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 1 

Introduction  
 

On Teaching Solidarity and Telling Tourists to Go Home 
 
 On a Tuesday afternoon in the fall of 2012, at the end of a three-hour solidarity tour 

of Jerusalem, tourists filed into a multi-purpose room at a Jerusalem day care center, 

leaning forward to hear the words of their soft-spoken tour guide. On the walls were 

student art, on the floor was a carpet covered with pastoral scenes common to so many 

kindergarten playrooms, and tourists awkwardly perched on the edges of chairs made for 

five-year-olds. The tour guide, Ali Jiddah, a 62-year-old Afro-Palestinian activist and 

free-lance alternative tour guide, has been giving alternative tours for internationals since 

shortly after he was released from an Israeli prison in a 1985 prisoner exchange.1 After 

                                                
1 Ali Jiddah tells tourists at the beginning of the tour that he was sent to Israeli prisons, and spent seventeen 
years there, because he placed a bomb on Jaffa Street, wounding nine people, in the summer of 1968. He 
turned to alternative tourism, he explains, “because a bomb can’t differentiate between a Zionist and a pro-
peace Israeli.” He is an Afro-Palestinian Jerusalemite, whose family is originally from Chad, but who is 
quick to remind any international who doesn’t understand the racial politics of Palestinians in the Old City 
that he is Afro-Palestinian, yes, but Palestinian wholly. He is a staple of the community of the Old City, 
who calls the café tourists meet him at “his office” and who is called “The Mayor of the Old City” by other 
tour guides – a designation that reflects both his quotidian familiarity and the daily labor, he explains, of 
mediating arguments in the Old City. He walks with a cane and speaks slowly and softly — other tour 
guides bringing groups to meet him will remind tourists to gather around him and lean in so he doesn’t 
have to yell, because he won’t. He is simultaneously constructed as both walking history and a crotchety 
old man; his tours are as full of jokes as they are of narrative scenes of occupation’s brutality. Passing the 
apartment in the middle of Palestinian homes that Ariel Sharon took over in 1987, for example, he’ll ask, 
“Why is Ariel Sharon still in a coma?” and answer, “Because even hell doesn’t want him;” or, over coffee 
with tourists, he’ll say, “Arabic coffee is like a good woman — it’ll keep you up all night.” This kind of 
levity — while rarely sexual as it is here — often animates solidarity tours, disrupting the recitation of the 
routinized violence of occupation with jokes to either break the ice or intervene in moments of discomfort 
by producing discomfort of a different kind, where tourists share awkward laughter instead of silent shame 
and confusion at what they are witnessing. (For more on tourists’ articulation of these affective responses to 
the tours, see Chapter Four.) On tours in 2012, he explained his limited mobility, describing his slow 
recovery from being attacked in the Jewish Quarter by two teenage settlers while he was leading a French 
group around the Old City. He told me later, in an interview, about how this group had stayed with him at 
the hospital the whole night and how amazed he was at their commitment. His incredulousness at their 
generosity reveals the commodification of narrative that occurs through tourism, even, or perhaps 



 2 

giving a tour of the Old City, which consisted of pointing out settlements and the grates 

above Palestinian marketplaces to catch settler’s debris, passing armed teenagers in the 

Israeli Defense Forces and armed settlers wandering through narrow streets, and 

describing the contours of occupation in Jerusalem, Ali Jiddah leaned forward and, 

perhaps surprisingly, told the tourists to go home. He explained, “Your presence here is 

very important for my people. It shows them someone is listening. But your work is not 

here.” In this refrain, Ali Jiddah validates tourists’ presence in Palestine, confirming that 

they are “doing important work” solely through their participation in this kind of tour. He 

simultaneously gestures toward the indifference Palestinians encounter from the 

international community, reminding tourists that their presence indexes that they are 

listening in contradistinction to the many who don’t. Lastly, he asks tourists not to stay in 

Palestine, but to do their work at home. By this last directive, he underscores that being in 

Palestine is not only not enough, but that tourists need to remember that what they are 

being asked to do is not volunteer work, aid work, or missionary work in Palestine; they 

are being asked to go home and mobilize, find actions in their home countries, write 

letters to their representatives, and join and build movements to boycott, divest from, and 

sanction Israel’s occupation. This three-part appeal encapsulates much of what inheres in 

solidarity tourism in Palestine: cursory and/or perfunctory appeals to the benevolence 

and/or commitment of solidarity tourists, acknowledgement of and emphasis on 

international complicity in Israeli occupation, and a reminder to tourists that they are not 

                                                                                                                                            
especially, solidarity tourism: the way in which he can tell a group his story, but wouldn’t expect them to 
go with him to the hospital if he was severely beaten in the middle of a tour. 
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in Palestine to do work there, but are instead being asked to do their work at home — 

work that is less legible, for tourists, as either activism or charity, but, tour guides argue, 

more effective nonetheless. This daily labor, on the part of Palestinian tour guides, is a 

project of restructuring international desire to do volunteer work in Palestine, participate 

in demonstrations in the West Bank, or otherwise participate in labor that can be read as 

either for or on behalf of Palestinians. Instead, tour guides repeatedly tell tourists that 

their work is not in Palestine — that their “job” is to go home and do their work there, 

both in solidarity with Palestinians and from a place of complicity in their subjugation. 

 This project takes this daily labor of Palestinian tour guides as its central subject to 

ask why guides and organizers are using tourism as a political strategy, when this shift to 

solidarity tourism solidified as a business in the West Bank, and what liberatory 

possibilities tourism — in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and inside Israel — can both 

enable and foreclose. I begin by asking how and when solidarity tourists became a part of 

the landscape in Palestine, particularly in Beit Sahour, Bethlehem, Hebron, and East 

Jerusalem, and what led, historically, to the professionalization of solidarity in this form, 

investigating what changed between the sporadic and informal delegations of the first 

intifada and the veritable industry of solidarity in the West Bank today.2 I turn to specific 

case studies to ask why Palestinian guides and organizers have turned to tourism as a 

political strategy, even when its movement-building effects and capacities are sometimes 

                                                
2 I am grateful to Rabab Abdulhadi in her comments as chair and discussant on our panel, “Tourism, 
Solidarity, Intervention, and Management: Negotiating International Presence in the Post-Oslo West 
Bank,” at the Middle East Studies Association’s annual meeting in New Orleans in October of 2013, during 
which she called the phenomenon of accelerated solidarity tours and delegations to the West Bank a 
“solidarity industry.” 



