become central in
their daily life; filling them with porters, cart
drivers, donkey-driven taxis, vans, small
taxis, peddlers and unemployed people
all trying to make a living from the thousands of Palestinian commuters passing
through.
The constant movement along the West
Bank borderlines implies continuous
changes in the routes being taken, and in
the minds of their users as well; as mentioned, the village of Burin has suddenly
been placed on the map, while the importance of other major cities has been eroded
by the Separation Wall. What dissolves at
a given point simply pops up at another
location. Today, the Huwwara Checkpoint
near Nablus is repeating what was seen
in Kalandia about five years ago, with the
same features of everyday life dominating

Donkey-driven cart in Burin, 2001

the margins, whereas Kalandia Checkpoint no longer in fact holds its famous ‘duty-free’ reputation (following the erection
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of the Separation Wall, Israeli soldiers
banned any commuters or vendors in
that area). Today, no more than four or
five canteens stand there offering basic
drinks and food, with the vendors mainly
from the refugee camp nearby.
What is outstanding in this new-found
border culture are the collective networks
of communities that work together just to
survive and resist. Van drivers, refugee
camp residents, commuters, porters and
vendors each have a role, whether as a
host, or a guide, or an organizer. They all
share responsibilities in order to ensure
the sustainability of daily practices in
these emerging places. Each one of them
tries to form alliances against what they
call ‘outsiders’, counting to a substantial degree on tight knits families, friends
and blood relatives getting together. “The
checkpoint took men from the margins
and allowed them a role that was fundamentally and publicly important for the
entire society’s survival.”12
The formation of these collective communities has also managed to stretch the associated social spaces far beyond checkpoints and borderlines to reach other
destinations. Taking the Kalandia Checkpoint as an example, when the traffic jam
started to create mass chaos for cars
and commuters, the famous stone quarry
near Kalandia took part in facilitating a

spill-over space for the cars to park. The
owner donated gravel as well as bulldozers to level the rubble mounds around
the checkpoint. Later, when it became

Kalandia Checkpoint
Vendor at Kalandia Checkpoint, 2006

‘No-drive’ zone at Surda Checkpoint, 2001-03

Mazare Alnobani (myself on the donkey)

Alternative route to reach Nablus, 2001
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Ber-Nabala, or ‘women’s route,’ to cross into Jerusalem

Surda Checkpoint, 2003

impossible to walk through the ‘no-drive’
zone at Kalandia, people started using
the quarry as a crossing route to get to
Jerusalem. Ever since then, the route has
been named humorously as ‘Tora Bora’.
It served commuters for few years before
the Separation Wall was constructed in
2005-06. The residents of Kalandia and
the Kalandia refugee camp never hesitated to take part. Of course, many were
initially working in the ‘duty-free’ market,
but they also used to host overnight any
commuters stuck at the checkpoints. Different incidents are still remembered by
the residents of the refugee camps, like a
lady giving birth when her ambulance was
delayed at checkpoint and could not reach
the hospital, in time, or housing a few
workers from Hebron when their village
was under Israeli curfew. Of course, all are
proud to look after commuters during the
fasting month of Ramadan, offering water
and dates to ensure no-one is left hungry
while trying to get home in the rush hour;
likewise the residents of Al Ram town were
feeding those stuck at the Jerusalem end
of the checkpoint.

Bayat in his book, Street Politics, reflects
upon these newfound clusters of networks
and their role in shaping street culture
through a dialectic of individual and collective actions. He describes them as being
‘passive networks’ representing individuals who share a certain status:
“The instantaneous communication
among atomized individuals which
is established by the tacit recognition of their common identity and is
100

101

mediated through space … A woman
who enters a male-dominated party instantly notices another female among
the men; vendors in a street notice
each other even though they may
never speak to each other … all represent atomized individuals who, at a
certain level, have a similar status and
an identity of interests among themselves.”13
Above all, Bayat notes that despite the
fact that these people represent ‘individual actors’, still all ensure instant cooperation once they feel a threat to their
well-being, They also tend to protect their
gains by acting cautiously and invisibly if
need be.

Bayat describes these practices as being
“marked by quiet, atomised and prolonged
mobilization with episodic collective action
– an open and fleeting struggle without
clear leadership, ideology, or structured
organisation, one that produces significant gains of the actors.”14 He goes on
to explain how these groups do not carry
out their activities as a conscious political
strategy; rather such activities are “spontaneous individual attempts, driven by
the force of necessity, to survive and live
a dignified life away from the pressure or
the eyes of the state”. Furthermore, Bayat
refers to them as “groups in flux: they are
the structurally atomised individuals who
operate outside the formal institutions ...
These groups tend to fulfil their needs by
themselves … In short their politics is not
to protest but to redress (equalise); it is a
struggle for immediate outcomes largely
through individual direct action.” 15

Rabbit holes and blurry boundaries
As noted previously, the West Bank today
includes Palestinian villages, Israeli settlements and a network of bypass roads
built exclusively for the purpose of connecting the Israeli settlements with each
other and back to Israel. Hence, it is
impossible for any ordinary Palestinian
to move within such complicated lines
without meeting unwelcome surveillance
points. For the untrained eye, one sees
so little apart from the roads, dust and occasional settlements; however, Alaa’ and
his friends refer to their hidden spaces as
‘rabbit holes’ which operate only because
of their invisible power. These concealed
points of whispers and secret movement
are activated at night by local workers
and young men who gather there to
look for job opportunities after the Israeli
blockade has left them unemployed.16 At
the beginning of each week, usually at
two or three o’clock in the morning, these
groups gather at agreed points and sneak
through together to different areas across
the West Bank, hopefully to reach the
other side of the wall, where the rest of
the team will be waiting. Needing to move
secretly between the two very different
sides, where even the reception of mobile
phones gets confused between Israeli
and Palestinian networks, these ‘rabbit
holes’ manage to create new methods of
communication between people, assuring
their invisibility and subversion. However,
because the borderlines are so ‘elastic’,
these points soon end up being ephemeral given that they only emerge with the

The Separation Wall near Kalandia, 2009
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emergence of condition. While constantly
moving and multiplying, the moment they
get exposed they have to dissolve to allow
for new tactics to be born. As Michel de
Certeau puts it:
“The place of a tactic belongs to the
other. A tactic insinuates itself into the
other’s place, fragmentarily, without
taking it over in its entirety ... The
‘proper’ is a victory of space over time
… because it does not have a place, a
tactic depends on time – it is always on
the watch for opportunities that must
be seized ‘on the wing’. Whatever it
wins, it does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in order to
turn them into ”opportunities.’”17
I was lucky to join with Alaa’ and his
friends in one of their ‘rabbit journeys’ on
a Saturday night starting from the village
of Ibwein to the west of Ramallah. Of all
the moments of fear and ‘silent agitation’
the ones that left their imprint on me the
most are the collective tactics that I had
to grasp in order to escape the surveillance surrounding us – either to avoid
the deadly sniper who might spot us at
any minute from a distance, or the occasional underground detectors planted
across the olive groves to capture the
quiet footsteps of any workers at night.
If the unlucky ‘ghosts’ happened to step
on them, bright flashlights would automatically be set off from underground,
followed by the soldiers’ live bullets. The
strategy was in this sense a non-strategy;
at times, we would all just run chaotically
in different directions to mislead the underground detectors; at other times, one

Sewage tunnels connecting to Jerusalem

or two of us would lead the way to reveal
the position of the detectors and ensure
the safety of the rest of the group.
In all situations, however, what brings all
Palestinian workers together is their persistence and desperation in the effort to
make a living and survive. And what gets
them to pursue their own journey are their
collective actions to manipulate the system
to their advantage. All seem to share the
search and formation of agencies and collective networks that Florian Kossak18 has
described as being aware of the relationship between individual action and the
bigger picture, and of knowingly exploiting
and working with cause and effect. Kossak
expanded on the importance of knowing
the ‘system’ and how one can intervene,
transgress and exploit it to one’s advantage. He also stresses the power and
transformative potential of connections
between subjects, disciplines and people
as key ingredients to understand and formulate the term known as ‘agency’.
After a few hours of negotiating the dark
olive groves and rocky paths down the
Palestinian hills, my journey ended early
at the sewage pipe which I wasn’t meant
to cross through.19 I nonetheless did
so, and managed to become one of the
few ‘female rabbits’ ever to cross these
amazing shadowed landscapes under
the darkness of night. Despite my frustration and disappointment, I knew that
even though some people can’t make it
to the end of the hidden pipe, like myself,
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still whenever the opportunity reappears,
such journeys would start over and over
again. Such daily experiences take place
in every village and every olive grove,
wherever the possibility exists to find a
hole to penetrate through.
Suad Amiry, who has taken the lead in
joining these subversive groups, has reflected on her own experience with what
she terms the ‘night hunters’:
“I froze, listened and fearfully examined
all that surrounded me: suddenly
there were hundreds and hundreds of
dark silhouettes. There were ghosts
there, there were ghosts everywhere.
Some appeared from behind ghostly
olive trees, some where still winding
along narrow paths … some were
fast in motion, some were slow, some
houvered in large groups, some in
small, some in pairs, some alone …
I stood there and wondered: was it a
carnival of existence or a carnival for
survival? Was it a dance for life or a
masquerade of death? … Once I got
rid of my fears and the black spot in
my heart, I figured out what it was: an
innocent Saturday evening chase for
a living.” 20
Invisibility, silence and subversion thus
guarantee the sustainability of these invisible networks. They contribute towards
a new geography of ‘resistance’ wherein
the sense of absence introduces new potentials; every object and context – even
if it’s a sewage pipe, a plastic bag, or a
blue ‘evil eye’ – becomes a possibility to
survive, or a tactic to resist. The exercise
of the ‘invisible power’ – which requires,

Stills from B’Tselem’s short film titled ‘Catch Me’. The film shows the challenges Palestinian
workers face while trying to sneak through to the Israeli side to look for work.
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Mapping a journey of a night hunter

Imagining West Bank's ‘Rabbit Holes’

as Barnes argues, ignorance from one
side and knowledge from the other21 –
becomes crucial to sustain and negotiate
one’s own space in Palestine.
This condition can also be seen in recent
events in the Gaza Strip, which by being
turned by Israeli forces into effectively
an open-air prison had no other alternative for survival but to go underground.
Gazans mastering of the subsurface – as
a result of Israeli control over their land
surface, airspace and sea – is another
example repeating in a way or another
Vietnamese experience during the war
with the USA and their infamous ‘Cu Chi’
tunnels. Today, the underground corridors
are becoming the main source of livelihood for Gazans, and involve smuggling
household goods all the way through to
smuggling scooters, refrigerators, cows,
petrol and cement to rebuild the demolished land. The smuggling industry is
prospering so fast that even those who are
not born into the business of trading and
smuggling can work as labourers digging
tunnels; or otherwise if people have some
money to invest – such as our 80-yearold neighbour, Im Rami – they can start
their businesses by buying shares in
newly constructed tunnels. According
to Im Rami, each tunnel costs around
$75,000; given that she could only afford
$20,000, the agreement was to take 30%
from anything or any person traveling
through her route – after of course paying
the necessary taxes to the government
run by Hamas.22
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Furthermore, creativity has far exceeded
need in some cases. According to the local
newspapers Alquds,23 ‘VIP tunnels’ were
the latest ‘achievement’ – that is, before
the recent Israeli military onslaught in
December 2008 when Gaza and its community were all but wiped away – in that
they happen to be wide and high enough
so that one doesn’t need to bend or crawl
while using them. In order to smuggle
wealthy people walking upright, the VIP
tunnel also offers phone lines, electricity
and the luxury of sitting areas, coupled
with proper ventilation systems along the
way.

Stills from a softer side of
occupation:
“These margins are ugly and beautiful;
they laugh and cry, full of energy yet
remain calm. They are without sound
while they speak. They stabilize still,
they exist through instability.”24
The frustration and oppression that came
with the building of the Separation Wall
and military checkpoints is also accompanied with a softer side that makes life
more bearable while crossing through
Israeli borders. With the new urban realities, each traveler tries to capture a
moment of hope to lift them up through
the difficult times. For me, the checkpoint
has to be seen as a space of imagination and inclusion more than anything
else. If anything, it seems like a two-way
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cinema screen with its the audience and
the actors on every side. Unemployed
people lay against the wall waiting to
be picked up for possible building work.
Some just come to socialize, others are
busy advertising their skills on the wall,25
while those who spent the night trying to
sneak through are trying to catch a bit
of sleep during daytime. The rest of the
local people are aimless eating nuts while
watching the commuters, as if they were
in their own living room or theatre. Indeed,
it has to be seen as a theatre; what else
can one call a moment when an unpredictable wedding suddenly takes place at
a point on the checkpoint?26
Unlike the Separation Wall, here commuters have a slightly different angle. While
collectively waiting to cross in the midst of
dust and barbed wires, each one stitches
their own potential space within the sights
and smells of the new urban markets –
such as with a toy to enjoy, a sandwich to
eat, or even a pair of shoes or glasses to
try on. Others create graffiti on the wall,
hoping they can heal the scars of the occupation through a new imaginative space.
At Bethlehem’s checkpoint, people even
get to sit in Banksy’s drawn living room
with the two big sofas enjoying the landscape on the other side. Others watch
his little girl while searching the defeated
soldier with his face against the wall, his
riffle on the ground. Few others sneak to
climb his ladder hoping to avoid the long
hours of wait, while schoolchildren watch
the flying girl and her black balloons in the

Banksy’s ‘living room’
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hope they can clutch to her to avoid the
torture of their actual journey.
Palestinians today, as well as visitors
from all over the world, are taking part
in the process to transform the Separation Wall and its surrounding non-places
into a new means of resistance. Despite
the contradictory nature of dividing the
old apartheid wall also becomes one of
the most exclusive social spaces on the
planet. As Amiry writes:
“I was about to lose hope in mankind
when I heard soft whispers. I looked
behind and saw little girls and boys
right next to Banksy’s wall. I looked
out of the window carved into the wall
and saw alpine landscape. I also saw
workers running through the big holes
cracked in the wall; a little boy stood
on the other side of the wall whispering to the workers, ‘Come this way,
Come this way.’ … Yet, another little
boy sat under the snake-like ladder,
offering his tiny hand to hundreds and
hundreds of workers. Like olive tree
hikers, they went step by step up the
painted rope ladder until they got to
the top of the wall. I could see their
bodies twist as they climbed up to the
other side of the wall. Had it not been
for my imagination and for the cosy
living room of Banksy’s canvas wall, I
wouldn’t have been able to gather the
energy and morale required to carry
on with my trip.”27
In the Gaza Strip – which seems as if it
is located in a different world – there is of
course no physical wall to imagine, cross
through, or inhabit. Yet, it is now consid-

Gaza dyed zebra

ered as one of the biggest open-air prisons
in history, trapping inside it the highest
density population in the whole world.
To get around the blockade, Mohamad
Barghouthi has had to create his own imaginative world. During the Israeli military
offensive in December 2008, Mohamad
lost some of the animals he happened
to owe in his little zoo, out of hunger.
All that remained were the monkeys,
one tigress, which he smuggled through
tunnels at some point, and a few rabbits
and birds. While trying to replace the lost
zebras, Mohamad realised that it would
cost him around $40,000 to smuggle one
in via the tunnels. Instead, with a masking
tape and a judicious use hair dye, his two
white donkeys were suddenly turned into
zebras.28 The new popular zebras have
since drawn visitors from all over Gaza to
visit the zoo, and each busload of children
is now paying an entry fee of $15 to see
the new faces. In an interview with the
Reuters news agency, Bargouthi said:
“The first time we used paint but it didn’t
look good. The children don’t know,
so they call them zebras and they are
happy to see something new.”29
Luckily the little ones don’t know the difference between a real and a fake zebra – but
who cares if it nonetheless serves to bring
joy? Consequently, Khaled Hourani, a
Palestinian artist from Ramallah, adopted
zebras as the new theme of his artworks,
producing a new series of postcards from
Palestine entitled the Zebra Copy Card.
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The invisible hitchhikers
(From my own diary, June 25 2009)

All I wanted was to go for a swim in the
Dead Sea before I made my way back
to London the next day. Sahar, Dana
and Luke joined in; all of them were
exhausted from a hot summer day and
could not wait to be in the water. We
got into a famous yellow Ford van on
the Ramallah-Jericho route, and half
-way through the van drivers in the
opposite direction were flashing their
lights. Apparently, a ‘flying checkpoint’30 was blocking the entrance,
just a few metres before reaching the
seaside. Our driver was not interested
in taking a new route, nor did he want
to risk crossing the checkpoint. So we
were instantly dumped in the usual
‘non-place’ at the junction where the
roads for the Palestinians face those
of the Israelis; hopefully another adventurous driver would pick us up.
From there, at the entrance to Jericho,
our journey really started.
“Put your scarves on”, Dana whispered while leading the way towards
the opposite side of the road. “What
headscarf?” I asked. With confidence,
she wrapped hers around, just like
the Israeli settlers do, and headed
towards the hitchhiking spots known in
Hebrew as ‘trempiyada’ ()טרמפיאדה. My
heart started sinking; for the first time
in my life I was heading towards Israeli
settlers instead of running away from
them. ”Dana, this is insane”, I cried.
“Don’t worry, Yara, not only it is free,
no checkpoint will stop us; we can go
all the way to Eilat beach if you like.”
Despite my shock and fear, I sensed
from Dana’s confidence a lifestyle she
was so accustomed to. I defied my

Hebrew sticker that reads:
“Hebron, ours and forever”.

Hitchhiking ‘illegally’ in the Jordan Valley, 2010

dear friend Suad’s words rumbling in
my heart – ‘nothing to lose but your
life’ – and thought to myself instead,
‘why not let’s give it a try?’
I remained quiet, trying to think what
needs to be done to pass as an Israeli
settler? Other than myself, no one else
seemed to care if we ever got caught.
Why should they? Sahar has a Jerusalem ID, Luke is American, and Dana is
so blonde that she can hardly be recognized as a Palestinian – especially
with the distorted stereotyped image
that settlers have about Palestinian
looks and image. The main problem
is really in terms of how I look. I disguised my face as much as I could.
Unsuccessfully I tried to wrap the scarf
around my head, while watching the
crowd pointing with their fingers to the
cars.
Ten minutes of waiting, and nothing
still is coming through. Only the
spoken Hebrew of the settlers around
me is echoing in my ears. It took me a
while to feel anywhere near confident;
instead, I kept examining myself to
make sure I looked convincing. I knew
that hitchhiking is a common thing in
Israel, but how on earth should I, as
a Palestinian, know how it works?
“Just press the button,” Dana suggested after a long wait. Apparently, it
is a way to alert Israeli drivers while
waiting on traffic lights that they get
ready to pick up their fellow settlers on
the way. “Don’t worry, Yara, we’ll be
fast; no settler would want to be at the
entrance of Jericho at this time of the
day”, Dana whispered with a cheeky
smile.
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A few minutes later, and we were all
squeezed at the back of a car driving
across the highway. Dana starts with
her American accent: “Can we get as
close as possible to the Dead Sea,
please.” The car driver replied: “Dead
Sea? Sure it’s on my way, I live in
Mitzpe Shalom. Where from are you?”
While Luke tried to join the conversation, Sahar and I stared at one another
realizing what we got ourselves into.
Mitzpe Shalom is well known for its
right-wing settlers who would not
hesitate to do anything if they recognize our real identity. Luke’s loud voice
interrupted my scary thoughts: “We’re
from Ohio, but we’re here to look
around”.
Yes, it was true – I really started to
look around, nervously examining the
car, its objects and any possible signs
that might help us in case we got kidnapped, attacked or had to run away.
Of the whole car, I could only spot the
tiny stickers on the rear window. All
I could read with my broken Hebrew
was: ‘They are handing over the
Dead Sea too’, and ‘Hebron, ours and
forever.’
I happened to remember the Hebron
sticker very well; Ruba my friend
would use them in her car to pass
through checkpoints with less hassle.
Apparently, such cynical tricks have
worked so well that Palestinian taxi
drivers have also been using them
inside Jerusalem for some time. With
such stickers, not only do they get one
through checkpoints fast, but they also
increase the chances of taxi drivers
picking up customers who might otherwise not want to get into a Palestinian cab.

The map beneath the sticker also
looked very familiar to me. I had once
worked on the regeneration of the
historic centre of Hebron for a whole
year, and visited every single house
and walked through its maze of alleyways. I was hosted at Maha’s house
for three days under curfew just so
that the Israeli settlers could walk free.
Who knows, our driver could have
been one of them?
At that point, I felt the poster was really
there to remind me that, Hebron is
indeed OURS – not his – just as the
Dead Sea is also ours. If it takes an
Israeli settler to drive me through my
own map, then let it be, why not to
enjoy it, if eventually I will be able to
cross all boundaries?
With a few jokes here and there, we
were soon about to reach our destination. A shiver ran down my spine; this
one however was of happiness, not of
fear. For some reason, I felt that I was
no longer chained; neither the driver,
nor the settlements around, could
occupy us anymore. At that moment, it
was me who was occupying him. Just
before he drove off, I asked: “Where is
the best spot to get dropped at Beersheva?31 My friend Dana wants to visit
Adamama Farm”.
I didn’t join the final leg of the trip to
Beersheva, but definitely it was worth
the effort. From Ramallah, Dana told
me she had made it through to the
village of Beit Sahour, down to Hebron,
reaching her first hitchhiking point near
to the Israeli settlement of Kiryat Arba
(known to host one of the most extremist right-wing groups in Israel). From
there she made her way to Beersheva
and finally to Adamaa Farm. “I smelled
116

117

the scents of Gaza and the Mediterranean few minutes away, before I
made my way back hitchhiking through
Jaffa, Jerusalem and finally Kalandia
checkpoint”. It was Dana’s only way to
explore what she has been missing in
her whole 30 years of life.32
Indeed, if it weren’t for Dana’s sense
of humour, or the car stickers and the
whole hitchhiking adventure, my own
mental map would not have been
stretched so far. The journey itself did
not really matter; more important were
the boundaries we broke with our new
hidden rules of daily co-existence.
It is remarkable to observe how much
car mobility has in time created a public
sphere in which Palestinians negotiate
their space and boundaries as well as
their identity.33 Each Palestinian views it
as a political message where the complex
social and political realities can be distilled in a moment of time.34
Samer’s ‘soft tactics’ to survive the hardships of living in a blurry boundary between
Palestine and Israel also accumulate to
became a lifestyle. As he proudly notes:
“There is a round I do every night
picking up workers from a factory. And
there is a shortcut I take in Givat Shaul,
[neighbourhood in western Jerusalem]
It is a one-way street going the wrong
way. It is only 15 metres, but it saves
me ten minutes. I have two passengers in the car. A police car signals for
me to stop. I think to myself: ‘I can’t
afford a 1000 shekel fine and a 10
penalty points on my license’. As the
police officers approach I tell my passengers in Arabic: ‘Hold tight, I need

Here on the slopes of hills, facing
the dusk and the cannon of time,
close to the gardens of broken
shadows,
we do what prisoners do,
and what the jobless do:
we cultivate hope
[Mahmoud Darwish]

Night hunters waiting for the right moment to cross to the other side of the wall.

to play a little here, everything will
be OK.’ They are regular clients from
East Jerusalem, workers whom I take
home. So I meet the police halfway
and say softly: ‘Guys, I saw your patrol
and came right to you. You’ve got to
help me. These two passengers got
in, and I have a funny feeling about
them. Please check them out. So the
police checked their IDs. They came
back to me and said: ‘it’s OK, they’ve
checked out fine.’ I say: ‘Are you sure?
It’s your responsibility!’ They thank
me for my vigilance, shake my hand,
and wish everyone were as alert as I
am – a model citizen. And so off we
went. I wasn’t afraid that they’d rough
up my passengers; they were policemen in blue uniforms, not border patrol
thugs. I said to myself: ‘The fine would
be 1000 shekels. If the passengers get
beaten, I’ll have to give them half that
sum, say 250 each”.35
Playing with Israel’s imposed borderlines
has thus created even further lines on the
map. By putting together these microscale events, Palestine is reshaping its
dead spaces and urban voids in which
people wait, remember and resist. The
intensification of the borderlines does
not leave any other alternative but to
occupy the margins, which in turn creates
a new spatial quality and intensity to the
‘dark points’ on the map. As Cupers and
Marcus write:
“These margins get their meaning
through opposition rather than coherence. While they remain unnoticed to
the majority, they become platforms
for their temporary hosts and for unofficial activities.” 36
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Nonetheless, occupying these margins
was never a formal strategy or tactic of
ordinary commuters or the Palestinian
Authority, and thus the need to rethink the
map today given these facts has become
urgent. The unconsciously emerging
networks, the invisible and silent forms
of resistance to overcome and adapt, are
now transforming boundaries into ritual
spaces in which Palestinians can reconstruct their social relationships on a daily
basis. It is in fact re-drawing a ‘virtual’ map
that can overcome oppression and the
labyrinthine boundaries being enforced
by Israeli forces on Palestinians.

Towards an invisible counterplan
If we return to the question of what might
be the role of a Palestinian architect
within these fragmented spaces, the key
issue is whether it is their job to criticize
and renounce the entire idea of occupation? Or is it to accept the conditions and
unequal maps already created by the
Oslo Agreement, adapting their thinking
to limitations of the current situation, and
proposing an alternative that envisages
changes? What can the act of architectural resistance be in such circumstances? And does it have the same meaning
as it might have had 20 or even 60 years
ago?

Stripping the map off its boundaries: searching for possibilities through the voids

In my search among the various lines,
documents and maps to find the possibility of spaces without chains, it appears
that neither the peace agreements, or the
current planning strategies envisaged by
the Palestinian Authority, have managed
to overcome Israeli occupation nearly
so much as the actions of Palestinian
daily life has done. There have of course
always been historical alternatives to
accepting the unequal forces of power.
However, given that Foucault has written
that “Power as such does not exist, what
exists is a power relation”, then the counter-map lies in looking for such relationship. There is no doubt that mass organization gave every Palestinian a sense of
empowerment during the First Intifada.
Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari have referred
to its profound effect in their book on that
subject:
“This was a sharp psychological turnabout for a public that had discovered
what it could do – and how to exploit
the enemy’s weaknesses.”37
Another Intifada may not be the best
answer today; far more important are the
social relationships and collective processes that manage to empower every
individual during an Intifada. In terms of
current events, it is evident that the collective acts, which have become a permanent reality, are suggesting new modes of
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urban resistance born out of social choreography. Therefore, what is needed now
is a strategy to put the Palestinian community back into the front line so that they
can take over the act of resistance, and
draw their own maps. If silence, invisibility
and subversion are in fact the key tools,
then it is time for the Palestinian architect
to nourish them with responsive design
interventions. Israeli occupation mightn’t
require the concepts of architecture in the
way these have hitherto been imagined:
instead, it suggests an architect-figure
who is able to distill the essence of the
community’s patterns of capturing spaces,
and thereby let them become the core for
incremental design solutions. Simply put,
to facilitate the kinds of conditions that will
create more of these ‘subtle’ networks.
The foundations are already there in Palestine and overtaking at the margins. All
that is required is for us to re-draw the
map so that it corresponds with the new
matrix of everyday life.
As long as one doesn’t ever forget what
‘normal’ is, as long as one does not forget
while enjoying the walk through the blossoming trees full of almonds and pomegranates, that the top of the hill is full of
illegal Israeli settlements – housing occupiers who are the very reason behind the
contorted journey in the first place – then
invisibility will eventually reach a point at
which there is no power to obstruct it. If

this will to go on with daily life is viewed
by some as giving up, or as hiding away
from reality, then I instead regard it as
reality itself. It offers the space of possibility to create a sense of energy and to accumulate power all across the West Bank
– indeed, across Palestine as a whole.
Before looking at the implications of this
approach in terms of new design proposals, it is worth first looking in more detail
at the issue of historical centres and how
these too can become a creative tool for
creating spatial possibilities in Palestine.

Occupying the margins: underneath the skin of the troubled land
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Chapter

3

Preface
This chapter forms a key part of my
research to find spaces of possibility and
enact spatial change within the current
Palestinian/Israeli conflict. Throughout
the process I have been looking for differ
ent tools to explore and understand the
conflict and its power relations emerging
with different readings and site experi
mentations. This section however, adds
a new dimension to my research with its
practice-based nature that involves a ‘live’

Being critical in architecture is often ster
eotyped as being ‘negative’ and some
times it can even be dismissed as merely
a ‘luxury’ for developed western coun
tries, as Fraser2 provocatively suggests.
However, critical architecture practice
needs to become an urgent and a vital
part for the redevelopment of Palestine –
a country without many basic resources
and still living under a state of occupa
tion. Where, then, can a critical form of
practice be developed? Regrettably it is
their traditional cultural heritage that is

to make powerful political statements
through heritage conservation as a tactic
against the deliberate destruction of Pal
estinian identity and memory. It repre
sents another mode of what I call ‘soft
urban resistance’ that can engage within
the Palestinian cultural landscape and
mend what has been fractured.

now viewed by some Palestinians as a
‘luxury’ that Palestine apparently can’t
afford to think about or deal with at this
moment of political duress.3 As a result,
it remains one of these buried potentials
left on the margin to decline and fade
away despite its obvious value. Only a
few organizations like Riwaq are arguing
that the protection of cultural heritage can
become another tool to make a difference
for Palestinians in their struggle against
occupation and in their assertion of the
right for self-determination. Indeed, it is
what Riwaq describes as ‘being political
by being a-political’ that brings a unique
dimension to their work. Even within the
current political crisis they are managing

resources, to cultivate possibilities for
change within Palestinian historic fabrics.
Relating the work in Birzeit to other urban
centres in Palestine is also another way
to create different matrixes and networks
that operate when needed to overcome
Israeli strategies of occupation.