 4 

negligible, often shot through with contradictions and rarely, if ever, immediately 

discernible. I also turn to the tourists themselves to understand why activism in the U.S. 

— from workshops on Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) organizing to invited 

lectures to protests and teach-ins — almost invariably includes report-backs from 

solidarity tour alumni, scholars, and activists who have “witnessed” and “seen firsthand” 

the effects of occupation in Israel/Palestine. In large part, I have sought to understand 

how, when, and why working against the occupation of Palestine became so sutured to 

witnessing its effects. My dissertation, “Your Work is Not Here: Solidarity Tourism in 

Occupied Palestine,” thus follows the routes of Palestinian organizers in the West Bank, 

East Jerusalem, and Israel as they work to circumvent obstructions to their movement and 

attempt to use tourism to expose histories of expulsion and imagine a decolonized future 

for Israel/Palestine; simultaneously, I ask how tourists understand both the labor of those 

who guide them and the politics of their own presence in Palestine. Taking as my subject 

a phenomenon that is often relegated to one side of a “good tourism/bad tourism” binary, 

I analyze the complex ways in which solidarity tourism has emerged in Palestine as a 

viable organizing strategy — and a business — that is both embedded in and working 

against histories of sustained displacement. 

Solidarity Tourism and its Discontents: 
The Development of a Movement that is also a Business 
 

The emergence of solidarity tourism in Palestine — as both an income-generating 

business and an anti-colonial praxis — would be inconceivable without the U.S.-brokered 

Oslo Accords and their afterlife, which fragmented the West Bank and simultaneously 
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enabled unforeseen possibilities for commercial tourism in Palestine. The Oslo Accords, 

and specifically Oslo II in 1995, initiated the fracturing of the West Bank into Areas A, 

B, and C, with Area A comprising non-contiguous and densely populated Palestinian 

cities under Palestinian control, Area B defining Palestinian villages under the 

administrative control of the Palestinian Authority and security control of Israel, and 

Area C delimiting the land surrounding cities and villages under complete Israeli rule. 

These taxonomies, and the subsequent land expropriation by the State of Israel, both 

animated the Oslo Accords and introduced and institutionalized a collection of curfews, 

closures, roadblocks, and checkpoints, that led to increased Palestinian immobility in the 

Occupied Territories.3 Along with the proliferation of Israeli settlements4 – the 

population of which doubled during the Oslo years – came bypass roads connecting 

settlements, turning the West Bank into an archipelago with expanding Israeli settlements 

connected by Israeli-only roads and islands of Palestinian cities and villages disconnected 

from one another by a separate and unequal road system.5   

Alongside this fragmentation of Palestinian land, the Occupied Territories saw 

dramatic changes to the possibilities of tourism in Israel/Palestine with the Oslo Accords’ 

                                                
3 Saree Makdisi, Palestine Inside Out: an Everyday Occupation (New York: W.W. Norton Company, 
2008), 45.  
4 Israeli settlements refer to the housing units, complexes, and “neighborhoods” built in the occupied West 
Bank that house Israeli citizens in contravention of Article 49 of the Geneva Convention which forbids an 
occupying power from moving its civilian population into occupied territories. 
5 The metaphor of an archipelago of Palestinian islands surrounded by an Israeli sea can be found not only 
in the first chapter of Makdisi’s work (Makdisi, Palestine Inside Out, 92), but also in the many 
explanations Palestinian guides and organizers give tourists while touring the Occupied Territories. For 
another example, see: B’Tselem: The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied 
Territories, “Introduction,” in Noga Kadman, “Acting the Landlord: Israel’s Policy in Area C, the West 
Bank,” B’Tselem, June 2013, accessed November 20, 2013, 
http://www.btselem.org/download/201306_area_c_report_eng.pdf. See also Julien Bousac’s map that 
begins Chapter One. 
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establishment of the Palestinian Authority and its Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities. 

Between 1967 and 1994, Palestinians were prohibited from becoming licensed tour 

guides in the West Bank or Gaza. As organizers who had been guiding groups since the 

first intifada told me, due to these prohibitions against Palestinian tour-guiding, solidarity 

tours before Oslo were mostly comprised of small groups of international activists 

seeking to show solidarity in the form of informal delegations. Curious internationals 

traveled most often to Beit Sahour, where they came to see and learn about the tax 

boycott and alternative farming practices that were making the small town near 

Bethlehem famous.6 When the establishment of the Palestinian Authority’s Ministry of 

Tourism made it possible for Palestinians to be trained as tour guides, civil society 

organizers and newly licensed guides began to launch feasibility studies to explore the 

possibility of alternative tourism – that is, a tourism that foregrounds the occupation 

instead of highlighting solely the depoliticized sites the Palestinian Authority deems 

national heritage sites. Soon after, organizers began to bring delegations and groups to 

Palestine, particularly from the U.S., with the expressed goal to teach them about the 

contours of Israeli occupation. 

This alternative tourism sub-sector grew in a context where general tourism to 

Palestine too was growing as a result of the newly established possibility for Palestine to 

host tourists. Between 1994 and the beginning of the second intifada in 2000, the number 

                                                
6 Ayman Abu Zulof, Interview by Author, Alternative Tourism Group, Beit Sahour, August 22, 2012. For 
more on the tax boycott during the first intifada, see: Joost R. Hiltermann, “Israel’s Strategy to Break the 
Uprising,” Journal of Palestine Studies 19: 2 (Winter, 1990), 87-98. For more on histories of the tax 
resistance and alternative farming in Beit Sahour, see: Anne Grace, “The Tax Resistance at Bayt Sahur,” 
Journal of Palestine Studies, 19:2 (Winter, 1990), 99-107. 
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of total tourists in the West Bank doubled and exceeded 105,000 per month.7 Hotel 

capacity rose from 2,500 to 6,000 and occupancy rose to 60 percent.8 Tourism employed 

over 1,000 Palestinians and came to account for 7-10 percent of Palestine’s gross national 

product.9 During the second intifada, between the years of 2000 and 2005, the alternative 

tourism sector experienced substantial setbacks as checkpoints barred tourists from 

entering Palestinian areas and 95% of those who had been employed by the tourism 

industry became unemployed.10 Nonetheless, during the second intifada, some solidarity 

tourists still visited Palestine and guides worked to create alternative itineraries during 

curfews and closures, always having, as one guide put it in an interview, a back-up 

plan.11 In 2003, there were approximately 290 officially licensed Palestinian tour guides, 

a minuscule number compared to Israel’s 5,400 tour guides.12 Of the Palestinian tourism 

sector, I was told during my research, approximately 5% constitutes alternative or 

solidarity tourism, which speaks to the development of solidarity tourism as part of the 

larger economic sector and, on a smaller scale, an organizing strategy.13 These statistics 

reveal not only the monopoly Israel holds over the Palestinian tourism sector, but also the 

ways in which the Palestinian tourism sector responds to market logics that necessarily 

privilege pilgrimage sites over exposure of the occupation. Simultaneously, however, the 
                                                
7 Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, 2003, cited in Rami Kassis, “The Struggle for Justice 
through Tourism in Palestine,” in Lynda-ann Blanchard and Freya Higgins-Desbiolles, ed.s, Peace through 
Tourism: Promoting Human Security through International Citizenship (London: Routledge, 2013), 228. 
8 Ibid., 228. 
9 Ibid., 228. 
10 Ibid., 228. 
11 Ayman Abu Zulof, Interview by Author, Alternative Tourism Group, Beit Sahour, August 22, 2012. 
12 Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, 2003, cited in Kassis, “The Struggle for Justice through 
Tourism in Palestine,” 230; Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit 
Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
13 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
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Palestinian tourism sector makes space for a solidarity tourism sub-sector that, 

notwithstanding its comparatively small scope in relation to the larger terrain of tourism 

in Israel/Palestine, still results in year-round employment for Palestinian tour guides and 

organizers and rotating scores of curious international tourists, allies, and activists 

traveling to Palestine to learn more about Israel’s occupation, what international bodies 

facilitate it, and what it will take to end it. In this way, while the Oslo Accords enabled 

the possibility and professionalization of Palestinian tourism, Palestinian tour guides 

were simultaneously working to produce an alternative tourism, of which a central object 

of study and critique would be the Oslo Accords themselves. The business of solidarity 

tourism in Palestine, and specifically in the West Bank, is thus both a product and 

critique of the Oslo Accords, a historical development I describe in detail in the first 

chapter, which explores how tour guides navigate the fractured landscape of a post-Oslo 

West Bank.  

At the same time, solidarity tourism emerged not only in response to new 

possibilities for tourism in the West Bank, but also in response to the failures of 

international solidarity movements in the West Bank and Gaza. As I was told multiple 

times during my fieldwork by Palestinian guides and organizers, “you do far more for our 

movement by writing your members of congress than you do by getting shot by a rubber 

bullet at a demonstration.” This sentiment is a clear pushback against the desire on the 

part of internationals to “get shot by a rubber bullet,” what would otherwise be a feature 

of disaster tourism or adventure tourism – tourism respectively defined by visiting sites 

of destruction and/or the desire to be a part of the action. Here, as in many other 
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instances, solidarity tour guides work to reroute international desire away from 

voyeuristic exploitation and adventure tourism and toward a meaningful solidarity, 

defined by Palestinian tour guides as a solidarity predicated on listening and 

acknowledging complicity rather than teaching and “saving” Palestinians. In this 

formulation, internationals who come to Palestine to “get shot by a rubber bullet at a 

demonstration” are no longer conceptualized by these Palestinian organizers as solidarity 

activists, coming to Palestine to risk their bodies and safety alongside Palestinians. 

Instead, these kinds of internationals are figured as disaster tourists, occupation voyeurs, 

and thrill-seekers. During my research, I heard a Swedish youth who was volunteering on 

his gap year with one of the solidarity tour campaigns tell a tourist: “You can’t leave 

Palestine without at least going to one demonstration.” Here, demonstrations become not 

only a performance of Palestinian steadfastness, directed at Israeli soldiers and settlers, 

and not only a performance on the part of internationals to demonstrate their solidarity, 

but also a performance of another kind: a “must-see” show internationals have to catch 

before leaving the West Bank. 

The critique of international desire to participate in protests, or engage in a 

politics of confrontation with Israeli soldiers, indexes a substantive shift from the days 

when the International Solidarity Movement began asking internationals to come to the 

West Bank and Gaza to serve as protective presence for Palestinians under siege. The 

guides and organizers I spoke to instead position solidarity tourism in Palestine as a move 

away from direct action and protective presence and toward short trips meant to educate 

internationals – and then ask them to leave. Growing from my interviews with guides, 
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organizers, and activists, I have come to understand this shift as a rethinking of the role of 

internationals in Palestinian movement-building. Guides and organizers articulated a 

disciplined attempt to disrupt white savior narratives, wherein (mostly) white 

internationals come to Palestine to protect Palestinians. Even when they schedule 

moments of protective presence – when, for example, internationals are used to access a 

field Palestinians cannot enter during olive harvest or olive planting campaigns, which I 

detail in Chapter Two – solidarity tour guides and organizers still resist positioning 

protective presence as the guiding logic of any of their tours. The shift away from direct 

action also reads as a reaction to the 2003 murders of Rachel Corrie, crushed under an 

Israeli military bulldozer, and Tom Hurndall, shot in the head by an Israeli sniper, which 

made Israeli impunity against internationals clear and necessitated a different approach to 

anti-occupation strategizing.14 Israel’s willingness to murder international activists, like 

Corrie, who attempted to obstruct the occupying forces’ destruction of Palestinian homes 

and Palestinian lives, called, in some ways, for a reassessment of the role of 

internationals in Palestinian resistance movements. In today’s post-second intifada 

political climate, it is clear that solidarity tour organizers work to route tourists away 

from direct action in Palestine. They repeatedly advise internationals to not provoke 

settlers, to not talk back to soldiers at checkpoints or during planting/harvesting efforts, 

and they rarely schedule Friday demonstrations – which take place weekly all over the 

West Bank – into their itineraries. It’s clear, from the fatigue of their narration, that this is 

                                                
14 I want to thank Jordan Flaherty for pointing this out to me. He spoke of his time in Palestine and a shift 
in International Solidarity Movement organizing after the realization that even international presence, like 
that of Rachel Corrie, wasn’t protected. 
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something they have to repeat often, reminding tourists repeatedly that it is Palestinians 

who pay the price for their actions — not today, while internationals are here, but 

tomorrow or next week or next month or next year. 