The regeneration of the historic centre in
Birzeit is thus an experimental project to
explore what could be done with limited

The Regeneration of the1
Historic Centre of Birzeit
project/client, which aims to assist the
process of analysis and healing. Working
in collaboration with Riwaq – a leading
NGO for architectural conservation in
Palestine – on regenerating the historic
centre of Birzeit (an important univer
sity town, just north of Ramallah) is thus
one of the key investigative tools I have
used to explore the spatial potentials of
historic centres in re-constructing Pales
tinian space and identity. This experience
involves a ‘live’ project that has in a way
expanded my role towards critical archi
tecture practice; one, which I believe, is
urgently needed to engage with the kinds
of social and political realities found in
their most devastating state in places
such as Palestine.
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In the context of rapid change in Pal
estine today, the examination of dayto-day practices and their relationship
with place is becoming more crucial and
urgent; being included and excluded from
the map under political and economic
pressure works to shift the dis/ordinary
practices into a state of norm. As much
as this folds danger underneath it, it also

Traditional rural fabric in the West Bank at Arrabeh.

reveals more possibilities and poten
tials. Not only are these ordinary prac
tices ‘creatively’ taking place at the Israeli
checkpoints, or along the borderlines of
the West Bank, or the alternative routes
Palestinians are creating to avoid siege,
they are also being reflected in rural areas
which are forming new attitudes towards
space. Palestinian historic centres offer
some of the best of these ‘hidden’ spots,
which are being pushed further back due
to the shifting social and political bounda
ries. It is a gold mine loaded with potential
and waiting to be revealed and directed
towards reconnecting the fragmented
communities.
My contribution to the urban strategy for
Birzeit and the wider Riwaq concept of
reconstructing 50 villages – which I will
explain in this chapter – is a follow-on from
what I was doing four years ago when I
used to work with Riwaq. However, my
argument today is that for the process
to be enhanced, given that the role the
Palestinian community has been playing
recently in shaping the built environment
mans that the local cultural context with
its social networks and everyday habits
needs to be seen as the key source for
rebuilding sustainable communities and
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spaces. It is also an attempt to explore
and re-define the concept of ‘heritage’ on
the urban scale, breaking away from any
conventional or static beliefs associated
with heritage, or conservation of historic
buildings. Heritage architecture in this
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Typical traditional built fabric with its many courtyards
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context is no longer seen as a passive
act to prevent change, rooted in romantic
values, as is so common in countries like
Britain; rather, it can be a dynamic form
of resistance and change that not only
engages with built urban space, but also
leads to greater self-sufficiency in the
use of resources to create sustainable
communities. As will be explained later
in this chapter, the concept and definition
of heritage is going through a process of
rapid change, opening up possibilities of
new readings of urban spaces, buildings
as well as individuals. These possibilities
also embrace the contemporary activi
ties, meanings and practices that one can
draw from the past to shape the future.
This chapter will first introduce briefly the
challenges being faced by Palestine in
terms of cultural heritage. It will shed light
on Riwaq and the ‘50 Villages’ initiative,
which aims to protect and regenerate fifty
historic centres in Palestinian rural areas.
The chapter will then refer specifically to
the regeneration process currently taking
place in Birzeit since this is the testing
ground and starting point to engage prac
tically with the realities today in the West
Bank.

Why historic centres?
In retrospect, the changes that took place
in the Palestinian landscape were rela
tively minor up until 1948, when, follow

Mazare Alnobani village

Beit Wazan

ing the initial formation of the initial Israeli
state, hundreds of villages were com
pletely destroyed and indeed erased from
the map for the purpose of Israeli occupa
tion. Later on, after the 1967 War, further
dramatic urban change came about in
Palestine with even more destruction,
land zoning and confiscation. However,
it is also right to point out that another
key change that has affected Palestinian
villages as a result of Israeli occupation
has been the form of ‘westernized capital
ism’ – as described by Jubeh4 – that has
been imposed on its population. It is the
destruction of traditional economic struc
tures which has mostly affected people’s
perspectives, beliefs, taste, needs, and
most importantly, their lifestyles and dayto-day practices. The relationship with the
land changed gradually when farming was
no longer seen as a source of income and
ex-agricultural workers started to work
even more in Israel as waged labourers.
With this capitalist transformation, as a
result of higher incomes earned in the
Israeli market and the money flow coming
back from emigration,5 the new buildings
erected in the West Bank started to take
on a different shape, as has been men
tioned in earlier chapters, and the social
and economic value of land changed
dramatically. Rapidly built concrete-andblock work structures began to replace
traditional stone buildings,6 in time, the
encroachment of residential buildings
took over agricultural land, and when hor
izontal expansion on the map became im
possible, the alternative in the West Bank

Historic centres in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
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has been high-rise buildings that are now
destroying, alienating and taking over the
fabric of the cultural landscape.
Today, therefore, most of the Palestinian
historical fabric has been lost, and what
is left is mostly abandoned; rural areas
now suffer the most given their periph
eral location. The separate identity of
rural architecture is vanishing so fast that
it is almost impossible to see now where
the city starts and the village ends. The
weakness of executive power held by
Palestinian local authorities, plus the lack
of a proper legal framework and related
land ownership, master plans, national
agendas and planning policies, are all
leading to destruction. At the same time
however, they also present a potential
ground for change.
So the question today is what kind of
change is required for Palestine? And
what could the limit of ‘normal’ become,
before it again becomes abnormal?
“… five-to-ten storey high buildings
became ‘normal’ in the Palestinian
countryside. By the same token, it
became ‘normal’ to see the old towns
or parts bulldozed for one reason or
another. It became ‘normal’ to see
the continuous encroachment on agricultural land … it became ‘normal’ to
build on the river beds and rainwater
courses, just as it became ‘normal’ to
violently extract rocks in order to sell
them to Israeli contractors for the construction of quays at the ports or breakwaters on the beaches of Tel Aviv,
Netanya and Askalan, so that bathers

Palestinian historic centres on the list to be renovated by Riwaq

could enjoy a calm sea. It has become
utterly ‘normal’ to extract stones from
historic buildings and sell them for the
nucleus of heritage collection in Israel
or even for reuse in the construction of
Israeli villas7… the worst thing for us
is that we can even find these stones
in the construction of new buildings in
Jewish settlements built on land that
was once part of the same village.”8
This impassioned quote shows why the
architectural focus now needs to be
directed towards towns and villages in
contested rural areas, and is precisely
for this reason that Riwaq is now heading
towards a more ‘aggressive’ approach
to protect and regenerate these rural
centres.

Riwaq
Riwaq is a non-profit organization based
in Ramallah that was set up with the aim to
protect and develop architectural heritage
all over Palestine. It was founded in 1991
by Suad Amiry, a well-known architect
and politician, as well as the author of
several remarkable books. Today, Riwaq
consists of twenty competent architects,
as well as archeologists, artists and an
thropologists, in addition to a permanent
workforce and the involvement of a large
number of students from Birzeit Univer
sity and Al-Najah University who take part
in research projects and actual physical
conservation work.
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It is worth stressing the importance of
Riwaq as a network. Before the birth of
the Palestinian Authority (PA), the spirit of
what can be called the ‘network society’
created a unique social order in which
politics, identity and daily life operated as
one ‘net’ within occupied Palestine. This
was very much related to the national
movement which offered a big role to the
local community during the First Intifada,
as noted in earlier chapters. In that era
in the late-1980s and early-90s, key in
dividuals and local leaders in Palestine
stepped in to put forward alternatives
during the difficult economic and political
periods of occupation when institutions
like schools or health care centres were
closed. This resulted in a network of locally
formed initiatives that were later trans
formed into the infrastructural framework
of the contemporary NGOs in Palestine.9
They were mainly led by intellectuals and
politicians like Hanan Ashrawi, Mostafa
Bargouthi and others. Suad Amiry was
one of these central figures in Palestine
who started working with the local com
munity to protect and reconstruct Pales
tinian cultural identity, in her case through
Riwaq.
It is no exaggeration to say that Riwaq
today is the only institution that has taken
the initiative to protect historic fabrics all
over the West Bank and specifically in
rural areas.10 Its intention is to extend the
concept of conversation far beyond its
conventional ‘passive’ act of prevention
of change. In fact, the work has always

been about change and a dynamic form
of resistance that not only approaches
building but also looks into revitalizing the
human life within them. After the formation
of the PA in the post-Oslo period, Riwaq’s
development was strengthened substan
tially as the range of their operations were
widened; they have since been working
with local communities while also building
partnerships with local government. Their
clear aim is to establish a powerful and
dedicated group of believers in each town
and village to take this challenge on their
shoulders. Of course, having Suad Amiry
and Nazmi Jubeh – Riwaq’s co-director
and one of the influential politicians in
Palestine – has added another value and
dimension to their contribution.

In working in collaboration with the bodies
of local government, Riwaq has been
trying to draw attention to the need to
make conservation and redevelopment
a national responsibility for Palestin
ians, calling for wide participation from
a number of other institutions. In 2003,
Riwaq raised the issue of how to struc
ture policies to protect heritage, and so
began work on legislating for adequate
regulations to protect the Palestinian
cultural heritage more systematically.11
This has since led to the Palestinian Law
for Cultural and Natural Heritage Protection, Management and Enhancement
under the leadership of the Law Institute
at Birzeit University, and with the support
of the World Bank.12 Even though this law
has not yet been fully ratified by the PA,
the Palestinian Higher Planning Council
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in March 2006 has approved the general
guidelines and by-laws for the protection
of historic areas as well as single historic
buildings. These ordinances, developed
by Riwaq through their work to date on
protection plans, are now considered as
part of the current planning by-law and
are intended to be applied to all historic
buildings in Palestine.
Riwaq’s National Register of historic
buildings is another remarkable achieve
ment, being the only registry of its kind in
Palestine compiled since 1880 — ie. the
registry compiled by the British occupi
ers — for the most endangered compo
nents of cultural and natural heritage in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, including
Jerusalem. The practical interpretation of
this registry has led to many projects and
initiatives; Riwaq has shown its commit
ment to the new cultural heritage legisla
tion by starting work on the national inven
tory to accompany the law. This releases
a real financial and technical burden off
the PA.
The tentative list for World Cultural and
Natural Heritage sites in Palestine is
another important achievement derived
from the National Register.13 In under
taking this task, the main focus was to
nominate key sites that would cover a
relatively good percentage of the Pales
tinian architectural heritage to be recog
nized, protected and managed with the
support of UNESCO. As a result, and
further to the training of its World Heritage
team, Riwaq chose two themes to include

Yatta, Arraba, Addahriya, Abu Dies, Suri
Asira Alshamaliya, Ya’bad, Deir Ghassa
Bani Na’eem, Burqa, Beita, Halhul, Sa’ir
aldaher, Idhna, Rantis, Aqraba, Alshuyu
Aboud, Birzeit, Burin, Deiristya, Beit Iksa
Jamma’in, Hajja, Beit Hanina, Al‘Ubeidiy
Sabastya, Ebwein, Sanur, Beit Fajjar, Bu
Ammar, Al Mazra’a Al Qibliya, Mazari’ N
Sanniriya, Al Jib, Beit Wazan, Jilijliya, Ei
Jaba’, Kur, Ras Karkr, and Khan Yunis.

on the list: the ‘Throne Villages’,14 which
applies to 24 rural historic centres (includ
ing rural areas inside the 1948 border),
and the cultural landscape as a whole
with its olive tree terraces and watchtow
ers, which constitutes more than 60%
of the landscape of the West Bank. This
experience offers therefore another form
of expanding the economic potential of
cultural heritage and exploring its impact
on the political map. Not only are these
sites nominated for their outstanding uni
versal value,15 but the broader aim is also
to look at how heritage can be utilized as
a mean to achieve political gains. It is thus
seen as a political statement to assert that
Palestinian cultural heritage, memory and
identity still exist and should be identified
and protected on the global map, despite
the chronic political problems.

if, As Samu’,
ane, ‘Anabta,
r, Silat
ukh, Ni’lin,
a, Beituniya,
ya, Taybeh,
urqin, Deir
Nubani, Ajjul,
in Sinya,

The above achievements have expanded
Riwaq’s role and position nationally and
internationally far more than any other
conventional NGO in Palestine, and
indeed far beyond any conventional con
servation or heritage institution elsewhere.
The National Register and its outcomes
demonstrate an intellectual modernity
born from heritage conservation – a char
acteristic, which has made Riwaq one of
the “most distinctive and cutting-edge institutions” in Palestine, as described by
Leyla Shahid, the representative of the
Palestinian Authority to the European
Commission in Brussels. Later on, and
when the possibilities of its activities in
the field became more limited due to the
Israeli blockade, especially after 2001-02,
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Riwaq has had to think of alternatives to
keep its beliefs of conservation protection
alive. This has encouraged it to explore
new ideas, in which art and architecture
could merge, triggering the beginning of
its ‘50 Villages’ concept.

50 villages, 50 dreams
Ever since its establishment in the ear
ly-1990s, Riwaq has had a clear aim to
sustain the historic buildings and urban

centres in Palestine, in spite of often
terrible odds. Its role has gone through
different phases, beginning with the pro
tection of single historical buildings, then
the wholesale recording and documenta
tion of the built heritage, followed more
recently by a series of projects for the
‘preventive conservation’ of entire his
torical fabrics in West Bank towns and
villages. However, the sheer urgency for
critical architectural thinking and action
prompted by the political and social con
ditions, especially in rural areas of Pales
tine, implied a self-reflective process with
new experimental approaches to design
and planning, aiming to embrace all the
social, cultural and economic assets of the
historic centres. The different ideas have
begun to be put into historic centres in the
past few years, but needed a strategy to
frame them. This has since been formal
ized by Riwaq’s programme to regener
ate the settlements most at risk. Realizing
that it would be extremely difficult to re
generate Palestine’s entire built heritage

The historic centre of Birzeit

– which according to Riwaq’s register
comes to about 50,320 historic build
ings in 422 sites all over the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip – instead, a list of 50
key villages was identified by Riwaq as
a national priority. Regenerating those
villages would lead to the protection of
almost 50% of the historic buildings still
existing in Palestine.16
Thus the ‘50 Villages’ initiative is loaded
with potential to generate new patterns of
life within the wider urban context of the
West Bank, specifically by seeing historic
fabrics as rural and suburban ‘bridges’
that can overcome the isolation enforced
upon inhabitants by Israeli occupation. It
is also a way to explore ‘ideologically’ the
concept of cultural heritage and its poten
tials to link with other urban centres. This
new approach can be seen as a prolific
source of ideas, especially with the
absence of legal framework, since it could
lead to formulating and realizing what was
only before an impossible dream.
The ‘50 Villages’ concept is currently
nourishing with new urban priorities in

mind. It has started with Birzeit as a case
study, leading on to proposals that are yet
to come for Yatta, Arraba, Addahriya, Abu
Dies, Surif, As Samu’, Asira Alshamaliya,
Ya’bad, Deir Ghassane, ‘Anabta, Bani
Na’eem, Burqa, Beita, Halhul, Sa’ir, Silat
aldaher, Idhna, Rantis, Aqraba, Alshuyukh,
Ni’lin, Aboud, Burin, Deiristya, Beit Iksa,
Beituniya, Jamma’in, Hajja, Beit Hanina,
Al‘Ubeidiya, Taybeh, Sabastya, Ebwein,
Sanur, Beit Fajjar, Burqin, Deir Ammar, Al

Birzeit extended part

Birzeit historic part
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Mazra’a Al Qibliya, Mazari’ Nubani, Ajjul,
Sanniriya, Al Jib, Beit Wazan, Jilijliya, Ein
Sinya, Jaba’, Kur, Ras Karkr, and hope
fully, Khan Yunis in the Gaza Strip.

Birzeit Regeneration Strategy
The historic center of Birzeit – as noted,
a well known university town just to the
north of Ramallah – is the one out of the
fifty selected significant sites chosen as a
pilot project for the regeneration process.

Work on Birzeit historic centre started in
2007 in partnership with the local munici
pality,17 and in collaboration with Birzeit
University (BZU) and later the Rozana18
Association. The intention is to set out
a model that can formulate a better un
derstanding of rehabilitation, protection
and urban regeneration. Its main aim is
to bring life back to the mostly deserted
historic centre by encouraging those
who are currently living there to stay, and
create conditions for new comers to move
to and contribute to the place.
The project for Birzeit has aimed con
sciously to create a conceptual shift from
the documentation and conservation of
single historic rural buildings to a more
extensive strategy of regeneration that is
based on creating better habitation and
renewed commercial activity for the his
torical centre – linking also to the wider
regional context of surrounding towns
and villages. It is embedded within a con
scious approach to overcome current

The courtyard of the People’s Museum

Private courtyards

problems by setting out a social, econom
ical and physical framework for regener
ating Birzeit historic fabric and the com
munities which live there. Unlike previous
cases which could have dealt with con
servation of buildings without relating it
to the bigger context, or viewed it from
a ‘cosmetic’ perspective only, the direc
tion in Birzeit is more towards creating a
sustainable community that is armed with
social and environmental awareness, and
which can commit itself to the site regard
less of the volatile conditions imposed
by Israeli occupation. It is a strategy for
Riwaq that I have been directly involved
in designing, first with Nasser Golzari and
NG Architects, and more recently along
also with Murray Fraser as part of what
we call the Palestinian Regeneration
Team (PART).
Changes in thinking about Palestine’s
built environment are currently taking
place on two levels: firstly, the legisla
tive level at which general guidelines
and by-laws have now been prepared for
adoption under the umbrella of the Pales
tinian Ministry of Local Government; and
secondly, the level below at which we are
focusing on the strengthening of local
communities as a visible manifestation
for reusing historical centres. Working on
these two levels is crucial to achieve a
sustainable and responsive strategy that
can rebuild fractured communities as well
as places. Hence in our Birzeit designs
– by PART in partnership with Riwaq –
there is an emphasis both at the scale
of the street, with its patterns of daily

Preparing the olive terraces for fruitful harvesting
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customs and habits, gradually reaching
up to address issues that operate at the
regional/national level. Our approach has
been to negotiate the 1:1 of bodily scale
in terms of project details, and feed these
into our thinking at the scale of 1:10000 to
relate to the wider context.
The regeneration strategy for Birzeit
therefore started by us putting some
critical questions onto the table for dis
cussion. How could we create a balance
between protection, development, com
fortable habitation and aesthetic values?
What is there to protect in the historic

centre and, above all, how can we regen
erate it? Should one promote a reloca
tion of business investments? Should we
perhaps try to enhance cultural tourism?
Did we really need iconic buildings or dis
tinctive architectural features to regener
ate the historic centre of Birzeit? Exten
sive debates, and indeed disagreements,
took place with local participants about
the best approach. To aid with the design
front, we set up an interdisciplinary team
of consultants consisting of leading archi
tects, planners, environmentalists, theo
rists and economists from Palestine and
abroad (which we have named the ‘Think
Net’). The richness of their input helped
to link all of these initiatives together into
a new design matrix that was eventually
ready for testing and making on site.
Birzeit between protection and development
Choosing Birzeit19 as the test case was
very much based on its nature as a pivotal

Existing concrete additions in Taybeh village.

location in the West Bank, and its rela
tionship with the surrounding cities and
villages, which makes it a good represen
tation of the condition in rural areas.

managed to migrate to Ramallah, or even
the USA, have facilitated the birth of a
new social structure now occupying the
vacant gaps of the town.

The name Birzeit is translated in English
as ‘the well of oil’, referring to the oliveoil wells used by the local inhabitants and
which exist till today. Birzeit, like many
Palestinian rural villages surrounded
with olive tree terraces, was primarily an
agrarian society relying mainly on olive
picking as its main source of livelihood.
And as in most villages located in the

The effect of this new strong edge-de
velopment around Birzeit, and the com
petition with larger urban centres like the
nearby city of Ramallah, as well as the
prevalence of Israeli checkpoints, has
resulted in the marginalization of its old
historic centre and shifting of the focus
of development even more towards its
edges. Being located – as are most other

central highlands of West Bank today,
Birzeit’s historic centre represents the
typical traditional Palestinian rural archi
tecture with its clusters of 1 and 2-storey
residential houses and domes blending
naturally with the landscape. Despite the
cultural and aesthetic richness of many
of these buildings, the historic centre has
fallen into a state of disrepair with some
concrete-and-brick additions and insuf
ficient infrastructure for the few families
living there.
Even though Birzeit is a relatively small
town with a population of only 4,529
people,20 and its small historic centre has
just 174 historic buildings, it has its share
of the present-day migration patterns
caused by Israel’s strategic occupation
in the West Bank. Today, Birzeit hosts
students from all over the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, as well as daily commuters
and working classes from the villages
and towns to the north who seek job op
portunities in Ramallah. The majority of
the original local residents of Birzeit who

Existing concrete additions in Brzeit’s historic centre
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West Bank rural areas – mainly on ‘Area
B’ land, combined with the complex issue
of ownership within the historic fabric,21
has caused more decline and pushed
the historic centre even more towards
the margin of Palestinian priorities. This
has made the shift between dream and
reality, theory and practice, a very intri
cate balance in Birzeit.

The outcome on the ground has been
complete chaos created by the deliberate
destruction of the town’s historic build
ings and the rampant unorganized ex
tensions around what has been left. This
forces Riwaq to rethink its ideas about
the ‘balance’ and ‘compromise’ between
aesthetic, cultural and social values, so
as to make sure they don’t push out what
are left of the local inhabitants of the old
historic centre.
The dialectical process between dream
and realization in Birzeit has offered and
sometimes enforced different readings
to the map, not least in the conversa

Hosh Kokab is one of the key meeting spaces for women in Birzeit

The bike-repair space created by local children

tion about accepting ‘spontaneity’ and
constant change if these can contribute
to sustaining the site. Various concrete
extensions have been negotiated from
being seen as a dull concrete boxes that
damage the environment and need to be
demolished, to potential sources of liveli
hood that can bring in new values to the
space – whether this is as an informal
meeting place for coffee or a tree house,
a mechanic’s garage, a bike repair shop,
or even just a corner for gossiping. Given
such uncertainties, the empowerment of
local citizens in Birzeit became a main

issue. But empowering who and for what
reason? To be related to the community
and those who actually use the site, we
felt that any architectural interventions
needed to respond to and celebrate the
daily habits and rituals of the locals who
contribute the most to the identity of the
historic centre of Birzeit. It’s a tough chal
lenge to push for change and continuity at
the same time.
Making the ordinary special
Our design proposal, now in process
on the ground, introduced a new angle.
Messy leftover spaces that were once
disregarded are suddenly seen as key
generators of social dynamics which need
to be celebrated and encouraged. Many
of these leftover spaces have thus now
been identified and located on the map
of Birzeit. While they might not possess
great meaning on their own, we conceive
of them as essential ingredients to the
context in the way they create urban and

Bike repair

Children’s mobile boat in Birzeit’s historic centre
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social bridges between the old historic
centre and the surrounding context.22 To
help to uncover new ways of reading the
place, the technique of social mapping
was used to record a spectrum of ‘invis
ible’ moments, using these to plot social
activities and emotional responses onto
the site. Given that social mapping is a
relatively new investigatory method in
Palestine, the experiment in Birzeit hasn’t
always proved easy; our main chal
lenge has been to get others to appreci
ate specific activities or observations as
signs of dynamics in the site, not as minor
aspects with no meaning. Our effort has
been to read the activities of inhabitants
as a significant if largely unseen social
network, and to emphasize their role.
As has been noted by Maurice Mitchell
during similar work in Kosovo:

“… none of the activities mapped have
meaning on their own, it is the matrix
of these activities, the networks that
make them alive the key tool. It is the
collectiveness of these activities that
gives the town its meaning.”23
The act of plotting invisible activities
onto the map of historic Birzeit led to the
identification of dynamic spots to assist
the design. The bike-repair shop, for
example, which was created by Ameer
and his brother Amjad, is one of the dull
concrete boxes which can suddenly be
seen as a crucial ‘organic’ element. Their
building is no longer an ugly room to be
removed; after all, it is their dream, their
hiding place, and a key spot that brings
local children together. But perhaps, if it

The tree house built by locals is now one of the main
meeting spaces and ‘living rooms’ in the neighbourhood

girls’ route

Riding along the ‘Trade Route’ in Birzeit

were to be carefully reproduced and relo
cated, then it might encourage even more
children to come back and use the historic
centre. The route taken through the site
by girls on their way to school, the bakery
rooftops, the clusters of gossipy neigh
bours, and many other moments are all
potential networks that might be spread
further across the historic centre.
The focus in our approach is thus to cele
brate the ordinary ensuring that it is seen
and made special, as Hamdi24 describes.
This also brings an entirely new dimen
sion to the reading and alteration of urban
space. We have needed to ‘slow down’
our design process to observe these dayto-day habits, incidents and narratives
– plotting and relating them back to a
program of activities to create a more sus
tainable historical centre. What is remark
able is that these moments, often little
fragments which are almost too small to
be noticed, possess a unique state of in
visibility, but yet if pulled together within a
program they can contribute immensely to
the regeneration of a place. Our approach
has therefore been much less about con
frontational design interventions, and
more about celebrating ‘normality’ and
bringing it gently to the surface.
Design interventions
The work in Birzeit has consisted of a
thoroughgoing process of research and
data collection that covers a wide range
of social, cultural, architectural, economic,
legal and planning issues. This research,
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amplified by the process of social
mapping, was then overlaid onto the map
to suggest a programme for regenera
tion. The actual design work was carried
out in parallel with a series of collective
events and projects organized with the
local inhabitants of old Birzeit as a means
to create dialogue, build confidence, and
uncover even more about the potential
of the site.25 This is also another reason
why such interventions by Riwaq have
always taken place in historic centres
while people are still living there, which is
to make sure that it is not socially disrup
tive. On the contrary, their work tries to
understand local needs and provide addi
tional services for inhabitants to improve
their living conditions and link them more
with the site.
The multiple layers used to form the
general strategy for Birzeit were initially
viewed at the large scale of 1:10000 to
try to connect the historic centre with
the complex urban context around. Two
main linking routes were proposed as a
result; these two routes are thus to be
seen as the backbone stretching across
the historic centre and connecting it with
the rest of the town and the surrounding
villages. These two routes were chosen
for their geographical and historical impor
tance, based on the findings of our social
mapping, which had indicated certain
‘given lines’ on the map. One is named
provisionally as the ‘Trade Route’, given
that it contains the main trading and com
mercial activities in the historic centre,
while the other is the ’Caravanserai Route’

spiritual route

Proposed regeneration plan for Birzeit’s historic centre

(it includes the oldest building inside the
historic centre, a disused caravanserai
dating back to the 15th century).26
These two routes already between them
contain a number of key activities which
currently generate daily life in Birzeit’s
historic centre, such as the bakery shop,
internet café, mechanic’s shop, hairdress
er, mosque, Christian church, Rozana
Community Association, as well as other
residential and public spaces. We have
then proposed further social programmes
at an urban scale through specific ac
tivities and design interventions to take
place along these two routes. These new
interventions are located in what we refer
to as ‘urban pockets’, again identified by
mapping the little fragments of activity.
The focus in the design is hence prima
rily on the regeneration of public spaces
and associated buildings in old Birzeit,
not least as a convenient way to avoid
the otherwise highly complicated issues
of private ownership if one tries to make
changes to ordinary buildings
To kick off the regeneration process
through a pattern of ‘small changes’,
Riwaq has already repaved and iden
tified/renamed all of the main routes,
urban pockets and key buildings within
the historic centre. They have done this
by drawing on existing narratives collect
ed on site to associate places with their
history, thereby attaching the new changes
with local meaning. This initiative attract
ed widespread attention from the local
population, who were closely involved

regeneration

Conceptual approach towards regenerating the historic
centre of Birzeit, with the two main routes acting as the
spines for activities and events to take place.
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in collecting narratives and choosing the
names for their neighbourhoods. ‘Hosh
Kokab’, or the lemon tree courtyard – as
some now call it – is for example specifi
cally associated with a previous owner of
that house. Its name comes from a lady,
called Kokab, who became famous for a
passionate love story that caused a major
conflict between two local families around
50 years ago.
Shifting between the larger urban scale
and the small intimate scale of 1:1, the
physical interventions along the ‘Trade
Route’ began with tiling the street to
provide easier access and better public
infrastructure on one hand, and also
to start identifying the key areas and
attract some activities there. The policy of
‘carve your name on your tile’ is an idea
proposed by students at Birzeit University
to help locals associate themselves with
the project. Given that Birzeit is famous
for its quarried stone, the proposal asks
locals to contribute by placing their own
stone tiles in front of their houses. This in
itiative currently is still under discussion;
meanwhile, Riwaq has already started
the street tiling and has provided lighting
along the main routes and few selected
public knots to connect people together.
The impact of such activity is already
leaving its imprint on Birzeit’s historic
centre; ever since the tiling work began
on the two new routes, the sense of urban
space has gradually become more formal
ized, and the old centre is already hosting
more visitors. Locals find it more con

BEIRZEIT STRATGEY SCALE 1:10,000
K1<0./-1+,.6/5-1

Work in progress on repairing the ‘Trade Route’ in Birzeit’s historic centre
One of the few elements of greenery in HC,
vine pergola in front of a house

Making traditional mud-bins,
known as (Khawabi). These
are usually used to store food.

venient, clean and safe to use the space
during the day and night – especially
children and women, who are now un
consciously creating their own new social
centres and meeting points. The initiative
has also begun to attract a few institutions
and investors who can suddenly see the
hidden potentials of the site. In this way,
more demands and ideas about how to
use the public space are emerging.
As a way to change the stereotyped image
of historic buildings in Palestine as that of
a ‘dirty place’ or as a ‘place for the poor’,

Riwaq has been working on renovating
historic buildings to provide a physical
example of how they could be used and
renovated. The aim is to show how the
conservation of these historic buildings
could actually be cheaper than destroying
them to erect new concrete structures.
Conservation of historic buildings has
always been a major challenge in Riwaq’s
work, as previous experience was not
comprehensive enough to resolve key
issues to do with new services and envi
ronmental qualities that could encourage
people to live and use the space. The
result in many of its previous conserva
tion projects was beautifully renovated
buildings, yet remained empty either due
to the lack of environmental comfort or
modern-day amenities.
On the other hand, and to be fair to
Riwaq, their experience of conservation
was also a reflection of the different politi
cal, social and economic layers that Pal

Trying to bring life back to traditional techniques
and crafts by using the expertise of the local
residents in Al-mazra’a village.
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estine has gone through. This collage has
left its impact on design decisions, levels
of interventions and priorities for conserva
tion – from just conserving single historic
buildings, to preventive conservation of the
exterior skin of the fabric, and now the re
generation and development of the whole
historic centres. ‘Job creation through con
servation’ is an example of a key phase for
conservation projects in terms of creating
job opportunities to alleviate unemploy
ment in economically disadvantaged areas,
while conserving buildings to be used for
public services. Despite the success of the
policy in achieving its aims, which (accord
ing to Riwaq) meant that more than 50,000
working days were created as a result of
renovating 25 historic building, the experi
ence had its shortfalls in the design quality
of the buildings and spaces, with less atten
tion given to social needs and comforts.
Dealing with the concept of conservation
has always been an accumulative process
of research and practical experimentation,
and Riwaq is constantly revising its work
and exploring the different practices and
schools of conservation around the world
to uncover what conservation could mean
in a context like Palestine. The approach
is now gradually developing from just that
of to ‘conserve to protect’ into a differ
ent school of conservation that focuses
best on the role of the community, human
activities and the relativity of values as
referred to by Jokilehti.27 UNESCO’s rec
ommendations regarding the ‘Safeguard
ing and Contemporary Role of Historic

Local builder fixing the traditional mud-bins (Khawabi) used to store food.

Areas’ also set up some clear guidance
for Riwaq’s recent approach:

modern interventions in older buildings in
recent years.31

“Every historic area and its surrounding should be considered in their
totality as a coherent whole whose
balance and specific nature depend
on the fusion of the parts of which it is
composed and which includes human
activities as much as the buildings. All
valid elements including human activities, however modest, thus have a significance in relation to the whole which
must not be disregarded”.28

In this sense, the renovation of a building
named Rabi Attic (Eliyyet Rabi) in Birzeit’s
historic centre, which according to local
residents was previously the tradition
al guest house in the town, provides a
starting point to test the new conserva
tion approach. Our project is currently
underway to convert this 3-storey building
cluster, with its serene courtyard, into the
Municipal Services Centre for Birzeit. It is
based on a mixed-use programme initi
ated by the local municipality to support
small-business initiatives and keep the
building active throughout the different
seasons, whilst also helping to train local
inhabitants in how they can adapt and
sustain their own houses. The new Munic
ipal Services Centre is already becoming
another key meeting point, whether as
a gathering point for local artists of as
a students’ study area. Whether the
building is open or closed, local children
can still find their way into it by climbing
over the rooftops. They have managed to
claim the place and use it in the best way
possible

And it continued:

Research by design

“That historic areas are part of the daily
environment of human beings everywhere, that they represent the living
presence of the past which formed
them, that they provide the variety in
life’s background needed to match
the diversity of society, and that by so
doing they gain in value and acquire
an additional human dimension.”29
Throughout this process, it has also been
crucial for our design team to ensure that
the identity and memory of the sites are
kept alive, as it is not only through the de
struction of heritage that memories and
identities are erased – as Bevan30 points
out – but also through careless rebuilding
of architecture which is then lost. There
fore, within Birzeit we have attempted to
suggest interventions which do not deny
or erase the frequently messy, so as not
to end up ‘faking the past’. This entails
a closer attention to conservation and
design decisions, as can also be seen
in the relatively more tolerant attitude to

Proposed design interventions for
the attic storeys in dwellings.

Traditional food-storage area known
as Khawabi in Ein Sinya.
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Our work in progress in historic Birzeit
also aims to reconfigure a typical dwelling
as a prototype model where people can
physically experience what can be done
by simple modifications and extensions to
existing buildings to improve the environ
mental qualities. Responsive, yet largely
invisible, alternative environmental tech
nologies and design interventions are

(Right) Children with their own food stand
(Left) Different events at the People’s
Museum organized in support of
regenerating the historic centre
(Opposote page) Traditional wedding
organized by Rozana Association during
the annual cultural week

being introduced to one of the old houses
to demonstrate how to save energy and
enhance thermal comfort. Additionally, we
are looking – with help and support from
the ‘Think Net’ team – at ways to raise
consciousness about the need to reduce
waste and to recycle more materials, as
well as to demonstrate that architectural
design which engages with day-to-day
cultural practices is also the most respon
sive to climatic factors. Above all, this is
intended as a political reaction to current
Israeli policies which are draining the
Palestinian landscape of water resources
and such like. Our intention is to find al
ternative ‘invisible’ ways for inhabitants
to become less dependent on having to
buy water and electricity at inflated prices
from Israel; they can only achieve this
by becoming more self-sufficient in such
matters.
Building networks
Our urban strategy for Birzeit has created
a network of local citizens and institutions
which have now started to see a feasible
example on the ground. It has paved the
way for new ideas and initiatives on dif
ferent scales; the People’s Museum is
one of the more interesting outcomes
whereby a group of local artists worked
together to renovate a courtyard as their
place of residency. Since then, different
interactive art projects have taken place
with local inhabitants which left a positive
impact. As noted, the Rozana Association
is another recent initiative by local resi
dents and property owners. It emerged
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in 2008 from a group of stakeholders to
create an institution to promote Birzeit’s
cultural heritage and attract projects to the
area. With the support of Riwaq, Rozana
has since become a key partner in the re
generation process with a number of ac
tivities and projects to be negotiated and
developed. This might sound promising,
as it is raising awareness about the po
tentials of the declining historic fabric. But
in fact it also rings an alarm bell for Birzeit
not to repeat the Barcelona experience
of regeneration, or at least not the one
where privatization ends up inserting new
‘alien’ symbols that then push locals out.
Indeed, the vision and approach of some
stakeholders and private investors is more
towards creating a museum-like village for
the ‘original’ families of Birzeit to live in,
and which does not have any perceived
‘foreigner’ in it. They refer mainly to the
northern part of the historic fabric which
hosts many ‘informal’ residents who
chose to live there with minimum services
because they are so poor. But while this
group should be accommodated, it is
wrong not also to look to provide accom
modation for students at Birzeit Univer
sity. The fact that Birzeit is a student town
means that some students tend to live
in the old historic centre because of the
lower rents which is seen by some as a
negative point rather than a generator for
urban life.
To overcome this conflict of interest, and
create a linkage with the Rozana Asso
ciation and other different partners, our

(Left) One of the trail routes organized by
Riwaq across the Ein Qinia spring
(Opposite page) Trail route across the watchtowers passing through the villages of Silwad
and Taybeh showing the (traditional stone
architecture built in agricultural fields and olive
terraces).

design team has encouraged ‘cultural
tourism’ as a concept to connect with sur
rounding historic centres, and specifically
Riwaq’s ‘50 Villages’ initiative. This is not
about creating a localized seasonal tour
istic place; rather it is a collective process
to celebrate the area, its festivals and
culture, and relate these back to the nar
ratives and history of Birzeit. This is a col
lective project involving the surrounding
villages through the two thematic routes
that extend to connect all over the West
Bank.
Some proposed routes would for instance
link Birzeit with the agricultural terraces of
Jifna, famous for its seasonal plum-picking
festival, or with Taybeh with its local beer
industry.32 This project is being further de
veloping to include what Riwaq has been
calling ‘the 19th-and 20th-century architec
ture and spaces in between’. It is a 3-year
project in partnership between several
Mediterranean countries, namely France,
Italy, Morocco, Palestine and Tunisia.
The aim is to investigate and promote the
more modern heritage in rural Palestine
by setting up tourist trails which will high
light the 19th- and 20th-century architec
tural heritage of the region.33
The 3rd Riwaq Biennale, from Venice to
Palestine
Physical interventions are only one com
ponent of the regeneration process.
Riwaq’s 3rd Biennale was another activity
carried out alongside to promote and
publicise the concept of ‘50 Villages’ in
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ternationally.
Its starting point was the 53rd Venice
Biennale in June-September 2009,
where the artist Khalil Rabah (who made
a radical shake-up to the concept of
Biennale through his playful artwork titled
‘Biennale within a Biennale’) put together
an exhibition along with six other artists
from Palestine under the banner of ‘Pal
estine c/o Venice Pavilion’.34
The subject of Khalil’s work also celebrat
ed the ‘50 villages’ project, with Riwaq’s
entire team – myself included – being
transferred to Venice to become part of
the living artwork and to lead a series
of lectures, discussions and presenta
tions.35
“Khalil Rabah’s presentation at the
Biennale is an account of the restoration work undertaken in 50 Palestinian
villages by the Palestinian architectural NGO, Riwaq. His aim is clear:
“Riwaq has created an opportunity not
only to investigate the trappings of our
visual and cultural codes, but also to
look at ways to reconnect isolated and
walled Palestine to the international
art world.””36
Later on, the 3rd Riwaq Biennale in
Ramallah from 12-16th October 2009 drew
in a large international audience. Artists,
social theorists, planners, architects, en
vironmentalists and many others joined
in a series of journeys to the 50 selected
villages, as well as other disparate loca
tions, as a way to reflect upon the fractured
territory of Palestine and uncover its po

Different activities to
support the regeneration of
Palestinian historic centres
in Birzeit and surrounding
villages.

(Opposite page) Beer
Festival in the nearby
Taybeh village.

tentials. These journeys were conceived
as one of a series of networking activities
between the villages in Riwaq’s overall
programme, offering them opportunities
to create dialogue and new visions.

What is next?
Our design process continues for Birzeit
with more events, tests and projects to
take place. Many key issues are still to be
thought about, negotiated and resolved.
For instance, accepting vertical exten
sions within the historic centre is a ‘No’
in Riwaq’s criteria, despite the limited
land and financial resources. However,
for me it could be ‘Yes’ if organized within
a suitable program; the issue is not only
about aesthetics, but also about building
a sustainable community. I’m not sug
gesting here that aesthetics should be
ruled out, or even compromised; rather
I’m suggesting new approaches that can
add a new and maybe different meaning
to the term ‘aesthetics’ formed by social
relations. This in return can imply accept
ing and recognizing the role and touch of
everyone in that society, a town needs
to develop and expand without creating
‘conflict’. I believe therefore that we should
see the historic centre of Birzeit as a
collage that reflects these layers while we
as initiators should organize and sustain
them – even if this means deconstructing
and accepting the meaning of a concrete
room added to a rooftop.
The cliched idea of bringing in a ‘star
architect’ such as Zaha Hadid to leave
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an iconic form in the town – as is being
proposed by some of the Riwaq team
members – is never going to revitalize
Birzeit, certainly not in the way that will
create a sustainable community. If archi
tecture is not going to provide a stage for
the locals to perform on, then it won’t get
far before collapsing. As Mitchell puts it:
“we do not want to run in danger with
the aesthetics, to live with a beautiful
person who has little to say.” 37
However, within this clash of paradigms,
I accept that I might also be wrong given
that the current competition for ‘capital
flow’ in the region is proving to have more
than two edges. I can understand the
psychological motivation behind bringing
big-name architects in; it places the weight
internationally before locally, and political
ly before physically. This could direct the
attention towards the Palestinian side of
the Separation Wall, just as Santiago Cal
atrava’s bridge in Jerusalem did. Still, we
need to be very careful about the impact it
might leave in the long run on space and
communities, as this is no longer about
having a ‘sexy’ form.
Al Reehan38 and Rawabi offer examples
where big-name architectural offices have
been brought in to take part in designing
whole new cities to the north of Ramallah
under the name of ‘economic recovery’39
– a curious strategy when more than 70%
of Palestinian historic centres lie aban
doned. Regardless of the reason behind
whom it targets, or how it is being ad

vertised, the layout of these new devel
opments does not differ from any Israeli
settlement which is now occupying the
hilltops of Palestine. If anything, it reflects
a confused identity falling apart under the
umbrella of modernity. I myself would not
call it ‘economic recovery’, or ‘economic
peace’,40 I think the best term to describe
it is that given by David Harvey,41 when
he points out that such examples are just
competition for “capital accumulation”
through which the logic of power is moving
culture and identity on its own terms. Ul
timately the grasping at big-name archi
tects can only be a dead-end.
This point then raises an urgent question:
why, in the midst of such massive invest
ments, is cultural heritage still not being
seen as a means for development despite
its obvious potential? Is this related to a
lack of awareness and suitable planning
strategies? Or is there a conflict of interest
between politicians, investors and the
community needs?
Of course there are many common ob
stacles to heritage investment shared by
many countries around the world, and
which have to do – according to the World
Bank research – with public policies
and complications related to land value,
land ownership, market prices, and the
lack of heritage management programs,
etc.42 Palestine, however, encounters
other barriers created by Israeli occupa
tion which dominate all policies in the
Occupied Territories and push investment
and consumption towards specific areas,
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mainly in the city of Ramallah. However,
the major gaps are also caused from
within the Palestinian system itself; the
protection of cultural heritage as a tech
nical and managerial discipline does not
exist within the PA agenda, as previously
mentioned. Initiatives by the PA have so
far been limited to a few feasibility studies
and proposals for establishing ‘museums’
to house vestiges of the past. There has
been no wider view of heritage develop
ment that looks into the social need of the
community until very recently, now that
Riwaq has started promoting the concept
of regeneration as developed in the Birzeit
project.
Added to this, the impact of the ‘postOslo’ period has created a fertile ground
with incentives for capital investment in
all sectors of the Palestinian economy
from both local and foreign corporations
registered to do business in Palestine.
Construction since then has become
one of the biggest sectors of Palestinian
economy. However, it is mainly control
led by what was called then the ‘postOslo returnees’. The impact of Palestin
ian’s private investment and spending
have been disappointing have widened
economic inequality, creating an uppermiddle class of Palestinians who are
now trying to sustain their power. Their
investments, especially in Ramallah, did
not establish a solid basis for long-term
economic growth within a pre-planned
national agenda; instead, they have been
mainly concentrated in buildings that
can further sustain their social ambitions

(Top left) The Israeli settlement of Modi’in
(Bottom left, opposite) Rawabi as
marketed in its promotional brochure
(Top right) Israeli settlements constructed
between the traditional Palestinian built
fabric in the West Bank.
Publicity image for the planned Palestinian community of Rawabi

YA: Well, letʼs look at some projects. Housing projects, for example, around Ramallah
involving the Palestine Investment Fund – a partnership between the government and

through restaurants, cafés and luxurious
dwellings.
Today, these economic forces are them
selves shaping the Palestinian land
scape. Land and empty building plots are
the main source of investment given their
scarcity, which in turn raises land prices
up very high.43 Quoting Jakob Jakobsen
during his visit to Ramallah:44
“The fear today is the control of special
lobby of investors who are now taking
over all vacant land in Palestine for
further development and investment.
They are in control of what kind of
investment that is going to happen.
The same people are the people,
who are allowing Arab investments to
come. They have enough money to
buy cultural heritage sites and totally
destroy them in order to build high-rise
buildings. Nobody can stop them.”45

abnormal situation, trying to use planning [merely] as a means of surviving that
abnormality, then I think weʼre going to lose it and weʼre going to normalise the
abnormality; and thatʼs a big problem.

This is something we have to think about in planning in Palestine; you have to think

Municipalities and other local organisa
tions have limited control in practice over
these investors, and even if some inves
tors wish to promote cultural heritage
as a viable source of development, they
would need a network of governmental
and non-governmental institutions that
work together on a national agenda to
direct their investments with the neces
sary technical and managerial expertise.
It is something Palestine still lacks due
to the economic resources and the dif
ferent priorities for its national agenda. If
anything, the current condition is unfortu
nately helping to fuel social and political
differences; it represents a neo-colonial
strategy from within that serves as argued

about the abnormal situation and emphasise it. At the university, weʼre trying with the
students also to question whether planning should be used for dealing with the current
situation, or whether planning should be a tool of opposition, and changing the power

More...

structure of the whole Israeli negotiations. For example, why not plan in Area C; itʼs
forbidden to build there, but why not try to do a masterplan for that area for things that
we need, and then use that document for negotiation. Personally, I think this is the way

Tag Cloud

things change; producing arguments, and flipping the power structure of negotiations
towards the Palestinian side; so itʼs not dealing with the restrictions of Area A, B and C;
itʼs taking that kind of structure and trying to revolt against it, or subvert it. This is
something that we do; and from that we were working with Decolonizing Architecture on
several things, like Oush Grab and Pʼsagot. We also have independent courses in
advanced urban design where we ask the students to study and have discussions and
try to figure out a way to deal with these things in a positive way.

Twitter Feed
New Book - Surveillance and
Control in #Israel #Palestine:
Population, Territory and Power
http://bit.ly/gL9nT8
1 day ago
16 leftists arrested at protest
against right-wing march in
#Jaffa http://t.co/iYhT5TE
3 days ago
RT @rzabaneh Another
settlement in occupied
#EastJerusalem: 14 units
approved in Ras Al-Amud; larger
plan incl. 104 apt., synagogue,
pool...
3 days ago

The Israeli settlement of P'sagot standing over El-Bireh/Ramallah (ARIJ)

AB: You were talking about using planning as a tool to flip the current power structures.
Do you see that as a way, for now, to work inside the existing framework and try to
realise projects within that; and then, beyond that, setting the foundation for something
after? Or is it not necessarily about realising projects at all at this stage?
YA: You cannot realise the projects because technically itʼs impossible; you donʼt have
permits; then itʼs subject to destruction, so they do that. I went to visit some villages for
the 50 Villages [Riwaq Biennale]; and in one village there was a part that had been
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by scholars like Jakobsen – to fragment
the Palestinian community through acts
of controlled consumption.
This is the reason why the major chal
lenge in the regeneration of Palestine’s
historic centres, and Birzeit’s in particular,
is to work on different levels to establish
the necessary networks that can abolish
social and economic inequality, and
create the ground for self-sustained in
stitutions that are no longer economically
dependent on Israel. It is a strategy that
is not dominated by the same tiny web of
wealthy companies and private investors,
who in many cases also happen to be the
political leaders of Palestine as well.
If the aim is to make a difference through
heritage, then the concept of conserva
tion can’t be dissociated from the political
and social agenda. It needs to involve a
change that goes far beyond any conven
tional perception of just “dealing with the
historic and artistic work of the past,”46
or of “keeping buildings as close to its
original condition as possible for as long
as possible.” Indeed, conservation in
this sense is more towards an adaptable
and modern definition; one that tackles
the “change of values in contemporary
society.”47
The danger I see facing Palestine today
is that both regimes – the Israeli occupier
and the wealthy sector of the Palestinians
occupied – are ‘dismantling’ slowly the
social values and memories embodied
within society. This is the main reason

(Bottom) Turmusayya village being turned into
stone-built and red-roofed mansions similar to
those in surrounding Israeli settlements.
(Top left, opposite page) Artas village with its new
concrete extensions built above the traditional
fabric.
(Top right) Abu Kash village, near to Birzeit, with its
new developments.

why conservation and the protection of
the Palestinian cultural heritage have to
aim far beyond an image or a character
of place. It is now about regaining missing
social values by giving each member of
the community an active role once more.
The investor, the politician, the farmer,
the businessman, the housewife and
the student need to all come together
to bringing life back to 50,000 historic
building and 420 historic sites all over the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip.
The issue is also about reconstructing
the memory and identity that is being dis
torted. Dolores Hayden48 in The Power
of Place writes: “Place memory encapsulates the human ability to connect with
both the built and natural environments
that are entwined in the cultural landscape.” Buildings are not important just
because they are buildings. Memories
are attached to places because of the
social and political meanings that people
link to their physical form and aesthetic
beauty. Thus, the process of creating
a new future at the current ruins of de
stroyed local distinctiveness has to be
put into place, and urgently.

‘50 Villages’ and Beyond
At a time when Palestine is facing setbacks

in the political and economic spheres, the

‘50 Villages’ project hopes to make a quali
tative addition to the structure of Palestinian
networks. Just as I am looking in this thesis

for spaces of possibility, we equally need to

162

163

think and look for the possible networks that

can create or sustain these spaces without
any conflict of interest. Working with a local
NGO like Riwaq has thus for me paved the

way for the endless possibilities of spatial
resistance that could be achieved.
NGOs are clearly now playing a key role
in shaping the Palestinian community,
since they are essential to a multitude of
basic requirements in the West Bank and
Gaza territories, as well as Jerusalem.
Their effectiveness and quality of services
can’t be overstressed when compared to
the PA, which is now politically and eco
nomically marginalized.49 Thus the need
to work with them is vital. The challenge
is to ensure that they carry out policies
that empower the local community and
sustain the civic values of its society. It is
something that Riwaq, as well as many
other local NGOs, have successfully
and consciously managed to achieve. I
believe that this local network of NGOs
has managed to shift the nature of the
Palestinian/Israeli game from ping-pong
to chess, referring here to an ironic de
scription by a prominent left-wing Israeli
journalist called Amira Hass: “Palestinians play ping-pong while Israelis play
chess”. This time around however, the
Palestinians are the ones who are playing
the more complex game.
In an article published on the Jewish Po
litical Studies website by Steinberg,50 he
reflects Israel’s dominant view about the
role of NGOs in Palestine:
“This community has exploited the

“halo effect” of human rights rhetoric
to promote highly particularistic goals.
In most cases small groups of individuals, with substantial funds obtained
from non-profit foundations and governments (particularly European), use
the NGO frameworks to gain influence
and pursue private political agendas,
without being accountable to any
system of checks and balances.”51
This Israeli opposition and counter
strategy should not be viewed as an
obstacle that is going to impede future
ability of NGOs in Palestine. Indeed it is
a proof that NGOs are managing to be
influential and thus are essential to be
sustained and empowered as a key in
gredient against attempts to destroy the
identity and civic values embodied within
Palestinian society.
There is no right way – or indeed just one
way – to design, and thus there always
needs to be an element of ‘critical’ practice
incorporated into design. Concepts and
ideas are born, while others are ques
tioned, tested and sometimes excluded. It
is the process of making space and society
that has shifted our work on the Birzeit de
velopment plan to a new level. Dialogue,
collectiveness and teamwork, listening to
the locals, reading their daily habits and
arguing about the level of compromise, is
giving a different meaning to the project.
After all Birzeit is just one of 50 historic
centres on the agenda. Neither Riwaq
nor I will be able to protect all of these
centres and realize the bigger dream on
our own. That is why we are trying to build
networks and communities that can take

Amary refugee camp, Ramallah, 2005

over and stand up on the front line by
themselves. Above all it is about the ‘stra
tegic’ link being made to connect rural
areas with urban spaces. This is the shift
where I think I have been able to contrib
ute most to the Riwaq project, bringing
what was happening outside the historic
centres into the equation. For me, the ac
complishment will be when heritage pro
tection will no longer stop where historic
centres are. Heritage as a concept in Pal
estine is now wide open to discussion, in
terpretation and debate, and this will lead
to endless scenarios for the concept of
the ‘50 Villages’ project.

Maze of streets in the Amary
refugee camp, Ramallah, 2005

In Palestine, even the definition of built
heritage is still blurry.52 Different attempts
have taken place over the past two
decades to rediscover its meaning over
the past two decades; this has been not
only limited to historic buildings but also
to its cultural landscape, music, handi
crafts and food. Such efforts, as Bshara
suggests, “demonstrate both the willingness to re-write history, incorporate new
findings and the fact that the concept of
heritage is changing rapidly.’’’53 These
new readings of urban spaces, build
ings and even individuals who embody
important historical values, despite their
relative newness, opens up a huge web
of possibilities when reading the Pales
tinian landscape. Refugee camps set up
since the 1948 relocations are just one
of the examples, since they represent
a stark demonstration of what heritage
might be seen as: not for its physical value
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as such, but for its historical importance.
Indeed, the uniqueness of such phenom
ena extends the very meaning of refuge
into that of an involuntary permanent resi
dency, as born out of emergency.54
In a different sense, Yasser Arafat’s old
residence – now his memorial in Ramallah
– is another example of contemporary
architecture built on top of ruins, yet its
value stems from the historic and politi
cal meaning behind the figure that once
lived there. Examples such as these
demonstrate what one might start to be
included as an integral part of the cultural
landscape, and which could possibly turn
these structures into a state of ‘normality’.
Likewise, the Israeli Army checkpoints,
the hidden routes used by Palestinians,
impromptu markets at the side of roads,
depleted stone quarries, and many others
– if not yet regarded as a key part of Pal
estinian culture – could well in future be
added to the litany of built heritage. In
other words, everyday life will witness a
change; what people have been fighting
against on the basis of destruction of
urban character could in turn be our next
target to protect, simply because some
thing represents a specific social, histori
cal or political memory. Bearing this idea
in mind, the possibilities for extending
Riwaq’s network of ‘50 Villages’ becomes
endless.
And as much as this is painful to admit,
we can imagine the day when we will be
discussing whether to include an Israeli
checkpoint or an Israeli settlement – or

even more dangerously, a rapacious
housing development like Rawabi – on
the list of Palestine heritage. Once one
enters into the cultural aspects of heritage

protection, it is almost bound to lead to
the most unexpected of end results. Here
we need to keep in mind Edward Said’s
call for the re-affirmation of “the power of
culture over the culture of power”. If we
can do this, then we believe that built
heritage in Palestine will be on the right
track.
Just as I tried in this chapter to nurture
possibilities for change through design
from within the historical fabric – which
I believe is a crucial process while
building the Palestinian state – my next
chapters will take the existing conditions
even further trying to offer new design
interventions that can interweave these
networks with new potential ones born
from the map. I will show how the col
lective power of informal networks, with
their ‘soft’ tactics of resistance, can also
collide with the moments of weakness
that Israel is concealing, which in effect
paves the way for another subversive
map. Another message from this chapter
is that my successful subversive design
proposal for Palestine cannot be grand or
iconic: instead it should aim for invisibility,
and seek to build upon everyday habits
of life.
If all of these attempts can be put together,
I believe we will eventually reach the nec
essary alternative strategies for change.

Chapter

4

To collect together the pieces of the land
and draw a coherent mental map of Palestine remains difficult. It is not only the
complexity of borderlines and the different fragments on the surface caused by
the power of Israeli occupation, but also
the invisible traces of occupation and the
corresponding resistance forces in the
voids. This chapter will thus put emphasis
instead on the need to step underneath
the exhausted surface of land in Palestine, so as to explore different layer below
the surface of the ‘conventional’ map. I

underneath, away from the physical borderlines, especially when Palestinians are
being used and exploited. This is when
the land starts eating itself and deteriorating from inside. By going below the
surface, one enters another level of war,
which is the war of stone, sewage and
water; it’s an ongoing crisis which has
changed the Palestinian landscape from
a homogeneous continuous space into
a complex matrix full of gaps, dead and
leftover spaces, which could any minute
literally collapse.

In the text, I will try to uncover how the
strategy of occupation emerging from
power operates below the surface of land,
and how again this collides with the tactics
of resistance of the weak. Within such a
context there is always also a degree of
Palestinian power and Israeli weakness,
a place of resilience and defiance, which
is nurtured by the everyday forms of Palestinian opposition. Social and economic
innovation is born from need below the
ground, just as much as is the case above
the ground; indeed it is actually develop-

will be looking for an invisible contradictory landscape where it is difficult to identify
who owns what, or even who is occupying
what. In doing so, I will be cutting through
the surface to reach another dimension
with its invisible layers and codes.

Hence, I will use this chapter to highlight
the invisible forms of Israeli occupation
below the surface, some of which other
scholars have addressed before. My
emphasis will be on stone as a central tool
used to erase history and create a new
identity; something that has not been yet
dealt with and exposed enough by architects, planners and urban critics. Stone
in Israel today is a material loaded with
political and historical codes which work
on different time scales, as Weizman2
suggests. The short-term interest is reflected by the instant design interventions
while the long-term strategy seems to be
to eat away slowly and quietly at the Palestinian landscape and cultural identity in
order to allow for the creation of the Israeli
dream.

ing faster and easier below the surface
due to its invisible nature. These elements
of decay are producing another thin layer
of urban possibility below the surface, are
in which sewage pipes, tunnels and even
stone quarries are working together as
bridges to create an otherwise impossible space.

Under the Surface
The current map of Israel is built on a fight
over identity, domination and ownership
of the landscape. This ‘structured chaos’
makes it even more confusing to understand where the limits of the map might
start or end. But despite the complexities
of these lines, legal and territorial realities
above the surface in terms of colonization
of the land has been relatively straightforward, with a process of suppression
and land grab which is brutal, elastic and
thick – as described by Weizman1. What
is far more dangerous is what happens
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The War of Stone
Historic Palestine is characterized by
extreme topographical variations, ranging
from the lowest point on earth, 413 metres
below sea level, on the shores of the Dead
Sea, up to 1000 metres in its central highlands, in the area usually known today
as the West Bank. The West Bank rep-
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resents a mosaic of steep rocky hilltops,
composed of deep horizontal layers of
limestone, and intersected by a network
of small and fertile valleys with a light
brown loamy skin of soil which has been
reshaped over time to form the olive trees,
crops and vegetable terraces. Across the
West Bank, all one can see is hills followed
by hills until they slope gently towards the
costal plain of the Mediterranean on the
western edge, or to the Jordan Valley on
the eastern edge with its sharp slopes that
meet the Jordan River.
Although this central highland of the West
Bank is a relatively small area, it actually
forms the region’s backbone due to its
unique topography. The face of the land
with its beautiful brown soil and green
olive terraces, mushrooming between
the predominantly limestone rocks in rich
colours – ranging from white, yellow, pink
and honey – gives the land its significance.
The stone below, which now provides most
of the reconstruction material given that it
is relatively easy to cut, likewise adds to
the unique character of the landscape. It
has become a key ingredient – as well as
a curse, as I will be explaining later in the
chapter – to the typical biblical scenography imagined by those in the west.
Hence, what is really shaping the land
of historic Palestine is how the surface
wraps underneath, and what can penetrate through to reach the sub-strata. The
mountains forming the West Bank consist
mainly of sedimentary rocks formed from

(Top) Traditional structures
used by farmers to store their
agricultural products; the
towers are mainly built from
natural stone pieces collected
in the fields.
(Bottom) Inside a cave in the
central highlands.