In her analysis of the digital archives of the International Solidarity Movement 

(ISM), Sophia Stamatopoulou-Robbins critiques the role of international activists in 

Palestine from a different angle. In analyzing the ways in which ISM workers relate to 

Palestine and narrate their relationship with Palestinians, she reads ISM workers’ 

identification with Palestinians as a “prosthetic engagement” in which ISM workers see 

their own experience in Palestine as an extension and/or microcosm of Palestinians’ 

experience. In the way that ISM workers frame their work, she argues, they identify with 

Palestinians as “experiencing” occupation rather than acknowledging an identification 

with Israelis based on complicity in Israel’s occupation as U.S. citizens whose tax dollars 

and government support Israeli state practice. Their identification as, in some ways, 

under occupation, also allows them to deny their own privilege in their capacity to leave 

Palestine.15 Such critiques of international presence in Palestine that resemble ISM have 

made their way into the itineraries of solidarity tours. While there are some endeavors to 

show internationals “what it’s like” — or “Occupation Bootcamp” as one Palestinian-

American activist irreverently put it in a critique of specific solidarity tour itineraries — 

there is a palpable turn away from allowing internationals to believe they are 

“experiencing occupation” toward an attempt to make them aware, at every turn, of their 

                                                
15 Sophia Stamatopoulou-Robbins, “The Joys and Dangers of Solidarity in Palestine: Prosthetic 
Engagement in an Age of Reparations” (CR: The New Centennial Review 8: 2 (Fall 2008): 111-160. 
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own privilege. As will be especially apparent in the fourth chapter, which explores 

interviews with solidarity tourists themselves, what most solidarity tourists take away 

from their experience in Palestine is not a belief that they know “what it feels like” to be 

under occupation, but rather a sense of deep-seated shame and guilt, which tourists 

position as sometimes productive and sometimes incapacitating for their own attempts to 

be in solidarity with Palestinians under occupation. The shame and guilt tourists describe 

is directed not only at their governments that enable Israeli occupation, but specifically at 

their own capacity for mobility in Palestine in contrast to the restricted mobility of the 

Palestinians they met and consider to be friends. Written into solidarity tours — from 

olive planting initiatives to day trips to week-long lecture series — is a negotiation of the 

fragmentation of the West Bank that includes, for example, hand-offs at checkpoints 

between West Bank Palestinians in Bethlehem and Palestinians in East Jerusalem, 

separations between Palestinians and tourists in Hebron, and arbitrary searches at 

checkpoints and bus stops. In these moments, tour guides make tourists aware of their 

difference from Palestinians in terms of access, mobility, and privilege. Tourists, then, are 

encouraged (despite the sentiment they bring to Palestine) not to feel like saviors, who 

are making it possible for Palestinians to survive occupation, and not to feel the same as 

Palestinians, as though, somehow, by their abridged visit to Palestine, they know what 

it’s like to be occupied. In this way, I argue that solidarity tour guides and organizers 

work to disrupt the “prosthetic engagement” that Stamatopoulou-Robbins critiques in her 

analysis of the ISM; they remind tourists of their privilege and ask them not become a 

fixture in Palestine, but, rather, to return home where their work is more valuable and 
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necessary because of their government’s unabated facilitation of the occupation. During 

their time in Palestine, tourists struggle with guides’ attempts to reorient them, in 

reactions that range from pushing back against tour guides’ expectations to quickly 

reassessing their own, phenomena I will detail in both the first and fourth chapters. 

Solidarity tourism has also emerged as a response to the proliferation of sustained 

volunteer work and voluntourism in the West Bank, wherein tourists, mostly on gap year 

or breaks from school, come to Palestine to work in schools or with organizations for a 

limited amount of time (usually a year, pieced together by three-month shifts to 

accommodate the tourist visa Israel allows internationals). “Your work is not here,” then, 

is a formulation that speaks not only to tourists’ desires to “see action” in the West Bank, 

go to a demonstration, or participate in a rally. It is also a formulation that redirects 

tourists’ desire to remain in Palestine, do work in Palestine, and help Palestinians on the 

ground with either their charity or their labor. While there is absolutely a deeply felt 

gratitude for internationals who help rebuild demolished Palestinian homes, who 

volunteer in Palestinian preschools, and who walk Palestinian children to school in places 

like At-Tuwani and Hebron to protect them from settlers, Palestinian organizers, even 

when their work is made possible by a handful of volunteers, also articulate a disdain for 

internationals’ missionary relationship to Palestine and a rejection of white savior 

narratives that position benevolent internationals in the role of helping Palestinians pick 

up the shards and pieces of their lives. International presence in Palestine is requested, 

but only for an orchestrated and curtailed amount of time.  
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This limiting of the time internationals spend in Palestine also emerges in a 

context wherein Palestine is flooded by internationals working in Ramallah NGOs, 

interns in Bethlehem, scholars studying conflict zones, and budding professionals 

learning to develop their skills. On a sardonic Tumblr entitled, “Ajanebed Out: The 

Tragedy of Foreigners in Palestine,” the creators underscore the relationships between 

white privilege, international mobility, and career-building in Palestine through GIFs, 

memes, and conversation fragments that expose the hypocrisy of “wanting to make a 

difference in Palestine” and using Palestine as a space for one’s own personal or 

professional growth. One 50’s-esque advertisement, entitled “Palestine: For all your 

professional and academic career needs!,” mocks internationals’ travels to Palestine to 

intern, build their CV, get into a Ph.D. program, work in an NGO, and earn a salary doing 

so (See Figure 1).16 Another asks, simply, “Need a purpose in life?,” and answers “Visit 

Palestine” (See Figure 2),17 pointing to the many ways in which foreigners use Palestine 

to give themselves a sense of purpose. 