168

169

compressed and solidified layers of limestone. These layers with their porous
nature hold ground water coming from the
springs, or wadis and create the various
aquifers in the area. Depending on the
nature of the rocks, in terms of texture
and composition, these aquifers take on
different shapes and depths. In the case
of historic Palestine, wells and water
springs are the main source of water
supply in the region; they have identified
by their location the main habitable areas,
and thus the cities and villages that we
know today.
Hence, what has been enforced on the
surface and what has penetrated through
to the sub-surface of the land has also
changed the natural geological formation
of the region. Today, the solid boundaries,
walls and settlements above are being
strategically located to isolate Palestinians and grab the natural resources of
the land beneath. This fight over the land
and its resources has thus not only been
a fight for water or stone; it has also been
a fight for the ‘materiality of the land’ to
engrave traces of Israeli history and root
Zionist identity in the depths of a land that
they otherwise found ‘unfamiliar’.3 It is a
direct policy of confiscating Palestinian
history in order to ‘inject’ a new Israeli
one.
Going back in history
Who would have thought that the substrata with its complex layers would have

Stone
terraces
characterising
the West Bank’s landscape.
These terraces are mainly built
in agricultural fields out of the
excess of natural stone to protect
the the earth from being eroded by
rainwater.

been a subject so fought over today? In
the case of Israel, it seems like working
on the surface runs parallel to working
from below ever since the Zionist state
was established. David Ben Gurion – the
first Israeli prime minister – once summed
this up clearly when talking about the
Jewish right to take over the Palestinian land. As he claimed, “it is based on
digging the soil with our hands”4. Some
believe that he was referring to the two
main practices seen as essential for establishing the Zionist state of Israel: agriculture and archaeology. Today, we can’t
exclude the materiality of stone as one of
the key ingredients in forming the Israeli
state and Jewish identity. As one rabbi in
an interview with the New York Times in
2007 stated proudly:
“Today, every synagogue in the world
has Jerusalem stone in it.” 5
During the Oslo Peace Process, which
aimed to reach some sort of agreement
about land ownership, the surface of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip was discussed
back and forth. However, the Palestinians
seem to have forgotten to discuss what
lies underneath, or maybe they thought
it is less problematic or important. As a
result, Israelis were given subterranean
control over all of Palestine/Israel. Regardless of whether this was a result of
Palestinian weakness, the imbalance of
power, or a subject that was overlooked,
the price the Palestinians are now paying
is dreadfully high.

‘Come and Set Up Quarries’, a Zionist poster to
atract Jews to Palestine, 1921.
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Consequently, a massive infrastructural
system has been used by Israel to strip
the West Bank of its resources and to
fragment it from below. Water has been
one of the key tools in the strategy, as
will be referred to later in this chapter.
However, what is most alarming is the
literal ‘peeling’ away of stone from the
West Bank to ‘insert’ it strategically into
Israeli areas. This issue is still mostly
overlooked, and will lead to dangerous
consequences if left to expand further.
Only recently, when the cuts into the land
have become too big to ignore, and the
scars erupted in a collision between water
and sewage, has the issue of stone quarrying come to light.

The aggressive approach that Israel is
taking towards acquiring stone is thus
leaving a strong impression on the Palestinian economy and cultural landscape,
mixing social values with the exploitation
of natural resources and human rights.
The idea of stone becoming a new form
of cultural currency that is squabbled over
is a critical twist in the Palestinian/Israeli
conflict and especially in its architectural
terms. On one hand, Palestinian land is
being eaten away, and traditional stone
buildings are being erased and replaced
with new buildings; on the other hand, Jerusalem and illegal Israeli settlements all
over the West Bank are being intensified
by the use of stone for building. It is as
if the Zionists want to build themselves
forever into that land, enforcing history –

(Top left) Deir Ghassaneh village to the west of
Ramallah
(bottom) Ibwein village
(Top right)) Beit Wazan
(Opposite) David Village in Jerusalem as
designed by the leading Israeli architect, Moshe
Safdi, to echo traditional Palestinian villages.

compressed through layers of sand and
stone – to justify their right to occupy the
land.
This of course brings up the tricky question
of what is Palestinian architecture might
said to be in the first place. Suad Amiry
reminds us that it is definitely less problematic to talk about ‘architecture in
Palestine’ than it is to talk about ‘Palestinian architecture’. The former refers
to all the influences that the region has
had over different time periods, whether
one is talking about Mandate Palestine,
Ottoman, Mamluk, current day, etc. Influences have been mainly concentrated in
cities, and more specifically in areas like
Jerusalem or Acre6. According to Amiry,
one feels more at ease in rural villages
to talk about Palestinian vernacular architecture, since it seems to have prevailed
there for centuries – maintaining its architectural features even if political and
economic changes have transformed the
social and spatial characteristics gradually due to the shift from an agrarian society
to the wage-labour community noted in
earlier chapters.
The essentially picturesque setting of
a typical Palestinian village exists until
today, with its stone dwellings located on
top of the hills overlooking the valleys of
olive trees and rocky landscape. This is a
captivating image that the Zionist state has
also become strongly attached to. Indeed,
conflict soon emerged when the Israeli
state was initiated, and the search for
architectural identity became a dilemma

172

173

in terms of appropriating the identity of
the ‘occupied’ to the new identity of the
‘occupier’. Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, in her
article on ‘Israeli Place in East Jerusalem’,
refers to Israeli architects taking over Palestinian aesthetic after the 1967 war: “the
colonizer appropriates the culture of the
colonized in order to define an authentic
national culture of their own.”7
This Israeli adoption of Palestinian traditional architecture – characterised by its
unique stone structures – to localise the
new Israeli state and associate it with its
roots, was in fact first facilitated during
the British Mandate, before the creation
Israel. In 1918, a by-law enacted by
the first military governor of Jerusalem,
Ronald Storr, stipulated different kinds
of limestone as the only material to be
allowed for exterior walls in the city. The
rule remains in effect until today, with the
building specifications8 being lifted only for
a short time in the 1930s after a stonecutters’ strike. The strike paved the way for
few modernist buildings to emerge, especially briefly in the 1950s with the rush to
build subsidized housing for new Jewish
immigrants. Storr’s rule may be the most
important single act of city planning ever
in Jerusalem.9 Later on, and as part of the
attempt by Israeli architects to search for
their own identity, they have introduced
broken masses of houses that engaged
more with stone cladding, also incorporating elements of traditional Palestinian
village-like forms,10 as can be seen in the
new Jewish suburbs in Jerusalem such

(Top right) New Israeli settlements overlooking the Palestinian neighbourhood of Silwan
in east Jerusalem. Silwan is suffering from
violent land confiscation and house demolition by Israeli settlers to enable new Jewish
residents to move in.
(Left, opposite page) Jewish buildings in East
Jerusalem which follow General Storr’s specifications.

as Yemin Moshe, Ladbroke Development,
David’s Village, etc.
Today the typical design specification
is not only limited to the use of stone
cladding, or even to areas of Jerusalem.
In order to achieve a supposedly recognizable Israeli identity the visual codes
have also become about the geometry of
buildings, roof shape, window openings,
courtyards, wells, massing, street illumination, housing typologies, alleyways,
fences, quarries, phone networks, water,
sewage and even designated greenery
– to assure that the so-called ‘perfect
kingdom’ is somehow ‘rooted’ to the land.
Again, as Nitzan-Shiftan reveals, this has
created an internal paradox within Israeli
architects who have been unable to stay
away from Palestinian rural architecture,
if not through form, then definitely through
the use of the particular materiality of
West Bank stone.

Good aesthetic taste may be seen as
bad political judgment
In contemporary Palestine/Israel, the
dilemma of shaping a ‘national idiom’ is
still the main focal point within Israeli architecture. Even for architects who call
self-consciously for Israel to divorce itself
from the past,11 stone remains a key ingredient for most of the new designs.
Very recently, Frank Gehry contributed to
Israeli architecture through his proposal
for the Museum of Tolerance in Jerusalem. This museum was designed as a
combination between titanium cladding
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and a massive wall clad with stone to emphasize an Israeli relation to the context.
Maybe Gehry was attempting to forge
a ‘national idiom’ that combines Middle
Eastern with western characteristics.
The site is located – of all places – over
a Muslim holy site. Since then, Gehry
has had to abandon the plan to build
the project after the protest of many architects, human right activists and local
citizens against the ‘intolerant’ approach
of erasing Palestinian people and their
memories from their own place.12
However, it is not only in Jerusalem, or
even in Israel, that the quest for identity
and the endless appetite for stone and
specifically for what is called ‘Jerusalem
stone’ – which in fact is mainly the limestone from West Bank villages and cities
around Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Hebron
and Ramallah – is being used. All around
the world, it seems to be a definite tactic
to reflect and emphasize Jewish identity.
For example, Leyla Dawson in an article
on Jewish identity in contemporary architecture has noted:
“The various “Jerusalem stones” are
employed worldwide in Jewish buildings as a symbol of Jewish identity. It
has been used this way in many Jewish
Community Centers, including the one
in San Jose, Costa Rica, in Hillel buildings such as the Columbia/Barnard
Hillel building, in Jewish memorials
including the Holocaust Memorial on
Miami Beach, in many Jewish schools
including the Charles E. Smith Jewish
Day School in Rockville, Maryland and

(Top and opposite page) Shahwan
House in Beit Jala.
(Bottom middle) A new stone-built
mansion in Ramallah.
(Left) Building a traditional rural
house in Ramallah using local
stone back in the British Mandate
period.

in numerous synagogues, including
the 1901 Ades Synagogue in Aleppo,
Syria and the new Jewish Chapel at
the United States Naval Academy, in
Annapolis, Maryland.” 13
This obsession with stone and other
materials is also manifested in practical attempts to ‘steal’ existing architectural elements from deserted Palestinian
historic centres to reuse it in Israeli areas.
Having worked with Riwaq on the conservation and protection of historic buildings,
I came across so many of these cases
in the West Bank where houses had
been half-stripped of their tiles, ironwork
and, of course, stone. Unfortunately,
this phenomenon is becoming even
more alarming today as some Palestinian families in desperate need become
their own worst enemies, and find a new
source of income, by literally selling their
history.
Palestinians
identity

reclaiming

their

lost

In the case of Palestinians, the relationship to building with stone has developed
in a different yet, organic manner. Stone
in this sense was not used as a mean to
create some sort of a root to the land, and
therefore it did not adopt a solely ‘decorative’ character to create what I call a ‘fake’
skin. Rather, stone has always been an
integral part of the structure and construction of Palestinian rural architecture,
with its thick walls, pillars, arches, domes
and cross-vaulted roofs. Very basic deco-
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rative elements were then introduced to
the central and most important arch of the
house. These decorations were mainly inscriptions of religious and cultural verses
combined with the name of the owner and
the date of construction.14
Later on, in the first two decades of the
British Mandate period in the 1920s and
30s, villages in Palestine went through
critical physical transformations as they
were economically transformed from what
Amiry calls “an inwardly looking agrarian
into and outward-looking wage labor community.”15

During that period, rapid urban growth
created a sprawl with residential areas
being formed away from the historic
urban centres. It created a new character described by Amiry as“lavishly built,
individualized urban villas”. She goes on
to explain: “These were highly decorated
and elegantly designed by local architects. These villa-like mansions reflected
the new life style of an affluent social class
that was in formation in most Palestinian
towns around this time”16
Under the British Mandate, the use of
stone developed to became a reflection of
wealth and social status. Some buildings
took this to the extreme, like the famous
Shahwan family mansion in the town of
Beit Jala, with its extraordinary carved
facades. It was a reflection of a westernising effect on Palestinian architecture,
following the migration of rich families to
America. Palestinians brought back with

Shaping and cutting new stone
pieces to replaces missing ones in
Palestinian historic centres.

them new styles to celebrate in their stone
buildings across historic Palestine.
Amiry describes it vividly:
“It was also around this time that Palestinian immigrants to both Americas
started sending back money to their
families in Palestine so as to build the
rich immigrant mansions. The eclectic
architectural styles of many of these
mansions (the Jasir Palace in Bethlehem and the Shahwan Palace in Beit
Jala) are a witness to the European
influence that came through the two
Americas. For example, the use of
sculpture in the two mansions is certainly a western influence as we rarely
find sculpture in other Palestinian mansions. However, the sculptures were
carved by local stone carvers.”17
The story of the Shahwan House is best
remembered because of the famous
drunken stone sculptor who preferred to
get a bottle of arak for every carved piece
he made. This passion for arak resulted
in unique architecture with exaggerated
carving of animals, people, and plants
decorating every corner of the house, and
which every Palestinian has talked about
ever since.
To quote Diala Khasawne, in her book
on Memoirs Engraved in Stone18 which is
about these Palestinian mansions:
“Sitting in the salon, we were told the
story of Yacoub Rabba’a. Born in Beit
Jala, he was the artist responsible for
Manual stone-slicing.
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all the sculptures and the stone detail
in the house. He may have also worked
on the other houses in Beit Jala, Qaser
Jasir in Beithlehem, and the Shahwan
House in Jerusalem. Here the story of
the house as it was narrated to me:
Rabba’a (drunk and totally broke):
What would you like me to sculpt for
you now?
Yaccoub: Nothing thank you. Do you
realize we have over 2600 pieces of
your work already?
Rabba’a scratching his head and trying to focus: Come on, another piece
for your bedroom, huh?
Yacoub: No.
Rabba’a: (burp) Come on … a nice little statue.
Yacoub: Go carve me a monkey if you
wish, just get off my back.”
Until today it is still fashionable and prestigious for Palestinian families to build
with stone. This has gone so far to the
degree that a city like Ramallah has been
reshaped to decorate its mansions and
high-rise facades with stone cladding. The
richer one becomes, the wider the marble
columns, the better the stone carvings,
the more sumptuous textures and colour
varieties on the exterior of the house as
a manifestation of class difference and
social status. This phenomenon is widespread in Turmos Ayya, Kufor Malek,
Taybeh and many other villages, where
many locals migrated to America and
then came back with a confused identity

and enough money to try to reflect their
wealth and power into eternity.

financial needs both inside and outside
Israel.

The white gold: stripping the West
Bank’s stone

Beit Fajjar, as noted a village close to
Bethlehem, has earned a reputation for
having the best stone in the West Bank. It
is estimated that out of the 650 stone-cutting enterprises rapidly set up in the West
Bank by 2000, producing a rich range of
pink, sand, golden and off-white stone,
Beit Fajjar by itself has 138 stone production outlets.19 Business has been run for
hundreds of years in the village, and the
old workers tell stories of their grandfa-

Roaming around the West Bank, one is
struck by the amount of damage being
caused to the environment and the cultural
landscape of the region, especially near
to the big cities of Ramallah, Bethlehem,
Hebron, Nablus and Tulkarem. In this
instance I’m not referring to the physical
boundaries of the Separation Wall and

checkpoints, or to the construction of
ugly high-rise building in historic centres,
or to the illegal Israeli settlements occupying the top of the hills. What I’m talking
about are the dramatic cuts one sees in
the landscape of olive terraces whereby
whole mountains and hills are being completely flattened to create formal (and
informal) clusters of stone quarries. The
Bani n’eem area near to Hebron, Aseera
near to Nablus, Birzeit, Kalandia, Jaba’
and Rafat near to Ramallah, and Beit
Fajjar in Bethlehem region, are all now
suffering extensive topographic change
as well as environmental damage.
Historically, the number of stone quarries
in the West Bank was relatively well
balanced to the needs of the area over
the years, with just a few established
Palestinian family-run enterprises. This

(Opposite page, bottom) Stone quarry on
the edges of Ramallah and Jerusalem,
expanding towards the Israeli settlement
of Kohav Yakov.
(Opposite page, top) Stone quarries near
to Hebron.

started to change from 1991, however,
when Israel began using the West Bank
to quarry stone to meet its building and

(Top) A palestinian worker drilling the
rocky land in a quarry in Hebron.
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thers transporting stone from the quarries
around Bethlehem and Hebron to Beit
Fajjar on camel-back. Unfortunately, the
stonecutters which have produced major
quantities to serve Israeli areas in the
last decade are facing a crisis. Today, the
entrance of the village is just a mound of
white stone leftovers. The economy of
the village is now deteriorating. Prices
for West Bank’s stone are completely unregulated, sometimes forcing producers
to offer their goods well below cost just to
close a deal.
This is because the stone business today
has been taken over by Israeli quarries
who themselves are confiscating lands
and initiating new outlets inside the West
Bank area.20 In a report published by the
Palestine-Israel Journal, it estimated that
Israel has confiscated an area of at least
18,700 dunums [one dunum is about one
third of an acre] in the West Bank to construct seven quarries in various locations.

“The largest is the Wadi Al-Teen quarry
in the Tulkarem district, on an area of
9,685 dunums. Wadi Al-Teen represents
an important natural grazing area, which
supports many livestock farmers in neighboring Palestinian villages. It also serves
as the main catchment area for runoff
rainwater.”21
These new Israeli-run quarries represent a systematic pirating of Palestinians’
natural resources and the destruction
of their environment.22 It is also a clear
contravention of human rights regulations and the 1907 International Hague
Convention rule, which states clearly that
any occupier is not allowed to exploit any
of the natural resources of the occupied
country, and that any gain obtained from
their exploitation must be kept in a designated fund for the local population.23
Add to this the other aspect of economic
exploitation which Israel is enforcing on
Palestine, depriving Palestinians from
importing, exporting, or even benefiting
from their own resources. Agriculture,
water, electricity, even dumpsites, are
all controlled by Israelis and sold back to
Palestinians at double the price, or more.
Stone is now becoming the worst case: “It
is estimated that 12 million tons; a fifth of
the gravel used for building in Israel each
year, comes from the West Bank”.24
This whole situation with quarries and
stone cutting has been kept in the dark
until very recently – indeed until March
2009, when an Israeli human rights organization, Yesh Din, took the Israeli

Stone quarries in Hebron
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military, Israeli civil administration and a
number of Israeli mining companies to
court for breaking international law.21 The
human rights group alleges they are illegally stripping Palestinian West Bank
quarries of raw construction material
for the benefit of Israeli. Yesh Din also
accused ten Israeli mining companies
located in the West Bank area of “illegal
practice of brutal economic exploitation
of a conquered territory to serve the exclusive economic needs of the occupying
power that bluntly and directly violates
basic principles of customary international law … Israel is transferring natural
resources from the West Bank for Israeli
benefit, and this is absolutely prohibited
not only under international law but according to Israeli Supreme Court rulings
… this is an illegal transfer of land in the
most literal of senses.” 26
However, the danger doesn’t even stop
there; it turns into the mystery of what
follows next. According to the report by
Yesh Din, there has also been an Israeli
government study (carried out in 2008)
which predicted a serious shortage of
raw building materials within a decade in
the West Bank, due to the rate of extraction, given that three quarters of what is
quarried in the West Bank goes directly to
Israel. The remainder is bought by Palestinians on the open market but at a higher
price.27
Given these strategies of exploitation in
the region, what will happen to the Palestinian landscape? Are the Palestinians

Israeli-owned quarry in the West Bank near to the settlement of Anatot

going to poison the well they are drinking
from? Will they find in ten years time an
alienated land completely flattened by the
hands of the Palestinian workforce? Some
of the richer Palestinians might well try
to do so, especially those in power who
are already benefitting from the so-called
‘economic peace’,28 but certainly not the
Palestinian quarry workers who are being
ruthlessly exploited.
Recently, 42 Palestinian workers broke
through the climate of fear to report their
exploitation by Israeli companies quarrying in the West Bank. One of the quarries
that is located near to the illegal Israeli
settlement of Ma’ale Adumim employs
Palestinians from both East Jerusalem
and the West Bank. Given that West Bank
ID holders have no residency status in
Israel, they only receive minimum wages
in cash, with no records being kept of
their employment. They also have no
health insurance or safety measures, and
are subject to sudden redundancy at any
minute. The Jerusalem-based residents
are not in any better condition, apart from
the fact that they receive vague pay slips;
yet they also have no rights and are only
given minimum facilities.29
In a report by Challenge magazine, one
of these labourers, known as M.V., who
has been working in the quarry for more
than a decade, described the conditions
to the Workers Advice Center:
“There is no town nearby. There are
big tractors and trucks, there are ma184
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chines for the dirt and gravel, and
there’s the asphalt plant. All this takes
place in the desert heat. There is always dust in the air, a great deal of
noise and filth. After 24 years the quarry still lacks restroom facilities for us.
There is no room to eat in. We only
have cold water because we pooled
money and bought a fridge.”30
According to the reporter, the quarry
management was shown the report but
there has not been much change to the
condition of the workers, apart from a
letter received stating that they will start
to build a dining room and some toilets.
The employers, however, have still not
take any steps to protect workers from the
stone dust, which can cause asthma and
cancer, even though government regulations state that workers must be provided
with protection, and that regular inspections should be carried out to determine
the amount of dust in the air.31
This situation typifies what more than
20,000 Palestinian workers have been
going through over the last decade. Not
only do they not have any legal status
or rights to protect them while working;
now with ongoing quarry closures, lack
of permits to work inside Israel, and the
Separation Wall going up, they also have
to risk their lives to sneak through from
one place to the other. The lack of job opportunities on the Palestinian side forces
workers to accept almost anything in the
Israeli side, meaning minimum wages as
low as $9 a day.32

Lunch break for Palestinian workers in an Israeli quarry in the Jordan Valley; there are no
services or forms of shading available in a hot climate that can reach up to 35 deg.C in
summer.

The issue of stone quarrying has become
even more charged today, because not
only is the Israeli government bringing
in firms from Israel to work in the West
Bank, they are also obstructing Palestinians from using their own quarries by
denying them permits to cut stone or even
to export. Most Palestinian quarry owners
now face serious difficulties and mobility
restrictions themselves, which is causing
massive losses for their businesses and
forcing them to close down. According to
the Palestinian Marble and Stone Industry
records for 2005:
“Before the intensified closure policy in 2000, stone used to be the key
backbone of Palestinian economy.
Palestine used to contribute 4% of the
world’s total stone production making it the 12th largest stone producer
in the world, double the production of
Germany and almost half the production of Turkey”.33
Today much of that key economic activity
has been appropriated by Israeli companies.
Kalandia quarry: the ‘Tora Bora’ route
Hamammi in her diary wrote:
“Heat, wind, dust, garbage. Cars stuck
in line, jammed bumper to bumper –
probably a two-hour wait. I squeeze
through the few inches between an
articulated lorry and the next car. On
the other side is a porter shifting two
television sets tied to his cart weaving in between the oncoming traffic

Palestinian workers take a break in a quarry near Hebron.
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... Up through the first set of blocks,
the wind blows up white dust from the
quarry; the peddlers clutch their sun
umbrellas. I pick up my pace, as it’s
rush hour. Through the second row
of blocks and I can see the crowd up
ahead, spilling out from under the zinc
roof and concrete pens of the crossing. I reach them and ask an old man,
how long he’s been waiting: ‘From the
time I was born’…” 34
My first encounter with the quarry culture
was not really related to stone in particular,
but in fact came about due to my complex
journeys around the West Bank given
that Palestine is all about checkpoints
and roadblocks. At that time, Palestinians
were banned from entering Jerusalem
from Ramallah, and vice versa, so the only
way out was through Kalandia quarry, or
what we call in Arabic ‘kassarat’. As mentioned in earlier chapters, the owners of
the quarry began to allow Palestinians to
cross through, since it was the only invisible route able to bridge to the other
side. The artificial topography formed by
the stone quarrying has also contributed
towards people’s creativity. The so-called
‘Tora Bora’ route that crossed Kalandia
was named after the quarry’s dramatic
landscape, which over time has created a
similar image to what one imagines in hilly
Afghanistan. The image was not the only
issue associated with the route; there was
also the experience of walking through
the ‘unpredictable’ routes which commuters had to use in the ‘no-drive zone’
until they reach the shared taxis in order
to be driven to the different parts of the

(Top and opoosite page) Kalandia stone quarry

West Bank. The dusty walk in summer, or
the muddy walk in winter, took about 15
minutes up a steep hill and a large pile of
rubble to overcome, as well as potential
Israeli snipers to avoid.
The appetite for stone and cultural identity
underneath the land has thus very much influenced the reorganization of the surface
by both Palestinian and Israelis. Palestinians have had to look at their landscape
as a viable source of economic income,
even if just for small-scale quarrying
business. Ghaleb – a farmer that I met,
and an owner of a land near Tulkarem –
has for instance initiated his own small
manual quarry as a way to get around the
blockade. Ever since he became unable
to reach his farm behind the Separation
Wall, he has made use of his wife’s bare
rocky land, a new business opportunity
emerging from cutting and selling stone.
“When my wife inherited this piece of
land, we were so disappointed as it
has no potential for agriculture. Today,
after 15 years, we bless every millimetre of it; we are not only inheriting the
surface, we can go as deep down as
we want, and so our new business has
no limits anymore”.35
Roaming around the West Bank today,
one can observe all of these sudden tiny
cuts in the land caused by small quarries.
Unfortunately, stone is also becoming the
Palestinian’s own worst enemy. What is
particularly dangerous is the contribution
of Palestinian capitalism to destroying
the land under the slogan of ‘increasing
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demand in the Palestinian economy’. Palestinian containers are also carrying thousands of square metres of stone all over
the world with no process of control or
records of what is going where. The land
is literally being sold off beneath people’s
feet.
The stone business – for those who can
afford the shipping costs through Israeli
ports – has even quietly managed to
expand to reach the UK, Europe and
America. Mohammad, a Palestinian entrepreneur and one of the quarry owners
in Palestine, is now moving tonnes of
stone containers to Sunderland. His
market targets anyone who is interested
in buying some of the stone from the ‘Holy
Land’, regardless of their politics or background, just as long as his business runs
smoothly.36

Practicing Archaeology
Israel has clearly lost any pretence of
innocence when it comes to archaeology. Practicing archaeology has instead
become just another form of Israeli desperation to legitimize their existence
and prove its sovereignty, borders and
political existence.37 This practice – currently going on in parallel with stone
cutting – is overshadowed by obvious political motives which aim ideologically to
re-read and re-write history in support of
the Zionist state. The policy is very much

Jaba’ stone quarry
A small quarry business opposite the village of Jibya

Stone pieces displayed at the entrance to Hebron for sale

Israeli-run quarry on the edges of Ramallah

based on exposing ‘facts’ that can be
seen to deepen the roots of the state ancestral land, while also ignoring or erasing
anything that might not happen to be in
line with the Israeli state’s aims.
Thus one finds Israeli historians playing
with archaeology as a new form of cultural
representation, emphasizing certain
periods and exploiting or erasing others.
As Renfrew and Bahn argue, the Bronze
and Iron Age sites, the Second Temple
ruins and Crusader archaeology are well
maintained and presented as national
sites to Jewish people, since they are
seen as links to the ancestral past.38
However, any upper layer that might be
to do with Palestinian, Muslim or Ottoman
patrimony is being dismissed either to be
erased, or to be built over.39
Jerusalem is currently going through
an intensive process of ‘cultural cleansing’ under the name of reconstruction
or heritage protection, as has been well
recorded in the national and international press. Taking the Haram Al Sharif – a
famous religious site in East Jerusalem –
as an example, official Israeli history has
always ignored any Muslim layers affiliated with the site. Consequently, countless
excavations have caused important sites
as well as artifacts to be destroyed and
removed.

Israeli-owned stone quarry in the Jordan Valley.