                                                
16 Ajanebed Out: The Tragedy of Foreigners in Palestine, “Palestine: For all your professional and 
academic career needs!,” November 6, 2013, accessed December 14, 2014, 
http://ajanebedout.tumblr.com/post/66218396535.  
17 Ajanebed Out: The Tragedy of Foreigners in Palestine, “Need a Purpose?,” November 6, 2013, accessed 
December 14, 2014, http://ajanebedout.tumblr.com/post/66218396535.  
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Figure 1: “Palestine: For all your professional 

and academic career needs!” (2013), 
Ajanebed Out: The Tragedy of 

Foreigners in Palestine 
 
 
This exhaustion with internationals in Palestine extends not only to those who make a 

career out of being in Palestine, for however long, or those who go to Palestine to give 

their own lives meaning, but also to those who overestimate the importance of their 

presence in Palestine for Palestinians. In other words, much of this criticism is directed to 

those who believe that their presence alone is doing something to better the situation in 

Palestine. It is this sentiment that Ali Jiddah has to placate in the first part of his three-

part appeal to tourists, “Your presence here is very important for my people. It shows 

them that someone is listening.” This prefatory remark both appeals to internationals’ 

sense of self-importance and reflects the deafening silence of the international 

community. The paradox of escalated international presence in Palestine, yet silence on 

the part of the international community, was reflected multiple times in my discussions 

with community members affected by solidarity tourism, where they would ask, “Why, 

Figure 2: “Need a Purpose?” (2013), 
Ajanebed Out: The Tragedy of 

Foreigners in Palestine 
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when so many solidarity tourists come to Palestine, does nothing change?” and “How 

many people have to come here and see for it to make a difference?” The exhaustion with 

international presence in Palestine is thus a palpable and shared sentiment. My 

dissertation probes these fault lines — the movement-building limitations and 

possibilities of this kind of international presence, the way in which solidarity tourism in 

Palestine is formulated in contradistinction to other forms of international presence at the 

same time that it rehearses and recapitulates them, and how solidarity tourism is both 

embodying and employing the racialized restrictions on mobility endemic to the 

occupation at the same time that it is ostensibly working to upend them. 

Moreover, as Palestine cannot be circumscribed to the West Bank, or just the 

West Bank and Gaza, this dissertation also looks at the use of tourism as a fraught anti-

colonial praxis inside what is now Israel. I analyze tours directed largely at Israeli 

domestic tourists that ask them to confront their complicity in the erasure of Palestine. I 

look at the work of tour guides and organizers within Israel as they use tourism to both 

reveal long histories of displacement and conceptualize return and reparations for those 

acts of dispossession. I further detail the research that goes into this kind of tourism, 

showing the myriad ways in which tours inside Israel draw from archival work, 

interviews with refugees and internally displaced Palestinians, and memoirs to narrate the 

tragedy of 1948 and its aftermath as an ongoing, and uninterrupted, Nakba. These tour 

guides inside Israel, like those in the West Bank, thus describe settler colonialism as, in 

the words of Patrick Wolfe, a structure and not an event — a set of ongoing and unending 
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state practices rather than one original violation.18 In this way, my dissertation works to 

reveal the multiple ways in which solidarity tourism functions in Israel/Palestine and, 

because of the impossibilities of tourism in Gaza due to the unrelenting Israeli siege of 

the past seven years, specifically in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and inside Israel. In 

Israel/Palestine, solidarity tourism functions, at different times and in different contexts, 

as a pedagogical exercise, an anti-colonial praxis, an income-generating industry, and a 

voyeuristic and exploitative enterprise. In the chapters that follow, I position solidarity 

tourism in Palestine as not reducible to only one of these categories; instead, I explore the 

contradictions that inhere within solidarity tourism in order to ask what the phenomenon 

reveals about the possibilities and limitations of both tourism and solidarity in the context 

of settler colonial occupation. 

Why Solidarity Tourism Matters: 
On American Studies, Ethnography, and Comparative Colonialisms 
 
 In focusing on solidarity tourism, and the movement of U.S. tourists in particular, 

in a context in which the U.S. funds, aids, and defends Israel’s occupation as routine state 

policy, my project brings the study of settler colonial occupation in Palestine to bear on 

studies of U.S empire. The study of past and present U.S. empire has become a critical 

subfield of American studies, with authors exploring the contours and effects of U.S. 

empire in the Americas, in Puerto Rico, in Hawaii, in the Philippines, in Africa, and in 

                                                
18 Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: the Politics and Poetics of 
an Ethnographic Event (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 1998), 2. 
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the Middle East.19 The study of settler colonialism in the context of the U.S., also, has 

become a genre of its own within American Studies, with authors detailing the ongoing 

dispossession of First Nations peoples across Turtle Island, what is now North America.20 

While works in American Studies have dealt with the Middle East broadly — for 

instance, Melani McAlister's Epic Encounters:  Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the 

Middle East since 1945 (2001) or more recently Alex Lubin’s Geographies of Liberation: 

The Making of an Afro-Arab Political Imaginary (2014) — few have looked specifically 

at Palestine in the framework of studies of U.S. empire. The books that do deal expressly 

with U.S./Israel relations tend to lean more toward political science or history,21 works 

that provide important details about U.S. foreign policy in Israel/Palestine, but do not 

deal with questions of the daily labor of Palestinians in negotiating the effects of U.S. 

foreign policy or the cultural production and political praxis of anti-colonial activists. At 

the same time, while much work on Israel/Palestine has illustrated why studies of 

                                                
19 As only a few examples of several, see: Amy Kaplan & Donald Pease, ed.s. Cultures of United States 
Imperialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993); Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, 
and U.S. Interests in the Middle East Since 1945  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Laura 
Briggs, Reproducing Empire: Race. Sex. Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002); Noenoe Silva, Aloha Betrayed: Native Hawaiian Resistance to 
American Colonialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004); Alfred McCoy & Francisco Serrano, The 
Colonial Crucible: Empire in the Making of the Modern American State (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2009); Alyosha Goldstein, ed., Formations of United States Colonialism (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2014); Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 
Forthcoming 2015). 
20 See, for some recent examples: Jodi Byrd, Transit of Empire (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2011); Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, An Indigenous People’s History of the United States (New York: 
Beacon Press, 2014); Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of U.S. 
Settler States (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), and Mark Rifkin, Settler Common Sense: Queerness 
and Everyday Colonialism in the American Renaissance (University of Minnesota Press, 2014). 
21 For example, see: John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy (New 
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2008); Rashid Khalidi, Brokers of Deceit: How the U.S. has Undermined 
Peace in the Middle East (New York: Beacon Press, 2014). 
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Israel/Palestine need to theorize the colonial,22 most have not asked where studies of 

Israel/Palestine converge with studies of U.S. empire.  