Tellingly, this strategic act of erasing Palestinian traces has started across historic
Palestine during the British Mandate, and
then intensified after the 1948 war. Then,
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the Jewish National Fund planted nonindigenous pine trees on top of the destroyed villages as means to cover their
history with a new green skin. Indeed this
can best be described as ‘green washing’,
a process that I will return to later in this
chapter.
On many occasions, what is believed to
exist under the surface erupts above the
surface in the shape of new projects for
settlements or physical boundaries that
unwrap what is hiding below. Tal Rumeida
in Hebron is one such manifestation; it
has been built over what is believed to
be the ‘City of David’. Ironically, the excavated zones in most cases happen to
be located in Palestinian built-up areas.
This automatically ends any possibility for
Palestinians to expand or even live there,
while giving all possibilities for Israelis to
occupy the land under the slogan of ‘archaeological excavations’. Archaeological sites are thus becoming just another
way of claiming the surface of the land.
The above point is well expressed by
Robert Bevan, author of The Destruction of Memory: Architecture at War, who
writes about cultural cleansing in modern
history. This very much represents the political forces at work in the case of Israel,
even though Bevan was not referring to
that context specifically:
“The first step in liquidating a people
is to erase its memory. Destroy its
books, its culture, and its history. Then
you have somebody write new books,

(Top right) Jaba’ village is surrounded by six stone quarries
causing a major environmental crisis for its citizens.
(Top left) An aerial photo of Jaba’ surrounded by its stone
quarries, as well as the Israeli settlements confiscating its
agricultural lands, the Separation Wall, and Road 60 which
cuts through the village to connect Israeli settlements to
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv.
(Bottom left) Jaba’ quarry and the Israeli settlement of
Kohav Yakov in the background, which is taking over its
northern perimeters.
(Bottom right) Kalandia quarry.
(Opposite page) Quarry located in the Jordan Valley
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Jama’een village near to Nablus is known internationally for its local stone. The village has 70 stone
quarries scarttered over its land, causing a major environmental problem for the 20,000 residents.
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The underground robots

manufacture a new culture, invent a
new history. Before long the nation will
begin to forget what it is and what it
was.”
Abu Al Haj40 in her 2001 book, Facts on the
Ground: Archaeological Practice and Territorial Self-Fashioning in Israeli Society,”
caused a radical shake up when she cast
new light onto the subject of politically
motivated archaeology – including how
material remains have been furnished
with tendentious national and ethnic
meanings in the cause of the Zionist
agenda. She zoomed in to look at Israeli
strategies of using ‘scientific’ methods as
means to exploit and erase history. Abu
Al Haj showed how bulldozers in Israeli
excavations were being used to get deep
down to the earlier strata to assure their
national significance as quickly as possible
in areas like Jerzeem and Al-Haram, such
that they became the ultimate sign of bad
science.41
Prior to his death, Edward Said reflected
on the work of Abu El Haj in his book on
Freud and the Non-European:
“What she provides first of all is a history of systematic colonial archaeological exploration in Palestine, dating
back to British work in the mid-nineteenth century. She then continues
the story in the period before Israel
is established, connecting the actual
practice of archaeology with a nascent national ideology – an ideology
with plans for the repossession of the
land through renaming and resettling,
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much of it given archeological justification as a schematic extraction of
Jewish identity despite the existence
of Arab names and traces of other civilizations. This effort, she argues convincingly, epistemologically prepares
the way for a fully fledged post-1948
sense of Israeli-Jewish identity based
on assembling discrete archaeological particulars – scattered remnants of
masonry, tablets, bones, tombs...”42
Meron Benvenisti has also commented:
“Israeli historians, geographers and archaeologists did not have a difficult job
in sanitizing the landscape and ridding
it of the identity of its former inhabitants
because the British authorities had be
quested to them a valuable legacy: the
definition of ‘antiquity’ as ‘any construction or any product of human activity
before the year 1700 AD’ … it reflects
the view prevalent in Britain during the
twenties, according to which an object
was considered an antiquity only if it
had been produced before the death
of Queen Anne in 1714.
Meanwhile, new thinking had evolved
in Britain regarding the question of
when the “past” ends. The conclusion
reached was ‘that the past continues
right up to the present,’ and thus all
human activity that found expression
in the creation of physical objects was
entitled to respectful treatment.”43
This political use of archaeology by Israel
leaves no choice but to rethink all of these
underground narratives compressed by
sand and stone. The underground in the
West Bank seems to be suffocated; just
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as the surface is now exhausted with
physical boundaries, underground cuts
are disturbing the sequence of logic.
What is below is no longer older than
what is above. Archaeology in Palestine/
Israel is becoming again a state of superimposition of history and identity, a state
of conflict between past, present and
future. Critics of the Israeli policies have
referred to archaeology in Israel as being
forcibly pressed into the service of the
present, while the excavated stone from
the quarries is being pressed to serve the
longer-term interests of a Zionist future.44
With this rearrangement of the underground layers made of stone, soil, and
archaeological traces, one wonders what
Israeli archaeology will be doing in ten
years time? Will we ever live to see the
British antiquity law ‘enforced’ today, recognizing what is left to rot below? If not,
then maybe it is time for the Palestinians
to rethink their sub-terrain as new invisible layers, injected and superimposed,
between the past and the present to
reclaim their lost identity. After all, archaeology is not just a reflection of the past
and the way that people lived based on
the things they left behind. In the case
of Palestine, it is also a reflection of the
chaotic rebirth, or indeed reinvention, of
the present.
The real danger arises when archaeology is called upon to resolve such
complex political issues. But what if one
looks through the cuts and can no longer
recognize the features of the land? The
scars will always remain, and it is then an
198

199

ethical decision to decide how to heal the
landscape without distorting the facts. It
is all about confrontation with one’s own
identity.

Troubled Water
A recent report by Amnesty International
points to another pernicious condition
happening under the ground in the West
Bank:
“The inequality in access to water between Israelis and Palestinians is striking. Palestinian consumption in the
OPT [Occupied Palestinian Territories]
is about 70 litres a day per person –
well below the 100 litres per capita daily recommended by the World Health
Organization (WHO) – whereas Israeli
daily per capita consumption, at about
300 litres, is about four times as much.
In some rural communities Palestinians survive on far less than even the
average 70 litres, in some cases barely
20 litres per day, the minimum amount
recommended by the WHO for emergency situations response”. 45
Setting46
As previously mentioned, the location of
the West Bank in the central highlands
of Palestine, with its unique topography
of slopes, mountains and valleys has determined throughout history the location
of Palestinian cities and villages around
water extraction points. Even though
the main sources available for water in
Palestine/Israel are the Jordan River
and the ground-water aquifer generally,
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about 80% of the region’s water supply is
actually located under the surface of the
West Bank. The water cycle in the region
is caused by the evaporation of water off
the surface of the Mediterranean Sea,
which is condensed in the form of clouds
driven by the eastern winds towards the
central highlands. The clouds then break
against the mountain peaks, with heavy
rain being picked up by the valleys. The
rainfall runs back again through the
western slopes in streams through the
coastal planes into the sea. Some rainfall
infiltrates through the soil and the porous
limestone rock to refill the below-ground
aquifers, recharging the impenetrable
sedimentary layers.
The natural outlets for water resources
are the springs, which have recently also
determined the location of the Israeli
illegal settlements and military zones. The
path of the Separation Wall has captured
within its boundaries over 60 springs,
and thereby assured the penetration of
the rest of the water resources through
its drainage system of pipes, tunnels and
gullies to benefit the Israeli side.47
Leftovers from ‘Oslo 2’
Israel has enforced full control over Palestinian water ever since it began its military
occupation, again depriving Palestinians
from benefitting from their own natural resources. This was manifested by restrictions on drilling any new wells, or even
taking water from existing wells – if not
closing them or destroying them completely. In a report published by B’tselem
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(Israeli Information Centre for Human
Rights in the Occupied Territories), Palestinians were allowed to dig only 13 new
wells between 1967 and 1996. This is far
less than the number of wells which had
dried up during the same period due to
Israel’s refusal to deepen or rehabilitate
existing wells.48 The lands close to the
Jordan River were also declared as closed
military zones, meaning that farmers were
deprived from natural ways of irrigating
their agricultural lands. Moreover, some
water springs were also considered to
be natural reserves with limited use that
required a complex system of permissions and fees.49 Today, the 450,000 or
so Israeli settlers, living in the West Bank
use as much or indeed more water than
the Palestinian population of some 2.3
million.50
Unfortunately, the interim agreement
that Israel and the Palestinian Authority signed in September 1995, known as
‘Oslo 2’, gave Israel total control over the
Palestinian natural resources – and most
importantly, water. The Oslo Agreement
has thus singularly failed again to provide
equal water shares for Palestinians and
Israelis. Moreover, it prevented the Gaza
Strip from benefiting from any water resources in the West Bank, which means a
complete dependence on limited aquifers
below the average needs of the Gazans –
leaving it perennially short of water.51
According to B’tselem, even though the
Oslo Accord initiated a joint water committee comprising Palestinians and Israelis
– which sounds very convincing at first
glance – Israel was still able to veto any

Palestinian request to drill new wells or
obtain additional water. However, Jewish
settlements have been given full access
to pumping wells which do not require any
permission from the Joint Committee. Consequently, this means that Israeli settlers
now utilize six times more water than Palestinians in the West Bank.52

estinian residents living opposite an Israeli
settlement, he declared:

Regardless of who owns the surface of
the land, Israeli politicians openly believe
that Israel’s future depends on its water
resources.53 Although the aquifers are the
only source of water for the residents of the
West Bank, the situation today is that Israel
uses over 83% to benefit Israeli cities and
settlements, while the Palestinians in the
West Bank use the remaining 17%.54

Israeli policies of occupation and control in
this aspect are again related to the depth
of the land. While Israeli water pumps are
allowed to go as deep down as they can,
Palestinians are restricted to the shallow
layers nearer the surface. This offers a
state of déjà vu, in terms of the Irish/British
colonial conflict that led to the terrible
‘Potato Famine’; it was not that there was
no food available in Ireland at the time, it
was just that the Irish were deprived of it.
Equally in the case of Palestine/Israel, it
is not that there is no water, it is just that
Palestinians are being deprived of it.

In practical terms – and taking my own
family as an example – this literally means
that water is constantly cut off, and all the
daily activities of any Palestinian family
have to be calculated carefully to ensure
that washing can only take place one day a
week for each neighbourhood (Tuesday is
the day allocated for our area, while house
cleaning and gardening are only allowed
on Fridays). The rest of the lucky times
where we get water we have to fill it into
emergency tanks to cater for the ‘dry’ days,
while watching the Israeli settlers nearby
washing their cars, irrigating their gardens
and filling up their swimming pools. Some
villages that often suffer total cuts have
to find alternative water sources, so they
end up buying expensive water from Israeli
tankers.
In an ironic comment by one of the Pal202
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“… the water in Ariel Settlement is
never cut off. We feel lucky because
we look out onto beautiful settlement
houses with green yards, while Israeli
settlers view the gloomy scene of our
poor, parched community.”55

It is clear that the struggle between Palestine and Israel has never actually been
about culture or religion; it has always been
about the ownership of land and its every
little detail, with water playing a central role.
However, what Palestinians are calling for
today is no longer just a right – it is about
an urgent crisis and the need to survive.
Human intervention in the natural water
cycle has exceeded such limits that Palestinians can no longer capture water in
its liquid state, the moment that it touches
the surface of the land it disappears in the
darkness of the underground tunnels, to
be controlled by Israeli companies. Maybe
the only way out is to let the water evaporate; only then would it be able to fly in the

(Left, opposite) Raw sewage from
the Israeli Ariel settlement polluting
Bruqeen village and the natural
springs in the area around Wadi
Qana.

eastern winds back to the central highlands, crossing all boundaries. Hopefully
it could be captured equally one day, or
at least maybe Palestinians can seize as
much as possible on the rainfall’s invisible journey of disappearance into the underground layers.

Sewage
On my visit to Palestine in July 2010, I
visited a village called Hajja in the north
of the West Bank, near to the city of Qalqilyah. The journey was memorable as I
was driven by one of the Ford van drivers
whose common nickname is ‘Superman’,
given he is known for driving through difficult sites while avoiding the intricacy
of roadblocks and checkpoints. Ashraf
started his career as a Ford van driver
in 2000 after becoming unemployed as
a construction worker in Israel, joining
the network of informal drivers who are
now bridging Palestine together. His
journey route was one of the extreme
beauty travelling through a landscape of
olive groves, pomegranates and figs. The
journey started by crossing Birzeit, Atara,
the natural park of Umm Safa, passing on
to Nabi Saleh, which became known on
the map due to the construction of an iron
gate by Israel to block all villagers from
the north from entering Ramallah. From
Nabi Saleh we descended down the ‘nodrive zone’ through the valleys towards
Wadi Qana. We passed by Deir al Sudan,
Arura, Mazare Nobani, Bruqeen, and
Qarawat Bani Zeid. After that we faced
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the industrial zone and the complex road
network of the Ariel settlement, before
crossing into Hajja on the other side of
the military area.56
Descending below surface
The journey across these valleys and
groves was uplifting, as one could feel
that the landscape of Palestine with its
wadis, springs, cliffs and ancient ruins has
not vanished completely – apart from the
Israeli settlements on top of the hills. We
did not even mind the two-hour labyrinthine drive across the fields. The play of
light and shadows on the terraced landscape showed they remain relatively unspoiled. Yet, the journey conceals stories
to be explored and witnessed below the
surface of the land. The names of the Palestinian villages on the road signs were
crossed out with black paint to be replaced
with Hebrew names by the illegal settlers.
The deeper we went into the valley, the
more tragic such stories become.
Broqeen, Kufr al-Dik and Qarawat Bani
Zeid were once known for their natural
treasure of water springs stretching along
the olive groves. As in the rest of Palestine, every wadi, spring, hillock and cliff
has a name. Some are Arabic, others are
Canaanite or Aramaic, and these names
are usually an indication of how the land
was inhabited.57 Today, their beauty has
become something of a curse, just like
the rest of the ‘blessed biblical land’ that
everyone seems to be after. Here the main
seven wells and springs are no longer
active. They have become deserted due
to the force of military rule, if not actively

Google Image Result for http://inapcache.boston.com/universal/site_graphics/blogs/bigpicture/settle_06_17/s11_19076641.jpg
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An Israeli soldier observes as a bulldozer destroys a water canal built by a Palestinian man
his land near
the Jewish
settlement ofaQiryat
Arba'a
in Hebron
Anon Israeli
bulldozer
destroying
water
canal
built
in the occupied West Bank on June 8, 2009. Israeli forces arrested the landlord and demolished the canal, which was allegedly built illegally near the Jewish
by a Palestinian farmer on his land near the Israeli
settlement. (HAZEM BADER/AFP/Getty Images) #

16

settlement of Qiryat Arba› in Hebron, 2003. The
landlord was arrested and his canal demolished.

destroyed by Israeli settlers who make
sure they ‘visit’ them from time to time.
As is the case in so many villages, Palestinian land is currently becoming a
dumping ground for illegal Israeli settlements – causing severe damage to water
resources and the general environment in
the West Bank. Sewage pipes and other
networks are being used to penetrate
through boundaries as a strategic tool to
infiltrate, dislocate and occupy Palestinian land.
The location of the Ariel settlement on the
top of local hills, combined with the topography of the wadi, guarantee that of all the
sewage and untreated waste-water from
the Israeli settlement must pass down the
valley towards the Bruqeen, Kufr al-Dik
and Salfeet area. As a result, it is now contaminating the springs and other sources
of fresh water used by Palestinians. In
addition to the purposely directed sewage
dumping by settlers, other kinds of toxic
hazardous waste – which they find much
cheaper to dump at the Palestinian side
than processing it inside Israel – are currently causing great threat to human lives
and the natural environment. In fact, what
is left from the landscape not yet vanished
is being eaten away from below; the land
is undergoing a process of slow death.
In a conversation with a farmer from
Bruqeen about the situation, he remarked
to me:
“I’d rather join the workers sneaking to
Israel, as my crops are all infected be-
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cause of sewage and the lack of clean
water. We can’t dig wells, so we have
the surface only, and our surface is
Ariel sewage in which we daily inhale,
drink, and eat.”
The head of the village council of Hajja,
also expresses his frustration about these
sewage, water and electricity problems.
Living close to settlement areas, the villagers are being blackmailed daily by the
Israeli authorities. Any water or electricity services to be activated for Hajjah is
conditional on allowing new networks and
infrastructure for the Israeli settlements to
pass through their lands, otherwise they
will be cut off from water and electricity.
Not only locals, but also NGOs suffer
when trying to provide services to Palestinian areas. According to Eco Peace and
Friends of the Earth Middle East, Israel’s
approval
for
internationally-funded
sewage and water projects is being made
conditional on extending these services
also to the illegal Israeli settlements. Of
course, this demand is being rejected by
both Palestinians and overseas donors,
which leads either to the delay or cancelation of projects.58
“… it is hard to monitor the numerous
dumping sites used by Israel because
the dumping is done both overtly and
covertly, sometimes during the night.
The locations used vary, and the Israelis cover up the sites afterwards.”59
In places like Shuqba, Salfit, Broqeen,
Kufr al-Dik, Palestinian built-up areas are
drowning in Israeli sewage mixed with

water in their pumping stations, threatening the water supply and agricultural
lands. There are 300 pirate-dumping sites
where truckloads of sewage are dumped
by Israeli settlers into the valleys in the
absence of any proper infrastructure,
even though it is a legal duty of any occupying force to manage sewage. Israeli
companies have also used sites in West
Bank to dump Israeli sewage from the Tel
Aviv area, especially in the large disused
quarries near to Nablus.60

currently acting as a bridge by carrying
sewage through purposely-installed water
pipes, trapping all the solid waste and
other material around the wall.62 Because
of this circumstance, Israel has now
decided to release some of the money
allocated to the Palestinian Authority to
install a decent sewage system, especially in areas around Jerusalem, in order
to avoid diseases which are ofcourse not
familiar with the concept of boundaries,
ethnicity, or the 1967 division line.

To quote Fareed Taamallah on the

The muddy route

subject:

“According to the Applied Research
Institute of Jerusalem, 80 factories
from Ariel’s Burkan industrial zone
discharge 0.81 million cubic meters
of waste-water per year into nearby
valleys. All this waste-water and the
sewage have formed a river through
the agricultural lands of the villages of
Kufr al-Dik and Bruqin. These poisonous streams have led to the death and
ruin of trees and crops located in their
immediate vicinity.”61
However, the Separation Wall, just as it
cannot possibly block water from penetrating underground towards Israel, also
cannot block sewage from reaching the
Israeli side. Palestinian sewage – which
is not managed by the Palestinian Authority due to the lack of financial resources
– becomes mixed with the settlements’
sewage, following the contours of the land
towards the Israeli side. Hence, the fortified wall, which was made to separate, is
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To give another example, the two villages
of Beit Hanina are separated by the
Separation Wall, which annexed one
side to Israel and the other to the West
Bank.63 Hence, not only Ramallah and the
northern cities and villages are separated
from Jerusalem by the wall, but locals are
also separated from their families. Marian,
an old university friend who lives in Beit
Hanina and works in Ramallah, found
herself one day living on the other side
of the wall from her parents just opposite.
Her only way through to them since 2004
has been to use the sewage pipes:
“I moved opposite my parents so they
can baby-sit my kids. After the wall was
erected, we were in a state of shock;
not only I couldn’t see my parents, but
I’m now considered to live in the West
Bank side and my Jerusalem identity
card will be lost. Ever since the wall
came, I use a ladder to get my children to my mum every morning, and in
the evenings, I take them through the
sewage tunnel back home.”		

Stills from the short film titled ‘110’. Here
it shows commuters crossing the sewage
pipes from Ramallah to reach Jerusalem.

These anonymous daily commuters from
Ramallah to Jerusalem are thus still penetrating through the Separation Wall; they
have found in pipework and sewage runs
another method of bridging which is far
more easier to use for women and children
than jumping over walls or squeezing
through narrow gaps. All it takes is some
plastic bags to wrap around oneself inside
the sewers:
“Ordinary women and men, wearing
plastic bags on their feet, pulling their
pants up to knee level, clutch their children to their chests and roam along a
110-metre dark tunnel of sewage to
cross from the Israeli-occupied West
Bank to East Jerusalem.”64
Such tunnels are still operating, even
though every now and again they are
blocked by Israeli troops. The phenomenon has multiplied all along the Separation Wall wherever a sewage or water
pipe offers a connection. In Beit Hanina, it
is estimated that 150 people cross every
day, even when the Israeli blocked off the
passage with rocks; what are referred to
as ‘tunnel operators’ ensure that Palestinian commuters can still squeeze through
the gaps.
Indeed, the land in the West Bank which
has been pulled apart is thus being
‘stitched’ together by sewage and dirt,
which has deconstructed and redefined
the meaning of boundaries as well as
of bridging. Hopefully, due to the Israeli
phobia of sewage, the Separation Wall
will be torn apart rather than solidified,
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given that it is proving to be so porous
regardless of its visible height above the
ground.

Time for a ‘cultural war’
In the course of my life in Palestine, and
when working on my doctorate, I have
come to realize just how much history in
Palestine/Israel is traded, faked and distorted. The surface and the sub-surface
are now left with physical and virtual gaps
resulting from fear and denial. If left to
expand, the land will eventually collapse.
Palestinians have been watching their
land changing its contours, shadows and
colours to match the dreams and aspirations of those Israelis who occupy it.
Indeed, long ago the western imagination
made the area one of the most visited
lands for pilgrims and travelers over the
centuries. The description of the Holy Land
in books, images and maps was never
familiar to the Palestinians who actually
inhabited it; rather, it was the imagination
of those who wrote about and reinvented
it. As Shehadeh in his book on Palestinian Walks reveals, the very people who
cultivate the green olive orchards and
render the landscape biblical are themselves excluded from the panorama:
“… the long tradition of Western travelers and colonizers who simply would
not see the land’s Palestinian population. When they spared a glance it was
to regard the Palestinians with preju-
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Bringing back the dismantled layers

dice and derision, as a distraction from
the land of their imagination.” 65
Today, this orientalising tradition is taken
further by Israeli occupation through more
peeling, erasing and inserting. Maps are

still being distorted on the surface while
history is being reinvented in the deep
layers underneath. The story beneath
the folded skin of the land cannot thus be
told or imagined without reflecting what is
going on the surface – not only in terms of
settlements, borders or military occupation, or general land grab, but also in how
the anonymous daily heroes of Palestine
face this situation with persistence to go
on. What the underground struggle obstructs is really the right to live in dignity,
stripping all human rights from the Palestinian people. That struggle is now reflecting itself in everyday practices. However,
the danger only really occurs when inequality becomes normalized in people’s
minds.
Unlike the politics of verticality of Israeli
occupation, as described by Weizman,66
the Palestinian counter-verticality is not a
strategic one; it is a tactical form arising
from the need to survive. What is needed
today is thus to transfer the underground
conditions into a strategy to resist above
ground as well. It is time for Palestinians
to fill in the gaps, inject them with new
overlapping layers that stitch and connect.
After all, the potentials in Palestine seem
to lie just where whichever scar is created,
in the gaps and leftover spaces. Hence,
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the elements of decay below the surface
are themselves producing spaces of possibility with stone, sewage, and water
working together as bridges to otherwise
seemingly impossible space.
Before showing some design proposals,
I’ll end this section with Abu Youssef’s
story. He has been working in Israel for
over 28 years as a construction worker,
and lately has had to become part of the invisible illegal workers who sneak to Israel
to look for job opportunities. In a conversation with Suad Amiry, when she asked
him about his feelings about constructing Israeli settlements, he insisted that
he has reached a stage far beyond being
questioned or lectured as to whether this
is right or wrong, in that he has no other
choice. Nevertheless, he lives in a paradoxical situation:
“… Listen, when I am in a bad mood,
and I am sitting on that construction
site, I say: “Al ‘arsaat! This occupation
will never end. They keep taking more
land and building more settlements.
We will never have a peace with these
‘arsaat.” These bastards! So in a day
like that, when I am in a bad mood, I
decide: “Okay, I’m gonna put less portion of cement in the concrete mixture.” But sometimes, when I’m in a
good mood, I think: “All occupations in
this world have ended, and Palestine
cannot be any different. And these settlements will become Arab, and most
probably will become for the refugees
and poor people like me.” And that day
I say: “Y’allah ya walad! Put in more
cement!” 67

In the meantime, what is urgently needed
in Palestine today is a continuous questioning of the situation in order to find out
how Palestinians can reclaim their vanishing cultural identity in few years time.
What will be left over on the surface and
underground when illegal Israeli settlements are ‘decorated’ with stones, windows and tiles ‘borrowed’ from traditional
Palestinian villages? How will Palestine
bring back the layers dismantled over the
years? Should they fight for the land, or
for the materiality of the land? What Palestine ought to call for now is Antonio
Gramsci’s ‘war of position’, where the
dominant voice of the masses rule over
the hegemonic discourse of the maps. It
is time for a ‘cultural war’ that will raise
consciousness within the masses of civil
society, and ensure that the normality of
the Israeli occupation will indeed come
to an end in time.68 With this in mind, the
next section will look at design strategies
for the underground spaces in the West
Bank.

Injecting the land with memory

With the topography of the West Bank
being in crisis, re-designing the existing
quarries of the West Bank can be
employed as a tool to respond to the
dramatic loss of the land. They have the
potential of hosting the clandestine people
who do not fit – neither in the Israeli map,
nor in the Palestinian context – yet, have
found shelter there. The proposal I will
explain here is built over the footprint of
the existing Birzeit quarry. One of the key
stone quarries in Palestine which has a
relatively big number of workers from all
over the West Bank. The design is seen as

taken away and built into Israeli homes for also been a way to assure that the exiled
the meantime.
would have nothing to come back to
anymore.1
The proposal offers a new way of collective
fossilization of history, by compressing
narratives to avoid their loss with the
constant changes enforced by Israeli
occupation. Fossils are of course the
preserved traces of animals, plants, and
other organisms from the remote past.
The totality of fossils, both discovered
and undiscovered, and their placement
rock formations and sedimentary layers is
known as the fossil record.

Throughout the process of ‘implanting
memory’, amber will be gradually heated
in an oil-bath, to become soft and flexible.
Amber fragments are thus united by
smearing the surfaces with oil, heating
them, and then pressing them together
while hot to create “amberoid” or “pressed
amber”. The pieces are carefully heated
with exclusion of air and then compressed
into a uniform mass under intense hydraulic

Moments of Possibility: Implanting DNA
one of the emerging space, where decay
becomes a process for place making,
and a point where the ‘invisible traces’
can make imprints somewhere else.
Through a multi-faceted process which
already taking place inside the quarry, and
while the stone is being sliced to be moved
and sold to Israel, I envisage that amber is
injected in between the sedimentary layers
of the removed limestone to record secret
narratives; a form of ‘implanting’ memory
into the sub-strata.
Before inserting the fragments of amber, it
is to be heated, pressed and then mixed
with hair, nails, skin cells, teeth fragments,
data and other microforms of Palestinian
identity.2 These secret capsules will be
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Amber or ‘tree resin’ is readily available
from the pine trees in Palestine. These
were never indigenous species to the
region; rather, they were strategically
brought in during the British Mandate by
the Jewish National Fund and lately used
by Israel on top of the hills to surround its
settlements. By making scars on the trees,
Amber will be produced; this is another
way of marking a statement against the
enforced acclamation of the land in 1930s
when over 1.7 million trees were planted
on confiscated Palestinian lands, and later
strategically multiplied as instruments
of concealment to hide the ruins of the
Palestinian villages which were ‘ethnically
cleansed’ after the Jewish state was
created. This ‘covering up’ process has

pressure. The process of heating the
amber and mixing it with oil (which in this
case will be the common olive oil) will also
produce aromatic scents, which will be a
constant reminder of the roots yet to be
revisited.
It might eventually require DNA forensics
to reveal the micro-objects implanted
in-between the stone pieces, but for
Palestinians, these dull fragments of
amber, will preserve the roots of their
land, awakening it once more. Over time,
the content of the amber can be revealed;
scanning stone will offer a new kind of
insight into the past to coming generations
of Palestinians who claim back their lost
territory.

Stitching the land

Birzeit

Re-reading Birzeit stone quarrry
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Section through the Birzeit quarry: a moment of injecting and stitching
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A section
through the
quarry showing
the sponge bags
used to capture
water before it
disappears to
the deeper invisible layers run by
the occupier.

The sponge bags
While the hidden networks create
voids and decay under the surface, in
the West Bank, people using them are
faced with water and sewage colliding
with one another. The useful rainwater needs to be captured before it disappears to the deeper invisible layers
run by the occupier. Clusters of sponge
bags are thus placed to suck in the water
before it dissipates through the porous
rocks. These sponges expand and later
contract when water is squeezed and
filtered for reuse in watering the dried
out agricultural lands. Collectively these
sponges create what I term ‘water
pockets’ as silent nodes of Palestinian
resistance.
These ‘water pockets’ are made and
tailored by women from the excess of
leftover fabrics they use. Over the past
20 years or so, Palestinian women
have found in tailoring and fabric
business a new form of income generator. A home-run business that is currently serving so many families against
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the unemployment and imprisonment
enforced on their family members.
The role of women making, fixing and
replacing these ‘water pockets’ is a
response to the urgency and need for
clean water which has been throughout history their responsibility, as they
usually collect water from the springs.
Until today this role of collecting the
water and waiting by the springs is associated with poetic narratives and love
stories that all the folk songs refer to.
However the role of Palestinian women
in shaping the cultural and political
history of Palestine was never limited
to this. Palestinian women – especially
those waiting by the springs to collect
water – have been part of the Palestinian resistance movement; they have
take key roles in facilitating different
conditions for the men to fight while observing the fields and being the secret
messengers between those outside
prison and others inside.2 Therefore, I
see in this subversive task a continuation to their role.

Section/collage illustrating how waste water will
be collected and sandfiltered as an affordable
and natural solution for
rural sewage treatment.

Filtering Gray-Water

Air Filtration

Sand filters for wastewater provide a
good natural solution for rural sewage
treatment. In the case where sewage
might get mixed with the water supply – as
the case of most Palestinian villages – it is
more advisable to treat sewage separately
and return it to the earth. In return, water
can be extracted from the ground on a
low-cost basis (full filtration is a very costy
process that cannot be afforded within
Palestinian rural context). This proposal is
thus intended for the instant use of filtered
water for agricultural purposes in villages
that currently struggle to get a decent
daily amount of water. However, when
waste-water is to be stored for long term
purposes, special tanks can be used with
shallow soakaways, since these are easy
to install and much more affordable than
any high-tech treatment products.

As a way to reduce the environmental
impact of quarrying, ‘green belts’ are
also proposed at the edges of the quarry
to capture the dust and filter the air from
the harmful particles. This is mainly
concentrated around stone crushing
stations within the quarry to extract sand and
gravel. The ‘green belts’ also help reduce
the air temperature around the quarries

This process of treatment in the quarries
involves collecting the grey water from the
saturated ‘water pockets’ by automatically
squeezing the sponges. Water is then
released and directed towards sand
channels. There, it passes through
different grades of filtration before it gets
re-collected again and directed towards
the agricultural fields.
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and thus reduce the atmospheric mixing
such that cooler air get mixed in a relatively
slower paste to that of the heated quarry
air. This in effect reduces the emission of
pollutant chemicals and particles, which
are temperature dependent.

The quarry is also composed of stone
slicing and stone cutting stations to
replace those located at the entrance of
the village. Each of these stations has an
archiving point where the locals can bring
in their ‘DNA elements’ to be later injected
within stone layers. Birzeit residents have
already started this archiving collection in
2008 and are currently being collected by
the People’s Museum.
The proposed elements within the quarry are
all available and easy to run and maintain by
the local residents who either live in Birzeit

or the commuters who pass by everyday
on their way to and from Ramallah. All can
take part, either in connecting their fields
to the water channels, replacing the ‘water
sponges’, manufacturing them, or even
in injecting stone with their own roots. All
is done meanwhile more underground
tunnels are created to expand and connect
Birzeit tunnels3 with the rest of the quarries
in the West Bank.
The whole quarry proposal is seen as an
alternative/subversive way against Israeli
strategies to limit building for Palestinian
communities and ban it in Areas B and C
land. It is a new form of empowering and
multiplying the community underground,
especially that its becoming more likely to
approve permissions for installing stone
quarries in Areas B, if it means stone can
be transferred to the Israeli side.

Proposal for Birzeit stone quarry
1 Internal railway system
2 Mobile bridges
3 Stone-slicing
4 Warehouses
5 Vertical ladders and cranes
6 Main exchange and trading area
7 Administration and reception
8 Mobile stone-crushing
9 Manual winches
10 Mechanical excavations
11 Mechanical stone crushing
12 Stone-drilling
13 Heavyweight bridges
14 Amber-injection station
15 Underground feeding tunnels
16 Manual excavations
17 Future underground expansion
18 Amber heating and DNA processing
19 Waste and recycling stations
20 Water collection pumps
21 Cranes/Underground lifts
22 Gray-water treatment
23 Stone-crushing lines
24 Workers’ rest area
25 Air filtration and environmental control points
26 Stone display areas
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Birzeit stone quarry
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1. The main plaza at the rear of Birzeit church. The plaza
is known for having different underground tunnels
connecting the village with the surrounding landscape.
Israeli setlers have tried many times to occupy the plaza
believing that there are jewish archological leftovers
there.
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The main plaza
located at
the
3. Pressure
monitors
and mechanical drilling stations
rear of Birzeit’s church. The plaza
is known for 4.
having
different
Mechanical
slicing of stone using freezing and heating
undergroundpoints
tunnels connecting
the village with the surrounding
landscape.
5. Water treatment control unit
Heavy-duty vertical lifts connecting to the underground
quarry
6. Mechanical
lifts for gravel and crushed stone.
and tunnels.
Fine gravel is still being imported untill today from Israel
Pressure-monitors
and mechaniwith expensive
cost, despite the fact that raw materials
cal-drilling stations.
come from Palestine. A Palestinian investor is recently
Mechanical-slicing
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considering
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that raw
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fields. Water is also injected in
come from Palestine).
machines to cool down the stone cutting process and
help cracking
the rocks through freezing stations.
Wind-flutes used
as a coding
system between workers to stitch
the quarries 9.
together.
Water pipes connecting to the sprinklers and
temporary
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Water-collection
and grey-water
treatment using ‘water pockets’.
Amber injections
Water pipes 10.
connecting
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Amber-injection station.
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Horizontal labs
for testing amber.
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1 Static water squeezed and collected by
specially-placed sponges (‘water pockets’)
2 Fine sand with different grades
3 Coarse sand
4 Gravel.
5 Clean water outlet.
6 Water channels connected to the agricultural lands.
7 Water being collected in the ‘water
pockets’.
8 ‘Water pockets’ with their manual and automatic collectors, scattered around rocky
channels to capture water.
9 Automatic compressors to release the
trapped water.
10 Rainwater (with no sewage mixed
in) captured and stored for agricultural
purposes.
11 Water pipes connected to to shallow
soakaway for the treatment of waste-water
for long-term use.
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An imaginary moment underground: injecting the stone with DNA

Slicing stone to be relocated
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Testing out different methods of
injecting stone with DNA elements
and trapping it in amber.
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An imagined scenario in
2028 showing excavated pieces of stone. The
trapped DNA elements
reveal the right of a displaced family to reclaim
their land. This scenario is
inspired from a real story
of land confiscation and
house demolition that took
place in 2004 for the Totah
family.
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Chapter

5

It is a well-known fact that Palestine/Israel
contains a huge wealth of biodiversity in
terms of the number of its species and
ecosystems. A country which is only onetenth the size of the UK is home to a far
higher number of species because of its
location at the junction of three continents
– Africa, Europe and Asia – each with a
unique combination of plants, insects,
birds and mammals. Not only that, all
the birds migrating from Europe over
Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine/Israel and
Egypt to Africa, and vise versa, soar over

Air

the land to add to its magic. “Very few
countries can simultaneously boast skies
filled with raptors, storks and pelicans,
wetlands heaving with egrets, herons,
wildfowl and shorebirds, hillsides alive
with the songs of warblers, wheatears
and bunting.”1 Palestine/Israel possesses
all of these. It hosts half-a-billion birds
each year, making it one of the busiest
corridors for bird migration in the whole
world.
However, just as the land below has been
broken apart by walls and boundaries,
the airspace – with its routes for birds – is
also experiencing its own complications.
The obsession of Israel to control, isolate
and ‘secure’ their existence in the region,
has reached the airspace, such that the
‘sky is no longer the limit’. The result is
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to strip Palestinians even from their sovereignty over their airspace. Today, every
individual, spot and corner in the West
Bank (and the Gaza Strip) is monitored
by satellite cameras, just as every radio
and TV station is controlled by Israel.
The sky has become a new battleground
fought over by Israel. Nevertheless, it
still remains somewhat out of reach and
so has not yet been exploited as much
as the surface of the land has. Luckily
enough, boundaries and solid walls are
not able (as yet) to divide the airspace,

see the sky and its inhabitants as a new
tool to connect the fractured territory of
Palestine.

and thus Israel can’t fully get hold of it or
control those living species who inhabit
the skies.

to the sky. The 1919 Paris Convention,
followed by the 1944 Chicago Convention
on International Civil Aviation, affirmed
this fundamental principle, declaring that
it is a breach of international law for any
state to violate the airspace of another
state.2 In the case of Palestine/Israel, the
rules have had to be changed simply to
respond to Israeli’s request to control the
lot.

I will therefore use this chapter to place
an emphasis on the need also to step
above the exhausted surface of the land
as a mean to find other spaces of possibility. In doing so, the aim will be to shed
light on the airspace, the electromagnetic spectrum, the struggle of Israel to
dominate this zone, and the challenges they are facing. I will try to uncover
another degree of weakness Israel is still
concealing, another prospect for a new
(aerial) map to be drawn by Palestinians. The airspace can become the ‘new
ground’, or ‘space of possibility’, that Palestinians share with the birds that break
all boundaries. Maybe one could start to

Airspace: the absent map of
surveillance
According to the basic principles of international air law, every country should
enjoy exclusive sovereignty over the
airspace above its territory as a continuous link from the surface of the ground

This demand was manifested during
the negotiations for the Oslo Agreement, when Israel insisted on having full
control over Palestinian airspace under
the pretext of ‘security’. The ex-head of
the IDF’s strategic planning division and
the former leader of the negotiation unit
at that point, Brigader-General Udi Dekel,
recommended in his report to the negoti-
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ation team the need to enforce extremely
tight regulations on the airspace over the
West Bank and Gaza Strip.

compelling reasons to insist that it must not
return to the vulnerable 1967 lines, which
only appeared to invite aggression and
imperil Israel’s future rather than set the
stage for peace. These Israeli leaders sought
new boundaries that would allow Israel to
defend itself, by itself. Thus there emerged
within the national security establishment
a broad consensus that called these new
lines “defensible borders” and urged that
they be sought in any future negotiations.1 In
2004, the U.S. provided Israel with a letter of
assurances recognizing its right to defensible
borders; it was signed by President George
W. Bush and was backed by a bi-partisan
majority in both houses of the U.S. Congress.

These extreme regulations – including
the restriction of foreign air traffic – were
claimed to be related to Israel’s vulnerability to ‘attacks’ through the air, given
its location and geography with a ‘narrow
waist’ of about 70 km at the narrowest
point of the country, which makes it difficult
for the IDF to track potential air attacks in
time. Israel’s concern is that any aircraft
could fly across its narrow waist in less

IDF is made up largely of reserve units that
need approximately 48 hours to completely
mobilize. The military formations of the Arab
states are mostly active-duty units, with a
small role for reserves. Defensible borders will
provide the optimal topographical conditions
for Israel’s active-duty forces to withstand a
ground assault by numerically superior forces
while the mobilization of the reserves is
completed.

The IDF is made up largely
of reserve units. Defensible
borders will provide the optimal
topographical conditions for
Israel’s active-duty forces to
withstand a ground assault by
numerically superior enemy forces
while the mobilization of the
reserves is completed.

The Threat of Conventional Attack
The logic behind Israel’s need for defensible
borders is based on four principal threats:
conventional attack; terrorism; mortar and
rocket fire (as well as ballistic missiles); and
unconventional attacks. When it comes to
conventional attack, in contrast to the armed
forces of the surrounding Arab states, the

than four minutes; meanwhile, it takes
at least three minutes for any interceptor aircraft to take off. This makes Israel
feel threatened, and on that basis they
demanded full ‘security control’ over the
airspace above Palestinian territory.3

According to the same report, Ben-Gurion International Airport has to be protected as one of the most sensitive spots
in Israel. Consequently, this also implies
further control over the West Bank, and
specifically villages overlooking the
coastal region, such as Beit Liqia, Kharbatha and Aryeh. This of course means
that Israel needs to exercise full aerial
sovereignty over these areas, in case that
any ‘possible attack’ – as Dekel puts it –
might start from there.4

Even after the mobilization of the reserves is
completed, defensible borders additionally

LEB A N O N

Israel’s Geographic and
Topographic Vulnerabilities
Opposite a Prospective
Palestinian State

Haifa

JORDAN

Approximately 40 Miles
Jenin
Tulkarem

Hadera

› The Israeli coastal plain adjacent
to the West Bank includes 70% of
Israel's population and 80% of its
industrial capacity.

Nablus

Netanya

9 Miles
Ra'anana

Kfar Saba

Ramat HaSharon

Giv'atayim

Tel Aviv-Yafo
Bat Yam

Giv'at Shmu'el

Kalkilya

Kfar Qasem
Rosh Haayin

Petah Tikva
El'ad

Ramat Gan

Holon

Kiryat Ono

Ben- Gurion
International
Airport

Rehovot

Shoham

6 Miles

WEST
BANK

In their desperation for an Oslo deal, Palestinians agreed to the enforced Israeli
regulations and gave up on their right of
sovereignty over their own airspace – as
well as their minor requests of having

Beit Nehemia
Ashdod
Rishon LeTsiyon

IS R A E L

Ben Shemen
Lod
Ramla

Modi'in

Ness Tsiyona

24

Defensible Borders

236

237

Kalandia airport open during the Oslo
negotiations.5 Indeed, in the clauses concerning the electromagnetic sphere and
airspace, the Oslo Agreement declares
that: “All aviation activity or usage of the
airspace … shall require prior approval of
Israel”.6
To find a way around this problematic
issue, a new definition of boundaries
within airspace had to be invented just
for the Palestinian/Israeli situation. Consequently, it was proposed that the sovereign ceiling of the emerging Palestin-

ian state should be significantly lowered,
such that it included only architectural
constructions and low-flying helicopters.
The upper layers of airspace were to be
under Israeli control.
This obsession with the sky is increasingly becoming a new form of negotiating power between countries around the
world, especially over the last decade,
and more specifically after the attacks on
Manhattan on 11th September 2001. Many
rumours have spread about demands
from the USA to Israel to support them in
‘exploring’ the neighbouring sky, in order
to secure themselves after the incidents
of 11th September. Rumours have been
also spread about secret agreements
between Israel and its neighbouring countries, like Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait and
the UAE, to give Israel ‘clear skies’ and
thus shorten the distances for attacking
Iran and Syria if needed. Although these
Arab countries have denied the claims,
others have been confirmed. The agree-

A view of Tel Aviv from a village to the west of Ramallah

ment with Saudi Arabia clearly reveals the
Saudi plans to allow a narrow corridor for
the use of Israeli air force. According to
the Sunday Times, a US defense source
commented that:
“The Saudis have given their permission for the Israelis to pass over and
they will look the other way. They have
already done tests to make sure their
own jets aren’t scrambled and no one
gets shot down. This has all been done
with the agreement of the [US] State
Department.”8
According to the same report, Saudi officials have confirmed their support by
stating that both countries share a mutual
loathing of the Iranian regime yet – other
reports from Israel National News have
denied it.9 However, even if these Arab
countries deny formal agreements with
Israel, they already in effect turn a blind
eye against Israeli attempts to ‘violate’
their airspace, especially when these violations are backed up by the USA. This
compact includes not only Saudi Arabia,
but also Jordan, Egypt, Iraq and Turkey;
the latter has already had several ‘visits’
from the Israeli air force in its skies before
it closed its airspace to Israel after the
brutal raid on the flotilla aid ship on its
way to the Gaza Strip on 31st May 2010.

Controlling the electromagnetic
spectrum
The topographical advantages of the West
Bank – located on high ground, combined
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with the narrow waist of Palestine/Israel
– makes it geographically powerful, with
a communication system that is much
more vulnerable compared to the Israeli
coastal line. According to the aforementioned report prepared by Udi Dekel:
“ … if a Palestinian transmitter station is
located on Eibal Mountain in Nablus as an
example, it could virtually jam the entire
communication system of Israeli areas
broadcasting on the same frequency.” 10
Consequently, Israeli advisers declared
clearly that for any Oslo negotiation

process to proceed with Palestinians,
Israel must also be given full control over
electromagnetic transmissions. This of
course includes all radio and TV stations,
since any transmissions with similar frequencies to Israeli ones could potentially
lead to disruption in their systems, and
most importantly to Ben Gurion International Airport.
Today, however, the control of the airspace
and the electromagnetic spectrum is being
exploited by Israel to monitor actions on
the ground and to interfere with radio and
TV broadcasts by the Palestinian Authority. Not only that, the PA has also agreed
to halt any broadcasting activities if not
licensed by Israel. Otherwise, the Israeli
Defense Force would do it themselves
by destroying the transmitters. Israel is
also able to use the airspace over Palestine as the training ground for its pilots,
meaning it can attack and target individual and location anytime and anywhere

‘The return of the birds’, an artwork by Adib Fattal

it chooses – a facility which Israel has
exercised extremely well in the past
decade, especially over Gazan airspace.
In return, Palestinians have only been
given a narrow, low-level aerial corridor,
which barely connects the West Bank to
the Gaza Strip.11

ian refugees who are waiting for the day
to return to the same freedom:

This obsession with control and security
has covered the Palestinian/Israeli
airspace with an invisible map of exhaustive surveillance, described by Weizman
as:

That nightingale lives on there, in our
dreams.

“ … The most intensively observed
and photographed terrain in the world.
In a ‘vacuum-cleaner’ approach to intelligence gathering, sensors aboard
unmanned air vehicles (UAVs), aerial
reconnaissance jets, early warning
Hawkeye planes, and even an EarthObservation Image Satellite, snatch
most signals out of the air. Every floor
in every house, every car, every telephone call or radio transmission, even
the smallest event that occurs on the
terrain, can thus be monitored, policed
or destroyed from the air.”12

“We shall return,
The nightingale told me, when upon a
hill we met.

Among the hills and people, who
yearn,there is a place for us.
O heart, how long? How long then...
Have we been scattered by the wind?
Come.We shall return.
Let us return!
O heart, do not drop in weariness
On the path of our return.
How it wounds our pride to know that
birds tomorrow will return
While we still remain here”.13

Birds
From a bird’s-eye view over Palestine/
Israel, no boundary lines actually exist
apart from those which can be seen on
the surface of the land. Other than that,
all boundaries are dissolved and only
freedom is experienced when crossing
the blue sky. For that reason, birds have
become part of the language of Palestin-
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This has happened not only because birds
are typically associated with freedom, but
also because birds possess a unique
relationship with historic Palestine. As
noted, this relatively small area is known
for being one of the busiest corridors for
bird migration in the world. Even though
many other species migrate in search for
new habitat – including butterflies, fish,
whales, deer, zebra, etc. – it is birds that

Palestine

Bird migration through Palestine/Israel

have the longest known non-stop migration of any species, all of which adds to
their significance:
“Every spring, half a billion birds
migrate through Israel and the West
Bank from their wintering grounds
in Africa to their breeding grounds in
Europe, and every autumn they return
the same way. Only the Isthmus of
Panama, which links North and South
America, has heavier traffic, and
Panama’s airspace doesn’t support
the same density of military aircraft as
Israel’s.”14
This migratory phenomena has added to
the magic of the region and has throughout
the years attracted many birder watchers
and other visitors who come not only to
watch the migration of birds, but also to
enjoy the variety of resident species.15
Inevitable collision
The heavy dependence of Israel on its air
force, leading to a high number of military
aircraft and the consequent tight security
measures, has long been facing a different kind of threat than that being dealt with
in their negotiations and agreements with
Palestinians. Indeed, the main challenge
to face in the air is actually collision with
birds, or what is commonly known as ‘bird
strike’. The large number of soaring birds
that migrate during the day, to exploit the
thermals rising from the land, is in fact the
main crisis in the air, posing a more significant threat to Israeli aviation than any
other claimed threat. It is reported that
Grey cranes flock at Haula Valley
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Israel has lost more aircraft through bird
collision than due to any war or action
by so-called ‘enemies’.16 According to
the Birding Israel website, the Israeli Air
Forces (IAF) has suffered greatly in the
past three decades, from over 3,400
bird strikes. These bird strikes are highly
costly, with 3 pilots being killed and 9 aircrafts crashing, causing damage of over
$1,000,000 per major accident.17 According to the IAF, Ben Gurion Airport is also
at high risk given its location in proximity to the Syria-African Flyway whereby
millions of migratory birds – including
ducks and geese, storks, pelicans, cranes
and egrets, etc. – cross the region.

One of the IDF’s most significant pilots,
who served in the 1967 and 1973 wars,
has said that the only time his life was
ever threatened was not during wartime,
but the day he had to use the ejector seat
when hit by a buzzard when traveling at
over 700km/h: “ … as the bird entered my
right jet engine, a huge flame shot out the
back. I had only seconds to hit the ejector
seat button.”18
Consequently, Israel has decided to take
a very close and active interest in the
migration of birds. It has built a radar
system designed to detect birds through
what it calls the ‘bird plague zones’ above
Israel/Palestine’s narrow waist.19 This
has taken place through the assistance
of Yossi Leshem, who as a PhD student
convinced the Israeli Air Force to fund his
doctorate project in 1984 after a severe

Summer pattern of echosignitures of the clouds, hills and
birds on 8th October 2002.

loss in aircraft were being caused by bird
collision; an issue which remained unpublished.20
Today, Leshem is one of the key experts
on birds’ habits in relation to aircraft
safety, and one of the academics at Tel
Aviv University who teaches in the field –
as well of course as serving in the Israeli
Air Force as a Lieutenant Colonel.21 The
military airbases in Israel have ever since
counted on Leshem’s special tactics to
keep birds away. Their defenses include
radar systems to track birds, the use of
specially trained dogs, sharp sounds, and
‘scarecrow’ images placed in strategic locations to scare the birds away.22 Leshem
– who is also known as the ‘bird-chaser’ –
has also produced a series of regulations
and guidelines which are still being used
by the Israeli Air Force; these include the
marking of Bird-Plagued Zones (BPZ) in
the airspace according to each migration
season. These regulations are used for
planning flight paths in order to decrease
the chances of bird-plane collisions as far
as possible.
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Radar system: it is all about politics

Jerusalem

According to Leshem’s mapping of birds,
three main routes can be identified through
Israel and Palestine: the Rift Valley route;
the south-west corner route where birds
cut through the Eilat Mountains; and the
coastal route where birds fly parallel to

Hebron

the sea to exploit the currents created by
offshore winds. Identifying these three
routes of bird movement has also been

3D distribution of birds on 1st April 2009 (time: 21:05).
Horizontal distribution of birds on 1st April 2009 (time: 21:05).
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the starting point for Leshem to set up his
radar system. This work has taken place
with the help of a former Soviet general
who migrated to Israel, Leonid Dinevitch,
and who was in charge of weather radar
facilities throughout the former USSR.
Dinevitch is known for his expertise in
weather forecasting and in his joint civilian–military project employing 47 radar
stations and three aircraft that generated
artificial rain. With his help, a camouflaged
onion-shaped bird radar device is now
strategically located at the Latrun hilltop
overlooking the road between Jerusalem
and Tel Aviv, on one of the main routes
of bird migration. However, choosing the
location of the radar point had many other
tactical reasons other than birds. It is a
very significant point politically and historically, as it has witnessed many battles
and was one of the key spots the Israelis
were desperate to take, after they were
unable to capture it during the 1948 occupation. Latrun has also been an important international crossroads throughout history, being situated near the main
roads from Jaffa to Jerusalem and from
Gaza to Ramallah and on to Damascus.

After the British withdrew from Palestine
in 1948, in order to hand over to the new
Israeli state, Latrun remained under the
control of the Arab Legion – who used it
to enforce a military siege on Jerusalem
by blocking water and food from reaching
the city. David Ben-Gurion, the first prime
minister of Israel, on his very first day,
stressed on the urgency to control the road

to Jerusalem; consequently, he ordered
repeated attempts to capture Latrun, but
Israel was unable to get hold of it until the
Six Day War in 1967.
Latrun as an area, however, did not
really have any significant characteristics to mark it out until 1982, when it
was decided that it would be the site for
a ‘memorial museum’ named the Latrun
Armored Corps Memorial. As Edward
Platt reportes:
“Leshem wanted to combine his radar
with a ‘living museum’ documenting the
coexistence of birds and aircraft, but
he knew the migration alone wouldn’t
generate the kind of audiences he
wanted, and so he approached the
general of the Armored Corps: ”You
are telling the story of the bloodshed,
the heritage, the conflict … this is the
story of the past. And I am coming
with the story of the future: bird migration, environment, high-tech, radar,
Internet, satellites. Give me a piece of
land, about eight acres, on your site,
and I will build a museum, an auditorium and a scientific centre.”23
Today, therefore, the road from Tel Aviv
to Jerusalem is ‘decorated’ with a few old
tanks and fragments of aircrafts which
throughout my childhood I used to think
were the remnants of the 1967 War. But
in fact, as I only realized very recently,
these aircraft happen to be the fragments
of F-15 Falcon fighters which have been
destroyed in collision with storks.
It is estimated by the IAF that the earlywarning radar system has been so effec-

Birds during the migration season in Palestine/Israel
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tive that it has saved them – in addition
to lives – over $800 million in terms of
damage. Yet, another bird expert has
denied this claim, stating in a conversation with a Granata reporter that:
“Yossi Leshem’s network of radar
stations is not infallible. Israel is so
small that if someone burps in the
north, you’ll hear it on the border with
Egypt, and sometimes southbound
birds are over the centre of the country
before the radar can pick them up.”24
The narrow paradise
“It was astonishing to think how far –
and how fast – they had traveled. They
had left southern Africa while I was still
in England and flying for an average
of nine hours a day, at forty kilometres
per hour, they had pushed through
eastern Africa to their pre-wintering
grounds in Sudan and Chad. From
there, they turned north-west towards
Egypt, following the Nile from Aswan
to Qina, before crossing the Sinai peninsula and entering southern Israel.
Only this morning, they had been in
the vast expanse of the Negev Desert
and now they were passing our station
on the slopes of Mount Gilboa.”25
During the peak migration period between
10th March and 20th April, the residents of
Palestine/Israel are used to waking up to
the sound of the wings of 500 million birds
migrating over the Great Syrian-African
Valley. The rich and complicated ecosystem, the diversity within the Mediterranean climate, and the location as a bottleneck between three different continents,
all add to its uniqueness hosting over 500

Robin Visits EEC for the Fourth Time
Talitha Kumi Ringing and Monitoring Station
By Riad Abu Saada

The habitat ranges between
We catch and study many birds at the
Mediterranean and Irano-Turanian;
Environmental Education Center (EEC);
the winter is rainy and cold, with an
some are ringed at our station, and
occasional snowstorm, and the summer
others we observe with telescopes and
is hot and dry. Part of the area is rocky
binoculars. To ring a bird means to attach
habitat with sparse and rather lowa metal ring with the word “Palestine”
growing vegetation. The remaining part
to the leg of a bird. Before setting the
is well vegetated with a variety of edible
bird free, we study it according to the
and ornamental native trees, shrubs, and
standards of the University of Gdansk
conifers of various sizes.
SE European Bird Migration Network
(SEEN), of which the EEC is a member.
Its location on the Jerusalem mountains
When we catch a bird for the first time,
between the eastern semi-arid region
we put a ring with a unique number on its
and the western coastal plains allows for
leg, collect data, specify its age and sex,
a high
profileMount
of biodiversity
and in turn
The
high
cliffs
of the
of Temptation,
and take other scientific measurements
makes
for anaideal
location for
a native for
Jericho,
which
are
natural
habitat
so that we can distinguish
it from others
and historical botanic garden that will
of birds
within the same species.different kindseventually
attract birds.
Talitha Kumi Ringing and Monitoring
An interesting part of our work is the
Station was established as the first
ability to track the routes of the birds that
station not only in Palestine but in the
pass through our stations. For example,
entire Arab world. We started in the year
one of the birds that was studied and
2000 with three Palestinian professionals:
ringed at the EEC/Jericho Ringing and
Mr. Simon Awad, the acting executive
Monitoring Station in 2000 (a Lesser
director of EEC, the researcher Mr.
Whitethroat) reached Poland 28 days
Michael Farhoud, and myself, Mr. Riad
after we set it free from here.
Abu Sa’ada, the acting station director.
Another strange incident was the repeat
The station is located in the western
visits of a robin to our station, which
hills of the Bethlehem area, south-west
illustrates the importance of the station’s
of Jerusalem. It sits at the top of Jabal
location for birds. The first visit was on
Al-Ras, approximately 900 meters above
November 25, 2003. I caught this bird
sea level and part of the mid-mountain
in our net at eight o’clock in the morning
range of Palestine. Wadi Al-Makhrour and
then collected the standard information,
the town of Beit Jala surround it.

Abu Alhinna bird.

vented Bulbul.
Migratory Birds: birds that pass
through Palestine in autumn to spend
the winter in the southern hemisphere.
We often see these birds – for example,
the Black Cap – in the spring on their way
back to Europe for breeding.
Summer Visitors: birds that spend
summertime in Palestine, where the
weather is more suitable than in their
countries. The Sparrow Hawk is one of
the many species that rarely breed in
Palestine.
Winter Visitors: birds, such as the robin,
that spend wintertime in Palestine.
Vagrant Birds: birds that occasionally
appear and disappear in various places
in Palestine.

put the ring on its leg, and set it free.
Usually these birds are winter visitors that
will return to Europe in March to breed.
Exactly two years later, on November
25, 2005, at ten o’clock in the morning, I
caught the same robin again. Of course,
I did not realize that it was the same
bird until I checked the serial number
on the metal ring. The bird returned
on November 22, 2006, and finally on
November 23, 2007.
As we know, Palestine has a rich
biodiversity, so it is normal to see
several kinds of birds all year long. Birds
in Palestine can be divided into five
categories.
Resident Birds: those that live and
breed in Palestine, such as the Yellow-

Riad Abu Sa’ada is
the director of Talitha
Kumi Ringing and
Monitoring Station at The
Environmental Education
Center/ELCJHL in Beit
Jala. He is a researcher
of wildlife and also works
as a science teacher.
He can be reached at
eec@p-ol.com.
Article photos by Simon
Awad
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Bird nests in the Mount of Temptation, Jericho.