 This dissertation emerges from an explicitly American studies framework, where I 

prioritize interdisciplinary methods at the same time that I draw from studies of settler 

colonialism in the context of North America and U.S. overseas expansion. While I don’t 

position Israel as a formal satellite of U.S. empire, I do bring studies of settler 

colonialism in the context of the U.S. to bear on the study of Israel/Palestine and 

simultaneously analyze Israel’s occupation of Palestine as central to U.S. imperial 

interests in the Middle East. With 3 billion dollars a year of U.S. tax dollars that go to 

Israel, with the U.S.’s routine veto of any measure brought to the UN on behalf of 

Palestine, with USAID paving roads in Palestine that Israel destroys, with the same 

Israeli company building the Wall in Israel/Palestine and the wall at the U.S./Mexico 

border, with U.S. police forces and military personnel routinely trained in Israel, with the 

arms trade thriving between both countries, and with U.S. citizens living all over 

Israel/Palestine as NGO workers in Ramallah, volunteers in Bethlehem, and settlers in 

Jerusalem and Hebron, Israel/Palestine is very much an issue not only relevant, but 

central to American Studies. My dissertation brings studies of U.S. empire into the same 

analytic frame as studies of settler colonialism and resistance in Israel/Palestine in order 

                                                
22 See, for example: Maxime Rodinson, Israel: A Colonial-Settler State? (Atlanta, GA: Pathfinder Press, 
1973); Walid Khalidi, All that Remains: The Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 
1948 (Washington, D.C.: Institute for Palestinian Studies, 1992); Edward Said, The Question of Palestine 
(1979) (New York: Vintage Books, 1999); Nadia Abu El- Haj, Facts on the Ground: Archeological 
Practice and Territorial Self-Fashioning in Israeli Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); 
Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation (London: Verso, 2007); Rochelle Davis, 
Palestinian Village Histories: Geographies of the Displaced (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011). 
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to not only trace the effects of U.S. foreign policy, but also look at the movement, and 

movement-building, of Palestinians, Israelis, and U.S. citizens in Israel/Palestine in 

response. With the passing of a resolution to boycott Israeli academic institutions at the 

2013 American Studies Association Annual Meeting — the organizing of which was in 

large part structured around report-backs from delegates to Palestine — American 

studies, as a field, has begun to ask questions about the relationships between U.S. empire 

and Israeli occupation; my work fits squarely into this conversation, bringing works in 

American studies on empire and colonialism to bear on the study of tourism, colonialism, 

and solidarity in Israel/Palestine. 

 Methodologically, my project takes solidarity tourism as its subject instead of 

treating it as the irrelevant background noise of doing ethnographic work in Palestine. 

Anthropology, as a field, had long grappled with the presence of tourists “interrupting” 

the research at their field sites until they began to turn their ethnographic lenses on the 

tourists themselves. Since Valene Smith’s classic edited volume, Hosts and Guests: The 

Anthropology of Tourism (1977),23 anthropologists have increasingly taken tourism and 

tourists as their ethnographic subjects, focusing on the relationships between tourism and 

leisure,24 tourism and the inevitable social distance between host and guest,25 tourism and 

                                                
23 The December 2014 Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological Association (AAA) saw the 
inauguration of the Anthropology of Tourism Interest Group (ATIG), organized to coincide with the 40th 
anniversary of the first Anthropology of Tourism panel in 1974. The ATIG sessions were, in fact, in large 
part an homage to Smith, whose inaugural volume in tourism studies emerged from the session on tourism 
she organized at the 1974 AAA Annual Meeting in Mexico City. 
24 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books, 1976). 
25 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze (New York: Sage Publications, 1990). 
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cultural appropriation,26 tourism’s role in post-conflict nation-making,27 voluntourism 

and its role in perpetuating that which it seeks to alleviate,28 and tourism and the ethics of 

sightseeing itself.29 Still, there is much work that explores, for example, domestic tourism 

and race relations in the U.S.,30 tourism and U.S. military intervention,31 and tourism and 

U.S. empire,32 but is outside the purview of “the Anthropology of Tourism” and not 

considered part of its canon, even when this literature employs ethnographic methods or 

asks similar questions.33 Similarly, there are interdisciplinary works in environmental 

studies, Native studies, and American studies that raise questions about the multiple 

relationships between tourism and colonialism that do not get read, necessarily, as 

ethnographies of tourism even when this work deals explicitly with the role that tourism 

plays in the context of colonial rule.34 My research brings these more recent works on 

                                                
26

 Edward Bruner, “Of Cannibals, Tourists, and Ethnographers,” Cultural Anthropology 4: 4 (1989): 438-
445; Edward Bruner, Culture on Tour: Ethnographies of Travel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2005). 
27 Florence Babb, The Tourism Encounter: Fashioning Latin American Nations and Histories (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2010). 
28 John Hutnyk, The Rumour of Calcutta: Tourism, Charity, and the Poverty of Representation (London: 
Zed Books, 1996). 
29 Dean MacCannell, The Ethics of Sightseeing (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
30

 See, for example, Lynell Thomas’s Desire and Disaster in New Orleans (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2014). 
31 See, for example, Scott Laderman’s Tours of Vietnam: War, Travel Guides, and Memory (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2009). 
32 See, for example, Adria Imada’s Aloha America: Hula Circuits through U.S. Empire (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2012). 
33 As a discussant for one of the panels at the 2014 AAA Annual Meeting commemorating Valene Smith’s 
work, anthropologist and ATIG organizer Naomi Leite spoke to the schism between texts in “the 
Anthropology of Tourism” and texts on tourism in other fields. In her comments, she asked her audience to 
broaden their understanding of what constitutes literature on tourism in order to more productively engage 
with work outside their field. 
34 See, for example, Phaedra Pezzullo’s Toxic Tourism: Rhetorics of Pollution, Travel, and Environmental 
Justice (Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 2007) and, again, Adria Imada’s Aloha 
America (2012). 
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tourism in American studies and comparative colonial studies into conversation not only 

with canonical and contemporary works on tourism in anthropology, but also with classic 

studies of tourism in postcolonial studies, like Derek Walcott and Jamaica Kincaid’s 

critiques of colonial tourism in the Caribbean, and work on tourism in feminist and queer 

studies, like Cynthia Enloe’s work on militourism and Jacqui Alexander’s work on gay 

tourism and its colonial underpinnings.35 My project is deeply indebted to these studies of 

tourism that have demonstrated the ways in which tourism either paves the way for 

colonial projects or replicates and facilitates them.36  

 At the same time, my project is following in the tradition of those scholars who 

have recently asked, in what ways can tourism simultaneously advance an anti-colonial 

and anti-racist praxis?37 In my work, I explore the varied uses of tourism, the strategic 

uses of mobility in a context of restricted movement, and the shifting strategies of anti-

colonial labor that converge in solidarity tourism in Palestine, while I concurrently 

explore the contradictions, exploitations, and voyeurism that inhere in solidarity tourism. 