Aerial view of Wadi Al-Quilt.

different species – as noted, in one of the
busiest air corridors in the world. Yet, we
can’t really talk about birds without also
talking about their relationship with the
surface of the land. Birds generally prefer
traveling over land to water when they
are flying long distances, since the former
offers them a chance to rest, soar, eat,
drink and breed.
In the case of historic Palestine, the most
significant locations for birds are associated with the coast, Jerusalem mountains,
eastern slopes of the West Bank, and the
Jordan Valley. Each one of these zones
has distinct environmental characteristics
with a different climate and a rich variety
of habitats. The areas also vary from
semi-natural, rural to urban and many of
them are rich agricultural zones with high
agro-biodiversity.26
“I say Palestine and you may say
Israel, but for the birds it is the same
place. The birds can land everywhere,
but every species has its own special
place where they land – the pelicans,
the cranes, raptors, song birds they
each have their own place – like
people, I guess.”27
The West Bank itself is blessed with
many water sources originating from its
underground springs, as mentioned in the
previous chapter. The water flows bursting
between the limestone mountains down
to the valleys also attract a great number
of birds species, especially the small
songbirds who gather there to eat, rest
and breed. The desert to the south, which

Mount of Temptation with its many bird nests.
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is known in Arabic as Sahara en-Naqab,
and the Jordan Valley, also attract many
migratory species. This is due to their
low barometric pressure and plentiful air
thermals, which make it easy for birds
to glide for long distances at high speed
using minimum energy.28
The distinct topography of the hilly West
Bank, in contrast to the Jordan Valley with
its sudden drop below sea level, or the
coastal western edge, allow for good variation of uneven heating of the air due to
the difference in terrain. This again results
in strong thermals for soaring birds, particularly near to the hills, which helps
them when riding the air. The benefits of
thermal currents are not only limited to
the birds, as pilots also take advantage of
them to gain altitude. Thus it is crucial for
pilots to be aware of these thermals and
the location of soaring birds to avoid any
possible collision.
The Palestine Wildlife Society has identified thirteen ‘Important Bird Areas’ in
Palestine.29Jericho district and in particular Mar Saba Monastery near the Dead
Sea are considered as key locations for
attracting birds, given they lie within the
boundaries of the Jerusalem Wilderness Area. Most of that area is classified
under the Irano-Turanian climate with a
mountainous habitat. The steep slopes of
the Jerusalem Wilderness Area and the
abundant springs that lead to the Dead
Sea thus hold unique geological and topographical phenomena which make this
an area of exceptional natural beauty, as
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The migration of white storks is particularly remarkable in the region as the
narrow corridor of Palestine/Israel lies on
the migratory route of 85% of the world’s
stork population.30 Yet, the region also
attracts pelicans and many other raptors.
As Atrash – a Palestinian wildlife expert
– explains, this extensive list of birds
includes:
“…the Lesser Kestrel, Honey Buzzard,
Lesser Spotted Eagle, and Egyptian
Vulture, all in which use the Jordan
Valley, Jericho, and Jerusalem
mountain routes.”31
Of course, all kinds of songbirds are also
a rich asset of the region, such as the
famous Bulbul, Abu Alhenna, and the
equally well-known Palestine Sunbird.
“Most of the hundreds of thousands of
white storks that pass through the Beit
She’an Valley stop to drink, but these
birds wouldn’t: with the wind driving
them on, they would keep going until
dark. They would roost in trees or
on a cliff face, and feed on anything
they could ﬁnd – dead frogs, ﬁsh and
insects. Sometimes, Eran said, they
arrive in Israel with blackened legs
and bodies, having scavenged through
burnt undergrowth to feed on corpses
barbecued in bush ﬁres. By tomorrow,
they would be over Lebanon and
Syria, where they would turn northwest, cutting the corner of the Mediterranean and flying above the Turkish
port of Iskenderum. They would cross
the Bosphorus at Istanbul, or the west

side of the Sea of Marmara, and in
Bulgaria, they would reach a turning
point: some flocks would keep going
into Central and Southern Europe.”32
On my last trip to Palestine I joined Sami
Bakleh in bird-watching. Backleh is a wellknown twitcher and an expert on wildlife
in Palestine, and he helped me to trace
the birds and taught me how to monitor
their behaviour. He also ran an environmental awareness program for the team
at Riwaq when I used to work there. What
was remarkable about the experience is
to learn how much human beings can influence bird habitats. On one hand, we
can nourish the habitat by simply installing a feeding station with water and nuts
to attract small birds, as in the case with
small songbirds, and yet we can easily
confuse their natural patterns and disturb
their behaviour by cutting them off from
the natural diversity around. The journey
with Backleh gave me a new insight into
what eco-activism could mean in a region
where birds are able to cross the Separation Wall, while humans cannot. Beside
the politics, in the case of Palestine it is not
only global warming we should be worried
about – it’s also that physical boundaries
and separation cutting off the ecological
‘greenbelt’ that connects species and the
natural cycles together.33
Backleh and I started on our route along
the monasteries in the Wadi Alqilt and
Jericho area, this being one of the major
pathways during migration times – as well
as an important spot to watch resident

Deer crossing a bypass road in Ein Qinia, opposite an Israeli settlement

breeding birds. We observed the many
soaring birds riding the air thermals.
Apparently, one of the common ways
to locate thermals is by observing the
location of clouds, which we did. The
result of cooling air inside a rising thermal
causes water to evaporate within the air
mass, which in turn creates condensation
and a cloud. A cumulus cloud that is still
growing and in the process of forming is
a good indication that a strong air thermal
is present, and thus birds will soon be
soaring.34 We watched different kinds
of solitary birds like eagles and hawks,
which often take advantage of thermals
to extend their flight time in their search
for food.
We then visited Ein Qinia near to Ramallah;
it is one of the unique spots for birds, since
Ein Qinia is rich with fresh water-springs.
It has seasonal streams and wetlands
which create an excellent habitat for different kind of wildlife species. Ein Qinia
used to be one of the key picnic spots and
a resting point for Palestinians when they
were picking olives, as well as for birds
during their autumn and spring migration.
Today, with the expansion of the Separation Wall and the new Israeli settlements
around it, a bypass road has been constructed across the valley to connect the
settlements directly with roads to Tel Aviv.
This cut has also created another form of
‘green gap’ which is threatening nature
and causing major environmental and
ecological damage.
Ein Qinia water spring
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Backleh and I followed birds across the
disconnected greenbelt of the territory we
viewed. Luckily enough, there isn’t much
required for birds to be able to nest, and
hence we spotted all different kinds of
bird colonies. Each species has its own
natural behaviour and pattern of life, plus
every bird species has its own particular
way to build its nest. Many just use the
ground on which to lay their eggs, such
as the desert species; others use cliffs or
holes in walls, like the case near the monasteries in the Jordan Valley; which is a
significant colony for falcons and eagles.
Other soaring birds nest mostly in high
points such as rooftops or chimneys.
Behind the Separation Wall lies another
environmental paradise that is currently
invisible to Palestinians. It stretches from
the southern coast of the Red Sea all the
way to the Mediterranean coast and the
Haula Valley. Of course, the characteristics of these environmental zones differ
across the map, and thus they host different species. I have never managed
to watch the birds on this other side, especially along the coastal line. This area
includes Wadi Gaza, which despite major
disastrous pollution caused by sewage
mixing with water, hosts a tremendous
variety of birds gives its location right
along the migratory routes.
The invisible net capturing nature
Nothing seems to escape the militarized
and political nature of life in Israel, with

Jabal Abu Ghneim, 1997

Israeli settlement of Har Homa, 2008

every little detail – even the birds which
traverse its skies – falling into the invisible net of its security apparatus. The
radar system devised by Leshen became
a political agenda for the IAF, and means
for further power and control. Latrun, like
many other locations is a great spot for
birds, but there also cannot be a better
spot for a radar system. What could be
better than making the dream of David
Ben-Gurion – one of the leading Zionists
who established the Jewish state – come
true?

Google Image Result for http://inapcache.boston.com/universal/site_graphics/blogs/bigpicture/settle_06_17/s11_19076641.jpg
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Fortunately, Israel is unable to hijack
birds in the same way it has hijacked
other natural resources. What is left
of natural reserves in the West Bank is
being confiscated on a military basis,
such as the national park of Umm Safa
near to Birzeit, which on its own hosts
more species than the whole of London
does. With the erection of the Separation
Wall, nature in Palestine is being affected
tremendously; the water springs on which
birds and species count on are now dried
out, or mixed with sewage. Areas for birds
to eat, rest, or nest are being separated
off in such a way that their natural food
cycle is being disrupted and unbalanced,
causing the degradation of local and migratory wildlife.
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Israeli Settlements in the West Bank
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Relations between the Israeli government and the Obama administration have become tense lately over the issue of growing
Israeli settlements in the West Bank. Nearly 300,000 Israelis now live in such settlements, alongside some 2.5 million
Palestinians. The tense disputes over the settlements touch on religious and historical claims, local and international laws,
and, of course political disagreements. The settlements range in size and permanence from "wildcat" outposts made of
plywood shacks to established cities of tens of thousands. The international community views over 100 of the settlements as
illegal under international law. Despite calls from the U.S. for a complete freeze on expansion, Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu said that, though Israel would not build any new settlements and would dismantle unauthorized
outposts, it would still allow building within existing settlements to accommodate "natural growth." Collected here are
some scenes from West Bank settlements over the past few months. (37 photos total)

The only remaining natural forest that is
known to host a great number of breeding
birds in Palestinian area – known as Um
al Rihan Forest, to the north of Jenin –
has also been divided by the wall into two
parts. The pine forest of Jabal Abu Ghneim

Israeli settlement of Har Homa, 2008

A Palestinian worker walks through a construction site of a new housing project in the West Bank Jewish settlement of Maaleh Adumim, near Jerusalem, Sunday,
June 7, 2009. (AP Photo/Sebastian Scheiner)
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to the north of Bethlehem was also completely flattened to install the illegal Israeli
settlement of Har Homa. According to a
report by Palestine Wildlife’s director, this
forest was the only greenbelt in the north:
“The natural habitat for mammals, such
as wolves and foxes, was destroyed and
the natural balance of life was ruined.”35
Unfortunately, until today very little
research has been carried out into the
effect of these military boundaries on the
species, flora and fauna of Palestine. In
addition, there is no Palestinian legislation to protect the natural resources
within its territorial area. As a result, the
damage is being doubled up by the lack of
environmental awareness, which in itself
is causing a major threat to the cultural
landscape in the West Bank, Gaza Strip
and all the undefined leftover spaces
emerging from the erection of physical
boundaries.
Given the heavy fortification of the Separation Wall, few mammals can cross
over to the other side; their habitats have
been cut in two. Vegetation has also been
affected because of the disruption of pollination patterns. Unfortunately, nature
is located everywhere and cannot exist
according to the strategic location of
Israeli settlements, military walls and the
‘security’ map of Israel. Wildlife and birds
simply don’t understand borders. Hence,
if the greenbelts connecting the natural
cycle are disconnected from below, the
region will gradually lose its migratory
birds above just as it is losing local in-

(Top left) Palestine Sunbird
(Bottom left) Hoopoe, Israel’s national bird
(Right, opposite) Some common birds in Palestine/Israel

habitants on the surface. When there is
less diversity in nature, ecosystems will
gradually become less productive.
Palestine Sunbird hijacked
Even though the physical capturing of
birds remains difficult, Israel is nonetheless doing its best to formalize its own
symbolic identity, even with birds. For
Israel’s 60th anniversary celebrations
it wanted to choose a bird to become
a national symbol, one they could call
their own. Various birds were suggested
and nominated, such as Bulbul in Arabic
or Pycnonotidae, which is a common
songbird in areas like Wadi El Bathan near
Nablus and Wadi Al Qilt near Jericho and
Ein Qinia, and in the Ramallah area. The
other choice was the Palestine Sunbird,
a small black bird with glittering colours
on its head and neck, and very common
all over Palestine. Luckily enough, the
English name for the bird, with its reference to Palestine, kept the latter out of
the nomination process (stretching over
six months), as the Israeli newspaper
Ha’aretz reported.36 Instead, the Israeli
president Shimon Peres announced that
the Hoopoe would become the symbol for
Israel: “It’s a bird that takes good care of
its children and uses creative tactics to
defend itself.”37
Uzi Paz, a veteran birdwatcher and former
head of the Israel Nature and Parks Authority said in praise of the Hoopoe: “It is
not a songbird, but chirps when it wants
to take over territory. There is no external
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difference between male and female
Hoopoes.”38
Hence there were good reasons to choose
the Hoopoe, even though Peres bizarrely
preferred the dove as being ‘Zionist’ as
he puts it, when asked for his personal
choice: “The dove is equipped with a
homing system, which can lead it home
from anywhere it may be – and despite
limitations and long distances it is a true
Zionist.”39
Even though Israel is currently selling itself
through a famous slogan – ‘Migrating
Birds Know no Boundaries’ – the reality is

actually trying to ensure that its airspace
is nothing but boundaries militarized by
nature, as a further attempt to isolate Palestine from the map.40 Even when selecting a bird for an identity symbol, Israel
seems to need to strongly support the
Zionist state and its original dream. The
dove – which as far as I know has always
been the symbol of hope and peace to
followers of Christianity, Judaism and
Islam – is suddenly being represented as
a Zionist ambassador that will eventually
come back to the ‘land of Israel’, while the
Hoopoe represents their creative tactical
defense system. It is ridiculous, to say the
least.
Looking at the other side of the Separation Wall, Palestine is not yet a state, and
as such still has to select its own national
symbol. However, local and cultural institutions never hesitate to celebrate the
beauty of the sunbirds hovering above its

land. Indeed, the international film festival
in Palestine in 2010, chose the Palestine
Sunbird as their permanent symbol. The
enticement is:
“To build the festival’s nest, to reproduce and grow, so that we see flocks
of birds of Palestine, carrying the depth
and sweetness of the experience in
their wings … For five years, we’ve been
building the words to tell about every
new feature of this city [Ramallah] and
about any dress and jewelry it wears
to look better. This city never changes
its dress, as it is woven from joy and
delight, with a rose planted behind its
ears and the Palestinian sunbird on its
shoulder, the bird that the city took as
its symbol. This bird, decorated with
the colors of the spectrum, was known
by the world here in this land, and has
taken this land’s name, then flew to all
parts of this world, just like us, we fly
and fly, but always return to our first
place.”41

Leave it for the birds
This magic reality which bounds the
airspace over Palestine/Israel is perhaps
the only sign for a sense of roaming
freedom and a dream of return. Apart from
the broken lines on the ground currently
controlled by Israel, all other boundaries
are dissolved with the freedom that birds
possess. However, in order to observe
bird migration in Palestine, we also need
to keep in mind the military attempts to
monitor it. The so-called Israeli ‘security
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measures’, in a country based on fear,
are actually trying to isolate the territory
from the world outside. Indeed, Israel is
imprisoning itself within its own boundaries by thinking that it is keeping the
‘other’ out. However, Israel is only fencing
itself in. If Israelis want to waste their life
drawing lines, Palestinians should spend
their time enjoying crossing them using
all possible means.
The slogan initiated by the IAF – ‘take care
we share the air’ – might have missed a
third partner in this scheme. It is not only
IAF and the birds which occupy the sky;
Palestinians do so too. After all, a simple
station on the top of Eibal Mountain in
Nablus can capture the whole airspace
of Israel, and a bird roaming around the
sky can also be the most effective flying
machine for crossing all boundaries.
Therefore, this might be the time for Palestinians to step back, leaving it for the
birds to draw their own quiet map of possibility. Only they can currently soar and
glide above the complicated boundaries.
Only they can signify the very thing that
Palestinians find so hard to capture. Birds
are the freedom encapsulated within this
thin corridor, and the poetic force that
fills the layers of the sky with grace and
power.
Let us hope that the day will come where
birds will take over all physical boundaries, and instead of the concrete wall
separating Palestine from Israel, it will be
birds nesting on its remaining traces that

will redraw the map and remind us of a
past that hopefully can never come back.
By then, the Palestinian refugees – who
are one of the oldest and largest refugee
community in the world today – will also
be able to return, and birds will no longer
be needed as the symbol, but rather the
means, by which they can reclaim their
land. Not only do both birds and refugees
refuse to accept the logic of boundaries, and the inequality and the repression which are involved, but they both
also share the search for the creation of
freedom.
Therefore, any geography which emerges
from oppression, has to be made possible
for these same birds to occupy, nest,
breed, grow and multiply. Eventually, they
will accumulate the necessary power to
break up the solid lines on the surface of
the land, and mark new ones yet to come
as a product of collective ideology born
from the sky. Birds can be the ambassadors of freedom in the troubled territory
of Palestine/Israel. Next will come some
designs for how this necessary transformation might happen.

Re-imagining Kalandia Checkpoint

Away from the complex borderlines
on the surface of the West Bank, birds
quietly inhabit a space that cannot be
reached by mere humans. A series of
‘bird machines’ thus aims to create a new
kind of confrontation between freedom of
movement and solid boundaries, in effect
by making the Separation Wall a new
habitat for birds.
The envisaged ‘bird machines’ will work
alongside the existing invisible networks
on the ground of the West Bank. Indeed,
these hidden local networks are to decide
where and when to accumulate their
‘aerial forces’. Palestinian commuters
‘Where should we go after the last frontiers?
Where should the birds fly after the last sky?
Where should the plants sleep after the last
breath of air?’ [Mahmoud Darwish]

also attached to one another. As such,
they wrap around to hide the networks
inside and keep them hidden away from
the extensive Israeli CCTV via barbed
wire connected to the wall. These spiral
curtains are also the place where the sticky
pockets are initially located before being
picked up and moved towards their final
destination higher up the Separation Wall.
The curtains are thus a kind of ‘sewing
machine’ run by the birds since they are
composed of the main raw materials
needed for nesting; layers of fibre, fabric
and bird feeding points. When the pockets
are located in this initial position, they

to distract and get beyond with the
systems of motion sensors and CCTV
cameras which currently pick up any
human presence at the moment.
This process of ‘quiet encroachment’
should be seen as a collective ideology
born from the sky; birds are in control,
they soar, glide, breed and nest wherever
necessary. Furthermore, boundaries are
exposed and blurred by the act of birds
‘shaking’ the assumed solidity of the
Separation Wall. When the wall eventually
falls – and it will – the birds will always be
there to mark the traces of what has been
left behind.

Moments of Possibility:
The flying machine inhabiting the sky
are to nurture the machines by spreading
their sticky pockets. These are in essence
fabric pockets filled in with seeds and other
natural elements, such as twigs for nests,
which can help to create a habitat for
birds when stuck onto rigid elements like

the thick concrete slabs of the Separation
Wall. Over time, as more and more of the
sticky pockets have been surreptitiously
accumulated, birds will start to occupy the
rigid walls. This process is hence seen as
an ongoing strategy to gradually amass
power by using birds as collaborators.
The structure for each ‘bird machine’ ends
with a series of spiral curtains which are
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will become naturally inhabited by birds
and their nesting materials (mainly dried
grass, hair, fabric and string collected
from the inserted curtains as well as from
the surrounding context). The process of
gathering together the nesting elements
will take the birds up to few weeks. Hence,
and before reaching a point where the
sticky pockets are ‘ripe’ enough to be
used, they need to be collected by local
Palestinians, fixed onto elastic cables,
and released up towards the Separation
Wall, thereby directing the birds towards
it. The free natural movement of birds
towards the wall acts as a new technique

The proposed ‘bird machines’ not only
surround the Separation Wall and other
physical boundaries of Israeli occupation.
They are also to be located in strategic
points across the West Bank to act as
meeting stations for the invisible networks
of Palestinian resistance, providing them
with ephemeral coordinate points as an
‘invisible’ coding system. These points
will be mainly generated by creating temporary artificial clouds which connect the
detached ‘greenbelt’ while also setting up
thermals to help the birds to soar. This is
done primarily through the use of a device
which I term the ‘kettle’, with these being

During the late 1960’s, hundreds of
birds of prey (some of them threatened
and endangered species) were killed
throughout Israel from secondary
poisoning after eating rodents that had
been poisoned with rodenticides.

D2

D4

D3

1. As an alternative to poisons, Barn Owls have been used as
pest control agents for rodents since 1982, and even earlier in
Malaysia. These natural nocturnal predators can substantially
decrease rodent numbers, thus lowering crop damage and
eliminating the need for less benign methods.

2. The feeding station is designed for small
birds. This natural process of attracting and
feeding birds requires two elements; water and
seeds. This proposed space is specifically
related to the Qalqilyeh area which has a high
amount of leftover food that can be reutalised
to feed birds.

This method has been recently experimented within the
region, by locating nest boxes for Barn Owls. It is estimated
that each owl kills around 9 mice per night. Given that many
Palestinian farmers are not allowed to reach their lands due to
the Separation Wall, except through seasonal permissions,
this system will be used as a form of protecting their farms
from a distance using an environmentaly friendly method.

1

2

3. Keeping the larger birds away
from the crops: The rotating rods
detect larger birds through its
sensitive cables which switch on
water sprinklers to scare the birds
away. This applies to big soaring
birds in the area which cause the
most damage to crops. These
stations are also to be located on
wetlands where birds use the
ground for nesting in holes.

3
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6. "The areas west of the Barrier are one of
the most fertile areas in the West Bank, and
the agriculture there generates, according to
the World Bank, 8% of Palestinian agricultural
production. The harm to the farming sector
prevents Palestinian farmers from gaining
additional income and prevents an increase in
the number of Palestinians working in
agriculture, which is a major sector of the
Palestinian economy."
[B'Tselem - Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in
the Occupied Territories]

'The kettle'
ee D2 for details)
e aim of this machine is to create artificial
ouds that can help birds in soaring and
ding, as well as directing them towards
rtain heights in the sky

5. 'The bird machine'.
(see D1 for details)

5
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The Bird Machine
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When the birds take over: recapturing the sky
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D1 The ‘bird machine’
D2

A

12950mm
13050mm

6

12750mm

12800mm

2

1

12500mm

invisibly embedded into the topography
of the central highlands of the West Bank
to overcome variations in uneven natural
heating of the air. This in return results in
new thermals which will attract soaring
birds in their efforts to gain altitude. The
skin of the ‘kettle’ itself has solar panels
fixed to it to create heat variations in the
air. Additionally, these solar panels will
heat a water reservoir at the bottom of the
‘kettle’ which will initiate instant clouds
whenever needed through the process
of water evaporation. Each ‘kettle’ will
be camouflaged into the landscape by
having a green skin for its outer panel,
which also offers an additional habitat for
animals around it.

Away from the complex borderlines on the surface, birds quietly inhabit what
cannot be reached. The 'bird machines' aim to create a new form of
confrontation between freedom and solid boundaries when the wall becomes
a new habitat for birds.
This 'flying machine' is working alongside with the invisible networks on the
ground, which decide where and when to accumulate their 'aerial forces'. The
commuters nurture the 'bird machine' and its sticky fabric pockets with
seeding, which are then targeted by elastic cables towards the boundaries
and solid lines of separation. Those pockets that miss the wall will end at the
other side of the land, with new roots to be born. This process of 'quiet
encroachment' is seen as a collective ideology born from the sky; birds are in
control, they soar, glide, breed and nest wherever is necessary.

The ‘kettles’ will not only be located in Area
B and Area C land to assist Palestinians
in their journeys while seeking work; their
clouds will be also directed above all illegal
Israeli settlements hosting birds to glide.
They will thus draw a different aerial map
of ‘alive’ points and lines that can then be
reconnected together at some point in a
strategy of resistance. This will hopefully
remind the Israeli occupier that they too
are being watched, and the Palestinians
have not forgotten the seized land, as
David Ben Gurion had hoped would
happen over time.1

Boundaries are exposed and blurred when birds 'shake' the solidity of the
wall. If the wall will eventually fall (and it will) the birds will always be there to
mark the traces of what has been left behind.
The 'bird machine' is not only surrounding the wall and the physical
boundaries. It is also located in strategic points across the West Bank to
work as a meeting station for the invisible networks by providing them with
ephemeral coordinate points as an 'invisible' coding system. These points
are mainly artificial clouds connecting the detached greenbelt to redirect and
set up routes for birds to soar. This is done through the 'Kettle', which is
embedded within the topography of the highlands, to allow for a variation of
uneven heating of the air. This in return results in air currents and thermals,
which can attract soaring birds to gain altitude.

Birds redefining the West
Bank’s aerial map
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Barn Owl nest boxes
A whole series of Barn Owl nest boxes are
used to be as an agricultural pest controller.
They are proposed as a natural way to
create ‘flying mousetraps’ for Palestinian
farmers who cannot reach their fields
regularly in order to prevent their crops
being damaged before harvesting. These
‘flying mousetraps’ are envisaged as a
substitute for the chemicals and poisons
which are costly and greatly endanger
birds, as happened in Israel in 1997 when
a large number of raptors where killed
after accidently eating these unnatural
pesticides. The new owl nests are to be
located either in the inner skin of the ‘kettle’
devices or installed in clusters across
the fields. The boxes themselves will be
made from the leftovers of wooden boxes
and other furniture currently being used
by farmers. Given that Barn Owls are not
interested in the nature of the box itself,
but rather the size of the access holes,
the diameter of the holes in the new boxes
will vary, yet will be regulated to a 100mm
maximum diameter to allow only smaller
owls to occupy them.

A

12000mm

The Fabric Wall
1 Collective bag-making room for commuters.
2 Main steel structure holding the ‘bird machine’.
3 Feeding station: the bags of seeds.

4

4 Main area for public interaction.
5 ‘Fabric wall’ located on the Palestinian side to
provide a habitat for birds to nest and breed.
6 The Separation Wall stretching across the West
Bank
to isolate Palestinian neighbourhoods and
expand Jerusalem on its eastern side.
7 Agricultural lands which belong to the Palestinian
villages yet have been expropriated by Israel.

D1

8 ‘Greenbelt’ as a habitat for species to make up
for the deserted areas behind the wall. The greenbelt
station contains pumps, detectors and different tools
to measure water level and detect migration routes.

3

9 Main access to the maintenance station.
10 Mobile workshop room.

2

11 Communal space leading to the bird-watching
stations.
12 Adabtable mobile tracks for ‘greenbelts’.
14

13 Water trench connected to the ‘fabric wall’ bird
habitat to collect surface water and direct it towards
the ‘greenbelts’.
14 Bird-watch station to detect migratory birds.
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4 main public area of interaction
feeding the nest bags
5 'fabric wall' located on the
Palestinian side to provide a
habitat for birds to nest and breed.
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6 the line of the separation wall
stretching across the West Bank
7 Agricultural lands belonging to the
Palestinian villages and expropriated by
Israel
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8 green belt as a habitat for species
to make up for the deserted ones
behind the wall
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9 main access to maintanance station
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10 mobile workshop room
and the green belt station
containing pumps and
detectors for measuring water
level and species level of
migration
11 open space leading to the
semi public points
12. adabtable mobile track for
green belts
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13. water track/trench connected to the
bird habitat 'fabric wall' to collect surface
water and direct it towards green belt
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14. bird-watch station to detect
migratory
birds
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‘The Kettle’: hovering above the Separation Wall

2
D2 The Kettle
Soaring migratory birds – such as large birds of
prey - glide between areas of rising hot air to aid
their long-distance passage. This method, which
cannot be used over large bodies of water or on
high mountains, concentrates birds into corridors
and through tight bottlenecks. ‘The kettle’ is a
term that birdwatchers use to describe a group of
migrating birds, that are circling and soaring upward
on rising air currents. These thermal currents are
mainly caused as a result of warm air moving
upward while cold air is displaced, dropping down
from higher levels in the atmosphere.
1. Solar panels located on the outerskin of ‘the

7

5

1

1

kettle’. The aim is to absorb heat for the internal
water pipes, which in returnheats the water wells
which in return heats the water well and radiates
steam into the air.
2. The neck of ‘the kettle’. An openable fan to
control the extent of heated air and redirect it
towards the targeted areas.
3. Mobile fans to control and direct the heat in the
air.
4. Insulated water reservoir containing heated
water.

3
4
6

5. Radiation panels to heat the atmosphere and
cause air movement.
6. Internal insulated pipes to generate steam
7. Pressure valve.
8. ‘Green pockets’ located on the outer skin of ‘the
kettle’ to improve internal insulation and provide
an additional habitat for animals. It is also a way to
camouflage ‘the kettles’ and integrate them within
their context.
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The ‘sewing machine’

(Right) Barn Owl nest boxes.
(Left) The ‘sewing machine’
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Accumulating aerial power
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Conclusion

In this design-driven research, I have tried
to explore alternative forms of spatial re
sistance that can assist Palestinians in
their struggle under Israeli occupation. In
order to do so, I have tried to show the in
fluence of maps and political agreements
in changing the social and spatial topog
raphy of Palestine, as seen in the first
chapter. However, away from the two-di
mensional maps and conventional ways
of reading spaces within the Palestinian/
Israeli conflict, I have also tried to make
a different shift in scale by zooming into
local communities and their informal daily
“The main task facing the
Palestinians today is to know
and understand the overall
map of the territories that the
Israelis have been creating,
and then devise concrete
tactics of resistance”

[Edward Said]

the context. The use of my own personal
voice as part of the subject matter, along
with the accumulation of narratives of
other Palestinians throughout the thesis,
has therefore played a crucial role. It has
made it easier for me to trace and reflect
upon certain spatial patterns that were
once spread over other different parts
in the West Bank, or even sometimes
wiped away completely.1 While trying to
explore whether a connection can be
made between different layers of social
spaces, the narratives have revealed a
kind of network between spaces; indeed

Conclusion
habits – showing how by taking control
over their lifestyles, they can in turn
produce creative forms of spatial resist
ance. My research has tried to build upon
the power of the informal and how people
can, organize themselves within social
networks, thereby changing the course of
events at the local scale. What has also
been important is to observe their influ
ence on the national scale, and indeed
even the global one – especially with the
latest events currently taking place in the
Middle East, which I will reflect on later.
Being Palestinian myself, and having lived
with the experience of Israeli occupation
on a daily basis, has contributed deeply
to the core of the research, since it grows
out of engagement and integration with
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they are not really isolated but have some
sort of relational entity, as the example of
Kalandia Checkpoint shows. The experience has revealed the intensity of the
activities around borderlines and in ‘nonplaces’ emerging out of need, division and
contestation. It meant that I had to revisit
certain locations to trace the vast changes
taking place within a very short period of
time – again, Kalandia Checkpoint being
a key example. This has consequently
shifted the scope of my research towards
new areas of investigation, which can
create potentials for change, such as exploring spaces away from the contested
surface of the land.
While searching for possible spaces to
overcome the realities of Israeli occupa

tion, it appears that invisibility and
subversion are the most powerful tools
for informal resistance – something I
myself was part of without even being
aware of it until this research took place.
In turn this raises an important question
for my strategy: how similar is resistance
to power? What defines or draws the
line between them? Consequently, and
in order to explore the idea of spatial resistance even further, I decided to draw
new routes across the forbidden map,
which is why the Jordan Valley trip took
place, making use of the illegal Israeli

settlers’ networks. Despite the fear and
uncertainty of that journey, it made me
realize how far one can stretch Pales
tinian space, and how much ‘imagination’
can be used to occupy our daily life. That
journey broke many different boundaries
for me as a Palestinian and as an archi
tect: the physical ones on the ground, and
the mental boundaries which have barred
me for decades from exploring sites that
are located only 40 minutes away from
my house. Indeed, the Jordan Valley trip
has also paved the way for many other
possible routes yet to be explored.
On the other hand, I realize that ‘invisibil
ity’ as a strategy of occupation by Israel,
has been manifested in so many different levels that it has been inhaled for over

65 years by Palestinians, but still nothing
has been done to address it. I found it difficult to trace many of the Israeli occupation strategies due to their veiled nature
and concealed intention. Yet – just like the
informal tactics of resistance – by the time
some of these strategies were revealed to
Palestinians through their strong impact,
they were already too late to change.
The current Oslo Agreement maps, as
an example, have formulated an invis
ible relationship of lines and points that
were later connected together to create in
fragmentation for Palestinians – enabling
thereby a capturing of spaces by Israel
due to ignorance and lack of awareness
of its ulterior motives.
These problems, along with Israeli’s
masked strategies of occupying and cap
turing below and above the land surface,
set out the basis for my ‘Underground’
and ‘Air’ design chapters. While Israel
theoretically recognized Palestinian water
rights in the West Bank in the Oslo-2
Agreement,2 it continues to deprive Pal
estinians of their resources, redirecting
water towards Israeli areas. This inequity
has not been limited only to water but also
includes the air above and the stone in the
ground. On the other hand, it appears that
social and economic innovation by Palestinians is also being born underground as
a form of survival and resistance. Therefore, the urgency of recapturing Palestinian resources as a crucial tool for empowerment – politically, socially and above
all economically – greatly influenced my

284

285

design proposals. I have therefore tried
to offer alternative design interventions
to re-stitch the land and reclaim what is
being lost, through simple techniques and
subversive tools inspired by the informal
power of Palestinian network society.
Throughout my doctoral research, the
journeys, events and discussions have
provided the source materials for my
findings and design proposals. Adding
to that, the work I have carried out with
Riwaq, and my involvement with their ‘50
Villages’ project, has shifted my work in
a new angle, with a very specific sector
of society being involved. Being part of
Riwaq’s 3rd Biennale in Ramallah, as well
as the 53rd Venice Biennale, played a
great influence especially when art, archi
tecture and politics were merged together
to review architectural practice in Pales
tine in a critical manner.
The series of lectures, presentations,
networks and publications that I have or
ganized, contributed to, or been involved
with, have also offered different means to
observe, think, reflect and design. Initia
tives like Riwaq’s ‘Think Net’, the Pales
tine Regeneration Team (PART) and the
Gaza Green Living Coalition are all born
out of this hope to create a new platform
for critical architecture practice that will
be vital for any effective regeneration in
Palestine.
What this PhD study is perhaps lacking
is two issues. The first is the ability to
include the Gaza Strip within this context

of study – mainly due to accessibility re
strictions and time limitations – given
that Gaza is going through such unique
spatial changes with its ‘war’ happening
underground. Even though it was briefly
mentioned, Gaza really deserves a whole
chapter – if not another PhD thesis – on
its own just to address its socio-political
conditions. Particularly fascinating would
be to look at the fears and impacts of the
underground tunnels on its neighbours,
whether Israel, Egypt or indeed the West
Bank. The second issue that this thesis

couldn’t cover would be to look into the in
fluence that Palestinian forms of creative
resistance are having on the Israeli side
of the Separation Wall, covering also the
West Bank Palestinian areas trapped
between the wall and the Green Line,
as well as the more obvious areas within
Israel. An aspect that is usually completely
missed by urban critics – apart from those
in Jerusalem – is the profound effect of a
relatively big part of the Israeli economy
having to rely on Palestinian informal
networks to keep it going, whether they
be workers or builders or investors. Of
course, one should also not forget that on
the other side of the wall, Israeli policies
of control, segregation and annexa
tion are also being exercised in similar
ways wherever Palestinian neighbour
hoods exist. This includes a lot of areas
in east Jerusalem, or in 1948 Palestine,
or anywhere there is a ‘need’ to expand
settlements or evict Bedouin tribes’, etc.
This in effect transforms other areas of

Common graphics appearing during the ‘Arab
Spring’ calling for mass movement against the big
powers
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Palestinian/Israeli land in so many differ
ent modes and thus deserves to be ad
dressed in its own right.