In this way, I make the case that literature under the rubric of the Anthropology of 

Tourism needs to engage with literature on tourism in post-colonial and feminist studies 

at the same time that literature on U.S. foreign policy and Israel/Palestine needs to engage 
                                                
35 Jamaica Kincaid, A Small Place (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1988); Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, 
Beaches, and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1989); Derek Walcott, What the Twilight Says (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1988); Jacqui 
Alexander, Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations of Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred  
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2005). 
36 In thinking about the relationships between tourism and colonialism and especially the ways in which 
tourism has paved the way for colonial projects, I am indebted to Edward Said, in Orientalism (New York: 
Vintage, 1978), and Timothy Mitchell, in Colonising Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1991). 
37 See, for example, Adria Imada’s work and Laura Barraclough, Wendy Cheng, and Laura Pulido’s 
People’s Guide to Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
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with the question of tourism. By putting these fields in the same analytic frame, I intend 

to produce a historically and ethnographically grounded account of the U.S.’s role in 

settler colonialism in Israel/Palestine and the multiple ways in which Palestinian 

organizers in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Israel are treating solidarity tourism as 

an anti-colonial strategy despite the inadequacies, incompleteness, and inconsistency of 

tourism as a vehicle for activism. 

 Further, transnational solidarity is as much the subject of my research as tourism is. 

My project extends the literature on transnational solidarity movements, asking whether 

or not, and to what extent, tourism can function as solidarity. Like works on political 

tourism, I too explore the transnational movement of individuals whose travel makes 

possible their affective and political attachments.38 At the same time, the literature that 

informs my analysis is not limited to work on either tourism or work on politicized travel. 

My analysis of the language and analogies that the tourists I interviewed employed, and 

the anti-racist politics that were both enabled and foreclosed by their presence in 

Palestine as solidarity tourists, is informed by studies on the role of race within solidarity 

                                                
38 Texts on tourism, political attachment, and political transformation take many forms. Some works, like 
Maureen Moynagh’s Political Tourism and its Texts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), deal 
explicitly with the question of political tourism and the literature that both produces and is produced by 
activist travel. Other works explore how tourism can supplant social transformation in post-conflict sites, 
like Florence Babb’s The Tourism Encounter: Fashioning Latin American Histories and Nations (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2010). Still other works analyze tourism’s relationship to imperial state practice 
and political transformation, like Dennis Merrill’s Negotiating Paradise: U.S. Tourism and Empire in 
Twentieth Century Latin America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009) or take up the 
question of tourism’s role in environmental justice organizing, like Phaedra Pezzullo’s Toxic Tourism 
(2007). For texts on tourism and different types of political and affective attachment in the Middle East 
specifically, see: Shaul Kelner, Tours that Bind: Diaspora, Pilgrimage, and Israeli Birthright Tourism 
(New York: New York University Press, 2010); Rebecca Stein, Itineraries in Conflict: Israelis, 
Palestinians, and the Political Lives of Tourism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); and Waleed 
Hazbun, Beaches, Ruins, Resorts: the Politics of Tourism in the Middle East (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008).  
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movements.39 I argue that race matters within solidarity tourism, from the strategies 

through which Palestinian solidarity tour guides push back against white savior 

narratives, to the navigation of racialized segregation in the West Bank and East 

Jerusalem, to the ways in which solidarity tourists construct Palestinian liberation as 

analogous with Black freedom struggles, sometimes positioning both as continuous, 

ongoing, and unfinished projects and sometimes relegating anti-Black racism to the past 

and positioning the occupation of Palestine as a final remnant of injustice in the world. I 

argue, too, that indigeneity matters within solidarity tourism; in examining the analogies 

tourists and guides employ to understand Israeli occupation, I ask what is both gained and 

lost when we position disparate anti-colonial movements as parallel and I detail, 

specifically, how positioning Israel/Palestine as a last remaining outpost of settler 

colonialism forecloses the analysis of, and resistance to, contemporary native 

dispossession elsewhere.40 

 Refusing to position Palestine as exceptional, while at the same time attending to its 

specificity, my work is a critique of the many arguments, often employed by solidarity 

                                                
39 See, for example, Juliet Hooker’s Race and the Politics of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009). Other texts on solidarity, broadly, and transnational solidarity, in particular, include: Sanjeev 
Khagram, James V. Riker, and Kathryn Sikkink, ed.s, Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social 
Movements, Networks, and Norms (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Jessica Stites Mor, 
Human Rights and Transnational Solidarity in Cold War Latin America (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2013); Andreas Bieler and Ingemar Lindberg, ed.s, Global Restructuring, Labour and the 
Challenges for Transnational Solidarity (New York: Routledge, 2011), and Katherine O’Donnell, Weaving 
Transnational Solidarity: From the Catskills to Chiapas and Beyond (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2012). 
My approach to the study of transnational solidarity is informed most explicitly from work in transnational 
feminist studies, like Ella Shohat’s edited volume Talking Visions: Multiculturalism in a Transnational Age 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), Chandra Mohanty’s Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, 
Practicing Solidarity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), and Saba Mahmood’s Politics of Piety: the 
Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
40 I analyze these analogies, and their implications, in the fourth chapter: “Witnesses in Palestine: Imperfect 
Analogies and Multiple Acts of Translation.”  
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tourists and Palestine solidarity activists, that position Palestine as a “last colonial 

outpost” or as an example of “colonialism in the contemporary moment” as though 

Israel/Palestine is the only space in which colonialism continues to exist. I instead 

position Israel/Palestine as a site of settler colonialism, like many others, with colonial 

strategies that shift according to the exigencies of the colonial state and thus appear 

similar and/or different from other colonial sites depending on the historical moment. 