Looking from a wider angle:
ordinary people redrawing the
map
All eyes have been on the Middle East
lately to witness the dramatic political and
social changes taking place. The popular
uprisings in the Arab world are marking a
new political era fuelled mainly by masses
of people, and specifically the oppressed
and the poor. It is a phase driven by the
will of ‘normal people’ to create new op
portunities for self-determination – starting
in Tunisia, then Egypt, and currently es
calating to reach Yemen, Bahrain, Libya,
and many other Arab countries.
The series of political changes that are
currently taking place in the Middle East
cannot be read in isolation from their potential spatial impacts, simply because
architecture and planning are never dissociated from political power. Moreover,
one cannot as an architect understand
the regional map while remaining distant
from the political events shaping it. As a
Palestinian myself, I have experienced on
a daily basis the ways in which architecture, planning and mapping are generally
appropriated as a means of executing
political agendas. However, my aim of
reading is not to make any political statements; rather, I am trying to understand,

and reveal, some of the urban realities
that might emerge as an outcome – and
consequently assist in creating responsive architecture that can help to heal
the fractures. As Edward Said always
stressed:
“The main task facing the Palestinians today is to know and understand
the overall map of the territories that
the Israelis have been creating, and
then devise concrete tactics of resistance.”3
Coming back to the Middle East map, one
would have thought that this prospect for
democratic change and the ‘hunger’ for
freedom would offer a sense of relief to the
big western powers such as the USA or
Britain who have been calling throughout
the years for ‘the spread of democracy’.
If anything, the current political condition
of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ is causing
a sense of hysteria or “freaking out” as
Shmuel Bachar of the Israel Institute for
Policy and Strategy calls it.4 Suddenly,
all the masses that were pushed to the
margins have been suffocated to the
degree that they are collectively pushing
to take the lead on the front lines. The
oppressed poor have realized that they
have nothing to lose, and thus are willing
to compromise their lives for those who
are weaker, hopefully to achieve better
economic and social conditions.
These revolts of the ‘Arab Spring’ are
showing many of the early signs of
popular social revolution, with waves
of tactics such as factory occupations,

Poster calling for a Palestinian Third Intifada

288

289

strikes and mass-uprisings adopted from
the Palestinian First Intifada back in the
1987. Others like Asa Winstanley also
argue that it is following what we saw
in Latin America in the late-1990s and
2000s.5 Youth, women, children and the
working classes as a whole are taking
the lead. New independent trade unions
have sprung up in Egypt and there have
been multiple calls for a general strike.6
Ad-hoc groups variously described as
“popular committees” or “neighbourhood
watch groups” are beginning to organize
the masses in the streets of Tunisia and
Egypt, (and recently Libya and Bahrain),
trying to draw up collective strategies for
change.
Ahdaf Soueif, a well-known activist and
Egyptian author who has been closely
monitoring the spontaneous political
activity on the ground, has pointed out
how powerful the process is in terms of a
collective movement:
“Genuine opposition politics in this
country has always relied on people
taking the initiative, and that’s what
we’re seeing here [referring to Egyptian
revolution] – on a truly astounding
level. “7
If these current events and networks
reveal flashbacks to the 1980s, what can
one learn from this experience? And most
critically, how can we translate this spatially into creative strategies for change?
Israel being aware of the impact of such
broad movement for consciousness and
meaningful change, fears that the ‘domino

effect’ will one day reach Lebanon, Syria
and Jordan, and thus threaten the stability of Israel. Avi Bakar from Tel Aviv
University refers to the ‘helplessness’
of the United States and other western
countries in controlling the situation, and
warns of the price that Israel might pay
as a result. At the same time, left-wing
Israelis currently fear that Prime Minister
Netanyahu’s ‘irrational’ policy towards
Palestinians might even accelerate the
revolution in reaching the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, as reported in Haaretz newspaper.
Larry Derfner in the Jerusalem Post
questioned, somewhat in panic, what the
Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) might do if
and when the Palestinian masses started
approaching the checkpoints and Israeli
military areas:
“What the hell is the IDF going to do
then? Shoot them? Arrest them? With
the whole world not only watching but,
for the first time, already won over by
other unarmed Arab masses facing
down their oppressors? What will
the IDF do under the eyes of a world
that, for the first time, is seeing Arabs
as people like themselves who want
freedom, who deserve it and who are
earning it, to say the least, with their
courage? ... Impossible? If you say this
is impossible, you’ve been on Mars for
the last month. If you’ve been on Earth,
the idea of the Arab revolt not reaching
the West Bank is what seems impossible. To me, it’s inevitable. I’m only
surprised it hasn’t started already …
The Palestinians are the Arab world’s
masters at political judo – at turning
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the enemy’s superior power against
him. This is how civil disobedience
works, and it’s working wonders in the
Middle East, so why on earth shouldn’t
it come to the West Bank, too?”8
Indeed, the change has already reached
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, as well as
other historic areas of Palestine, showing
early signs of another social shake-up born
out of the masses. The new symbol of the
‘chess revolution’ published on Facebook
in the past month – by reorganizing the
chess board with the soldiers representing the masses occupying one side, and
the undefended ruling powers on the other
– is just another indication that the spark
is there, and the powers are gathering
themselves to erupt again. Who knows,
maybe the pressure is heading towards a
new form of Intifada in Palestine?9
Over the past month, few key movements
by the masses have also been started
in Palestine in response to the ‘Arab
Spring’.10 These latest movements/initiatives have further escalated the panic and
fears of Israel, simply because they understand that the Arab revolution means that
the regional map might now be redrawn
– not only in terms of political boundaries,
but also economic and social ones, which
in turn might create new social structures.
The public has discovered again what
they can achieve and how to make use of
the other side’s weakness.
These networks will not stop at the gates
of the West Bank or at the 350 or so checkpoints Israel have created, or indeed at

any borderlines Israel would want to
impose – especially now that the Israeli
occupation unites virtually all Arabs in
common anger. Indeed, the new uprisings
in the Arab world today are just another
sign that shows any boundaries can be
broken or wiped out by collective social
movements. For Israel, every regime
that falls to the power of the masses can
be seen as another wall knocked down,
which will eventually head towards Pal
estine/Israel.
The events in the Middle East lately have
constructed new social and psychological
boundaries. It is outlining a new imagined
map with Palestine and the Arab world
located on one the eastern side, while
Israel is trapping itself behind the wall it
has created with its own hands. Indeed,
what Nassar questioned back in 2006 in
his ‘colonization by imagination’11 is now
very much floating on the surface:
“The question Israelis are not asking
themselves is: “what does the wall
hide?” Were we to imagine the establishment of a Palestinian political
entity, no matter its parameters, this
entity would undoubtedly be open unto
the Arab world at its eastern borders.
When this happens, hopefully sooner
than later, will the fence/wall separate
the Palestinians from the world, or
isolate the Israelis from their surrounding environment in the Middle East?”.
The Arab world is now faced with ordinary
people who are inducing and impelling
transformation within the authoritarian
social structures that will shape their so-
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cieties and ultimately their cities.

The
invisible
occupation:
between living a normal life and
normalizing the occupation
Despite the possibility cited above, one

also needs to keep in mind Dovey’s
category of ‘concealed power’ in shaping
the Palestinian socio-political map.12
Under the shadows of confining Pales
tinians into specific geographical bound
aries, – whether physically or psycho
logically – lie so many layers of internal
occupation.

Indeed, the fact that Palestinians are
today seeing less and less of the ‘other’
has its own long-term impact. I believe
that the less one encounters the ‘other’,
the more possible we forget they exist
– and the more possible that Palestin
ians forget the cause of having to travel
through the ‘no-drive’ zones and alterna
tive routes. At that point, creative forms of
spatial resistance might lose their weight
and become just another way to normal
ize the Israeli oppression. Therefore, Pal
estinians need to be able to challenge
being passive audience members in what
is in reality a battle.
‘Breathing bubbles’ injected between
the (Israeli) map to avoid the eruption
of a new revolution in Palestine, is what
Ramallah and many other urban pockets
currently represent. As mentioned in
earlier chapters, Ramallah is seen by

some urban analysts as a deliberate site
for consumption and ‘social liberty’ fa
cilitated by Israel to release the pressure
amongst the wealthiest of the oppressed:
“A fantasy of a co-existence of occupation and freedom”13, which in turn nourishes passiveness. The troubled economic
forces, combined with the leftovers of the
Oslo Agreement, are accelerating social
and spatial disorders, and as such are
playing a key role in drifting attention
away from the occupier. All is taking place
behind a fake mask of economic liveli
hood and modernity.
Looking at the problem from a slightly dif
ferent angle, Wadi al Nar – the famous
informal route known as ‘Valley of Hell’,
connecting the northern part of the West
Bank with Bethlehem and the south – is
another reminder of how creative daily
alterations can be ‘hijacked’ as a tool to
reinforce and normalize the borderlines.14
With Israeli forces asphalting this route
and widening it, it seems that they have
managed to release the pressure vessel,
which otherwise could have erupted in
revolution. Now, Palestinians seem to
have forgotten that this was site never
meant to be the formal way of commu
nication. Suddenly, the one-time ephem
eral spot of creativity has been turned
into a permanent checkpoint on the map,
creating even deeper nodes of occupa
tion through adaptation.
This process of ‘occupation from within’
that Israel has been enforcing over the
past decade, has also been exercised

294

295

spatially through the torture of waiting,
movement and chaos that I referred to
in earlier chapters. Some critics argue
that this is being consciously done as a
strategy of ‘learned helplessness’15 in
which actions driven by fear have formed
a key part of the Israeli occupation.16
The conditions of waiting, immobility and
constant chaos for Palestinians at the
Israeli checkpoints, has by time forced
many Palestinians – who might otherwise
wish to travel – to decided not to do so in
order to avoid the humiliation of having to
face spatial tools which convey in them a
sense of helplessness and despair.17
Moreover, the invisible force of Israeli
power is best manifested through the
tactics of occupation by ‘remote control’,
as many Palestinians refer to it. This was
definitely exercised to its extreme in the
Oslo Peace Agreement, as explained in
this thesis. When Israel withdrew from the
Palestinian areas after the Oslo Agreement, they handed them over to a nonsovereign Palestinian regime appointed
to act on their behalf. This in effect created
conditions for population and economic
control from a distance, through techniques such as surveillance, checkpoints,
bypass roads, administrative and natural
resources control.18 But it also meant that
there is no ‘physical’ confrontation with
the excluded ‘other’, as explained in the
first and second chapter. And thus the
strategies for defiance, resistance and
mass civil disobedience, which charac
terized the First Intifada, became almost

impossible (apart from the military check
points and zones marking the border
lines).19 The Oslo Agreement meant that
the people who led the First Intifada were
suddenly alienated from any political role.
This I believe has caused a major shift in
Palestinian lifestyle and the ways in which
its people negotiate its space and politics.
The successful tools that existed prior
to the Oslo Peace Agreement are currently missing: lack of ownership, leadership, sense of community, and above all
economic sovereignty.
The First Intifada is therefore a very crucial
event to keep in mind for its spatial context
rather than its political achievements.
That period led to a relatively sustainable
economy compared to later in the 1990s,
in the sense that during that period one
could at least see the seeds for economic
prosperity which then became almost
absent after the Oslo Agreement. The
small-scale local and collective initiatives
– mainly in agriculture – which spread
across the whole West Bank and the
Gaza Strip after the First Intafada have
now unfortunately become dominated by
a very specific and indeed small sector of
society.
According to a recent documentary by
two film directors, Mariam Shaheen and
George Azar, Palestinians were substantially more economically sufficient in the
1970s and 80s, and back then even used
to export fruit and vegetables throughout the Arab world.20 Following the Oslo
Agreement, agriculture and farming
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stopped being a priority. On one hand,
agricultural lands according to the new
zoning were mostly located in Areas B
and C, which lay out of the Palestinians’
sovereignty, and on the other hand, water
and other natural resources fell under full
Israeli control. Furthermore, the Palestinian economic planners after the Oslo
Agreement favoured costly new industrial
schemes over agricultural development,
which proved to be problematic. According to the Bisan Centre for Research
and Development, the agricultural lands
of Marj Bin Amer, considered to be the
‘bread basket’ of the Palestinians, were
selected as the new industrial zone by
the Palestinian Authority, largely due to
Israeli insistence and pressure. Furthermore, Israel insisted that no water reservoirs or electricity plants could be built by
Palestinians, which automatically means
that all resources have to be provide and
purchased through Israel.21

Today, in the area for this new industrial zone of Al Jalameh, Israel exerts
complete control over water, electricity
and infrastructure. The project has been
discussed for over 16 years now but
nothing has been implemented, apart
from destroying all the agricultural lands
in Al Jalameh to build one long gravel road
that sits unused and leads to nowhere.22
Unfortunately the donors – the German
Development Bank – now realize that
the project cannot ever be feasible while
Israel controls the borders and natural resources. But what were the Palestinian

Abu Dis

officials thinking about when they agreed
to the plan?
In other words, the 1980s offered a more
prosperous society for Palestinians. It
was the only time when all agencies were
working horizontally rather than vertically.
However, I would like to stress here that
I’m not calling for another Intifada to take
place: instead I’m just pointing out the
continued absence of a credible body
that might lift Palestinians back up again.
It seems to me that it is far more important now to revive the social relationships
and collective processes that managed
– even if silently – to empower every individual during the First Intifada. Indeed,
any initiative cannot work in isolation from
the other components of power, and so
‘bottom-up’ movements in the case of Palestine need to be celebrated and work in
parallel with ‘top-down’ organized political
movements. Above all, ordinary Palestinians need to be able to recognize their
own independent autonomy, which is an
aspect I tried to touch upon through with
the design for Birzeit’s historic centre.

Despite the above points, what still exists
today, or at least is slowly being reborn,
is an ad-hoc social mobilization which
is crystallizing to become collective in
certain contexts. It might not yet be fully
rooted in popular committees, as the case
of the 1970s and 80s, but the early signs
are there. Some like Salim Tamari argue
that no alternative resistance strategy
has evolved ever since the First Intifada,
which in many ways is true in a conven-
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tional sense.23 However, I don’t think the
informal and passive movements of resilience that have been evolving recently
are to be ignored, or undermined, as they
are initiating tactical forms of ‘horizontal’
resistance, spreading in different scales
across the map, while also trying to formulate a sense of leadership within its
cores.
Therefore, the Separation Wall and other
physical boundaries are the least of the
Palestinian problem. What is far more
dangerous are the invisible forms of

occupation which seem to be penetrating
through and are causing severe decay
within Palestinian daily life. Occupation
through imagination, time, immobility and
remote control, is thus more critical than
the Separation Wall and other parts of
the ‘tsunami of concrete’ and borderlines
found on the surface of the land today.

Towards a more
politics in Palestine

creative

Ian McEwan, the well-known British
author, recently decided to accept the
Israeli ‘Jerusalem International Book
Fair’ Prize for 2011. While trying ‘shyly’
to criticize Israeli occupation, amidst
critical views about his visit, and despite
my own disagreement with some state
ments he made in support of Israel and
against the elected Hamas government,
McEwan’s call for alternative methods of
thinking was remarkable and indeed very

relevant to the Palestinian/Israeli conflict.
He said:
“The mood for change, the hunger for
individual freedom that is spreading
through the Middle East, is an opportunity more than it is a threat. ... This is
precisely the time to restart the peace
process. The new situation demands
bold creative political thinking, not a
retreat to the sourness of the bunker
mentality, or an advance behind yet
more concrete.”
McEwan also stressed the need for a new
era of political creativity that could allow
for a different kind of space:
“There are some similarities between
a novel and a city. A novel, of course,
is not merely a book, a physical object
of pages and covers, but a particular
kind of mental space, a place of exploration, of investigation into human
nature. Likewise, a city is not only an
agglomeration of buildings and streets.
It is also a mental space, a field of
dreams and contention. Within both
entities, people, individuals, imaginary
or real, struggle for their “right to selfrealisation.””24
I would argue that the ‘field of dreams’
mentioned by McEwan is currently in a

state of rebirth in Palestine. Unfortunate
ly, it might not have all the ingredients
to keep it nourished, but it has the will
and persistence of people who go far
beyond looking at buildings to discover
what lies in-between. The new subtle
spaces emerging – despite their chaotic
nature – are indeed challenging the rhe
torical question of planning without sov
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ereignty or full power over urban space.
Unlike the imposed planning policies that
have been enforced onto Palestine to
date, this PhD thesis shows that design
should be about cultivating possibilities
by reversing the current map and starting
from its voids. It is about resilience that
creates collectiveness, which in turn can
initiate change. The new social spaces in
Palestine – though not yet as visible on
the world-stage as a mass protest or fullscale revolution – seem to be gradually
destroying the linearity of the convention
al ones imposed by Israel.

Accumulating power
Lying between dream and realism, the
series of design proposals in this thesis
need to be seen as moments of slow
change for those who are currently unable
to fit into the Palestinian/Israeli planet, and
who have been forcefully removed from
the front line of debate due to political realities. These moments are not meant to
enforce themselves onto the map, or onto
Palestinian people. Instead, they must be
seen as possibilities that are inspired and
nourished by everyday social and political
events, and which, if taken into account,
can help change to happen.
The design interventions in the ‘live’ project
for Birzeit’s historic centre are intended to
be subtle and indeed invisible. They are
very much embedded within local practices and everyday life to create the social

and spatial conditions which will allow
local citizens to take over. Birzeit’s regeneration is seen as a moment of reality
that I started from and always returned
to. On the other hand, the ‘Underground’
and ‘Air’ chapters offer a tactical critique
of the current strategies of Israeli occupation, and indeed offer a sort of ironic and
subversive form of reclamation.
By going underground, the design
language can be seen as a form of confrontation. It addresses the ‘other’ while
by capturing, crushing and excavating

their underground territory. This is why
the existing machinery that is viciously
taking over the Palestinian landscape –
cranes, bulldozers, trucks, lifts, etc. – are
deliberately retained for my proposed interventions. Their familiar dystopian face
is kept as a fake moment of normality,
and is then masked by invisible tactics
for healing. While the machines add a
dramatic countenance on the surface, underneath they are used to ‘stitch’ spaces
together across the whole map. Despite
their seeming anger, when touching
the earth, these giant machines inject
memories, absorb rainwater and release
what can bring life back to the dying
earth. The moments of possibility in the
‘Air’ chapter hold more of dreamlike and
surreal character. They propose possibilities above the surface and its confined
boundaries, emphasizing on the need to
shake up the seeming solidity of lines on
the ground. Meanwhile, the devices are
in a process of organic accumulation, and
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as such cultivate hope. The ‘machine’ in
this context challenges the norm by promoting bird habitats with all their delicacy
and fragility, in order to capture what is
still left in the air to breath.
Despite the different design languages in
the three chapters, they complement one
another in that they share the common
aim of accumulating power while offering
varying registers of possibilities. Some
tackle straightforward points of confrontation, while others have a broader scope
that penetrates everywhere below ground

or up in the air. None of my interventions
are meant to impose themselves on the
land – not even the speculative interventions which might be misread as ‘bold’
monumental objects. In reality, they work
discreetly underground and in the air to
assist local agencies. The real challenge
is to see where and how these moments
can overlap to become integrated within
a silent network of resistance. Can a
stone quarry, a cluster of bird nests, and
a worker and commuter waiting to cross a
checkpoint, act to inform one another? The
answer is yes, since after all, the whole
possibility of reclaiming underground
spaces would not even come in being if
such extensive quarrying to cut stone for
buildings in historic centres (both in Palestine and Israel) was not already taking
place. Redefining the role of quarries in
general – and Birzeit’s stone quarry specifically – to enrich them with slow transformations is largely inspired by the local
networks and their daily narratives and

creative practices of survival.25 In this
regard, even my speculative design interventions are therefore not far away from
reality, and could be actualised.
Collectiveness, time and patience can
work to alter realities in the West Bank;
together they represent a form of invisible tracing in which the effect can show
up on a longer timescale – exactly when
it will be too late to stop. Nonetheless,
everything is ephemeral, temporary,
movable and reversible. In summary, my
resistance tactics are about searching for
and weaving together a series of invisible networks that can overlap. It is the
accumulation and scale of these hidden
networks that matters, as they have
always existed, and will continue to do
so. These moments in my design projects
are thus the meeting points between the
inner and outer world inhabited today by
Palestinians; they take their place in the
dialogue of the real and the imagined, the
personal with the social, and the individual with the collective. Out of these simple
interventions, one can change the ‘facts
on the ground’.

Rethinking
Palestine

architecture

in

Following my research, the tasks of evaluating and rethinking the role of the Palestinian architect can be seen as ever more
key issues – especially since most organizations in Palestine are still working on an
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ad-hoc basis to improve conditions and
make people’s life a bit more bearable.
My thesis has dealt with methodological
motivations that deal with architecture
becoming a more effective political tool to
heal and rebuild.
Some scholars like Eyal Weizman argue
that this approach – despite its good in
tentions – could actually ‘facilitate’ the
process of Israeli occupation by adapting
people and their lived spaces to it. In
Weizman’s argument, the undertaking of
reconstructive tasks – by NGOs, United

Nations or human rights organizations
– which are the legal duty of the Israeli
military according to international conven
tions and the Geneva Accord, only serve
to relieve Israel from its responsibility and
allow it to divert its resources somewhere
else, namely to destroy more of Palestine.
What he calls the ‘humanitarian paradox’
has indeed had a profound impact on Palestine. 26 Giorgio Agamben has noted as
well that ‘humanitarians maintain a secret
solidarity with the powers they ought to
fight’. As the latter describes it, “both concentrate on the ‘human’ aspect of being
rather than the ‘political’ one.” 27 Furthermore, Agamben warns that there are no
humanitarian solutions to humanitarian
problems. In summary, there is a need for
political motivations as much as humanitarian ones.
While one can see the logic of such view
points, I find them too limited, negative,
and full of despair. Thus, I believe it is time

to stop, assess and restart with a differ
ent approach born from inside; one that
incorporates other motivations of empow
erment for the community, rather than ad
aptation to existing conditions. Therefore,
the role of NGOs and donors needs to be
redefined to take this into account, rather
than simply being criticized. Awareness is
of course the starting point, but drawing
up strategies for and by the Palestinians
is what has to come next. The real crisis,
and indeed danger, created by these
NGOs is not limited to ‘undertaking tasks
which are the legal duty of Israel as the
occupier’, as Weizman argues; rather,
the concern is about stripping away any
chance for Palestinians to rebuild their
spaces and land. In other words, about
erasing the seeds for small-scale initiatives and replacing them with meagre financial compensation. The NGOs with
their financial aid packages are becoming
more like the ‘opium’ described by the Palestinian entrepreneur, Khalid Sabawi.28
He says that it has been keeping Palestinians drugged for over 20 years, while
sustaining Israeli policies of occupation. It
is a form of ‘golden handcuffs’, as he describes it, which subdue the Palestinians,
keeping them as passive and dependent
spectators while their land is being further
eaten away.29
Therefore, every single aspect of the Palestinian daily life that is subject to international aid needs to be rethought, ranging
from institution-building, infrastructure
development, economics, health, educa-
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tion, social welfare, police force, electricity, water, private credit guarantees, civil
society organizations, etc. This requires
designs for new socio-spatial structures.
After all, architecture is a political act by
nature, and it has to do with the relationships between people and how they
decide to change their conditions of living
and thinking. Nabeel Hamdi writes: “it is
a way of acting practically and thinking
strategically, and acting strategically and
thinking practically.”30
On that basis, my design work generally,

and in terms of the historical regeneration
of the ‘50 Villages’ project specifically,
sets up new foundations for design that
are very much aware of its responsibility not only to heal, but also to empower
and sustain every single individual of the
community. We cannot avoid the need to
design and transform even under Israeli
occupation. Thus what I have put forward
in this thesis is an alternative model of
politics-through-design practice which
can empower collectiveness and sustainability, rather than adaptation and dependency. It is a way of seizing the ‘donation
opium’ by initiating seeds for change. I
have started here with water, sewage, air,
and stone, yet there remains the need to
take it into every small detail of Palestinian everyday life.
Other possible moments
Because the territorial logic of Israeli occupation has created a Palestinian ‘Thirdspace’ that is emerging in response to

Flooding the exhausted surface: re-imagining a new begining with no borderlines

oppression, Palestine is no longer just
the city or the village – it is also the in-between, the dead spaces, and the margins.
Therefore, it seems that any design interventions to stitch the Palestinian land,
have to lead to a more elastic space born
from the will to connect – a space of re
sistance that keeps on changing with the
conditions. Design interventions need
to respond to this instability through the
tactics of an emergent architecture which
might seem ephemeral in its nature, yet
is quick in its effects. What is needed
today is a responsive architecture which
multiplies surfaces with boundaries to
create new virtual dimensions. It might
seem confusing to the viewer, but is very
familiar to Palestinians since it addresses
those leftover spots left to decline. Invis
ibility, subversion and silence – on and
below the surface – can be put to work
three-dimensionally to reclaim the land.
For that reason, these kinds of residual
spaces have formed a key component in
all of my design interventions in order to
back up social networks and break down
any lines, solid walls or thick boundaries
imposed with an unwanted spatial system
of codes.
My design interventions – or more cor
rectly the moments of possibility I have
proposed in this thesis – may not hold the
full answer or the solution for the Pales
tinian/Israeli conflict. However, they do illustrate how one could begin to pick up
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on a very simple detail from daily life and
celebrate it, and then turn what might
seem a very normal observation into a
subversive concept, and then after that
turn this concept into a tool, and that tool
into a design proposal. Indeed, my wish
is to argue that resilience as a way of life
is not necessarily a form of giving up or
accepting facts on the ground, as many
might argue. Instead, it can be a creative
tool of resistance when backed up with a
clear strategy, such as can be provided
– as shown here – by innovative archi
tectural design proposals.

Hence my design work brings an alternative voice to bear on the Palestinian/
Israeli conflict by seeking the possibilities
in the spatial gaps rather than the imposed
maps. Nevertheless, other agencies that
refuse to accept inequality and try to find
the means to resist it also exist in these
gaps, especially in terms of the new
‘security’ measures dominating everywhere in the world against the possible
‘imagined’ threats. Indeed, with the forces
of power exercising hegemony over the
framing of spaces and the shaping of the
built environment, a process of fragmentation can be clearly seen taking place
globally, cutting away existing communities on one hand and connecting them
together in new ways on another.31 Such
processes might be at their most visible
and brutal in Palestine, yet the forces of
neo-imperialism, globalization and in-

equality are emblematically reshaping
contemporary cities everywhere. Blurred
border lines are being solidified, restructuring the ways in which people can
move and act, creating a network of undermined and suppressed societies left
behind who are then engaged in struggles
to overcome the hidden forces of state
power. For that reason, we must always
keep Edward Said’s lines in the back of
our minds in order to sustain the process
of resistance, which we can only do by
‘reaffirming the power of culture over the
culture of power’. This PhD by Design
offers a way to implement this goal within
the troubled territory of Palestine/Israel.
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After oil prices went up after the
1973-4 ‘Oil Crisis’, many Palestinians
migrated to work in the Persian Gulf
and many others went to the United
States.
The Oslo Peace Agreement and the
consequent birth of the Palestinian
Authority (PA) in 1993-95 has also
opened the doors wide in Ramallah and
other West Bank towns for investors,
who since then have contributed in
almost 60% of the buildings we see
today.

7.

Stone has become a political tool under
Israeli occupation to create a sense of
false identity and ‘roots’ to the land: a
subject and a cultural currency to be
fought over. This is one of the issues
that I will be addressing in the coming
chapters.
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Chapter 3 - Regenerating the
Historic Centre of Birzeit
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