Similarly, resistance to Israeli colonial rule also takes many shapes and forms and shifts 

according to the colonial strategies it confronts; I position solidarity tourism as both 

drawing on and diverging from other forms of past and present Palestinian resistance to 

occupation. As one Palestinian tour guide in East Jerusalem put it, Palestinians, after 

having tried violent resistance, negotiations, peace talks, and working toward a two-state 

solution, are now turning toward tourism in order to compel the international community 

to do something. My dissertation thus positions solidarity tourism as a response to many 

other, sometimes failed and sometimes foiled, forms of resistance: a response that is, at 

once, imperfect, commodified, and seemingly ineffective at the same time that it is 

embedded in local and transnational Palestinian struggles for freedom, deeply intertwined 

with the BDS movement, and effecting significant, though not easily quantifiable, change 

in multiple Palestine solidarity circles, particularly in the U.S. In this way, my work 

resists a definitive categorization, and romanticization, of “solidarity” as a quantifiable 

“thing” that can be understood as a set list of affects and effects. At the same time, my 

work resists a devaluation of tourism as wholly, always, or even mostly exploitative and 

voyeuristic. Instead, I look at the ways in which solidarity tourism both effects change 
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and traffics in promises of change that it cannot deliver, contains all the trappings of 

tourism at the same time that it critiques them, and troubles how we understand both 

“solidarity” and “tourism,” looking not only at the limitations of each, nor only at their 

radical potential, but at the uneven and asymmetrical ways they take shape in colonial 

contexts. 

Methods and Organization: 
Or, Who I interviewed and Why 
 
 “Your Work is Not Here: Solidarity Tourism in Occupied Palestine” is a multi-sited 

ethnographic study of solidarity tourism in Palestine. Drawing from participant 

observation of solidarity tours in Israel/Palestine and interviews with guides, community 

members, tourists, and activists, I demonstrate how and why Palestinian organizers are 

treating tourism as a viable anti-colonial tactic despite the problems tourism poses as an 

organizing strategy. I interviewed tour guides, rather than directors of programs, to get a 

sense of what the quotidian labor of guiding solidarity tours looks like, to understand how 

tour guides differently envision their work, and to explore the respective tourist 

expectations solidarity tour guides negotiate on a daily basis. I interviewed Palestinian 

organizers in the West Bank, in East Jerusalem, and inside Israel to learn more about how 

they set up their tours and why. I interviewed Ashkenazi Jewish Israeli organizers and 

tour guides doing work in East Jerusalem and inside Israel to understand how they 

construct their itineraries and how they see the politics and ethics of their solidarity work. 

I also interviewed Palestinian citizens of Israel who lead tours to villages that were 

depopulated in 1948 in order to gain an understanding of how they see their labor and 
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how they articulate the effects of the work they do. Finally, I interviewed U.S. solidarity 

tourists across multiple different demographics — white Presbyterian youth ministers, 

queer Black solidarity activists, mixed-race tourists, diaspora Palestinians returning to 

Palestine for the first time — to demonstrate the heterogeneity of solidarity tourists in 

Palestine. My interviews thus detail the phenomenon of solidarity tourism at the same 

time that they disrupt the coherence of “solidarity tour guide” and “solidarity tourist” as 

its central categories.  

 Over the course of my research, I participated in upwards of 35 different tours — 

from day trips to Hebron, to thematic solidarity tours of West Bank cities and villages, to 

weeklong advocacy workshops straddling the West Bank and East Jerusalem, to bus tours 

through East Jerusalem, to walking tours in villages and city centers inside Israel. This 

research method allowed me to follow the itineraries of organizers in the West Bank, East 

Jerusalem, and inside Israel as they worked to reject the borders and checkpoints crafted 

to divide them. It also allowed me to detail how guides and organizers collectively 

attempt to use tourism to both expose the continuity of past and present Israeli settler 

colonialism and imagine a future without colonial occupation in Israel/Palestine. I 

combined this participant observation and the material from my interviews with analyses 

of cultural texts in conversation with solidarity tourist itineraries and secondary source 

material on Israel/Palestine, tourism, and transnational solidarity. This interdisciplinary 

ethnographic approach enabled me to contextualize the emergence of solidarity tourism 

as both a business and organizing strategy in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, detail 
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the implications of solidarity tours inside Israel, and explore the promise and pitfalls of 

solidarity tourism as an anti-colonial praxis in Israel/Palestine. 

 Throughout the chapters, I explore solidarity tour guides’ daily work of asking 

tourists to imagine what was and, simultaneously, what could be without the occupation’s 

strangulation of the Palestinian economy and Palestinian agriculture. I also mine the 

phenomenon of solidarity tourism for what it reveals about both “solidarity” and 

“tourism,” detailing both what is lost when solidarity is commodified and what is gained 

when tourism is radicalized. I document the affective labor of narration on the part of 

Palestinian organizers, the politics of alliance and complicity on the part of Israeli 

activists, and the layered politics of witnessing on the part of international tourists. I 

further show how the labor of Palestinian tour guides is contingent on the contradictory 

process of translating their own histories of displacement into narratives international 

allies can circulate while simultaneously drawing attention to international complicity in 

Israel’s occupation. I also demonstrate how international, and particularly U.S., tourists 

interpret the ethics of their fleeting moments in Israel/Palestine as tourists and their role 

as witnesses back home. My project thus foregrounds the U.S.’s role in Israeli occupation 

and raises questions about the possibilities of tourism in a context in which tourism itself 

is under occupation. 

 In Chapter One, “Tourism under Occupation: Fragmentation and the Asymmetry of 

Solidarity Work,” I trace the way in which the Oslo Accords, and the attendant 

establishment of the Palestinian Authority and its Ministry of Tourism, both changed the 

parameters of what was possible in terms of Palestinian-led tourism in the West Bank and 
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also ushered in a period of expanding settlements, orchestrated fragmentation of 

Palestinian land, and the sedimentation of an aid-based Palestinian economy. Drawing 

from interviews with Palestinian guides and organizers who have been in the business of 

showcasing the occupation since the first intifada, I examine how and when an influx of 

tourists in the West Bank became part of the landscape, especially in places like Beit 

Sahour and Bethlehem, and I demonstrate how the growth of solidarity tourism in 

Palestine, and particularly its contemporary iteration, is both a product and a critique of 

the Oslo Accords. In focusing specifically on how Palestinian guides and organizers in 

the West Bank and East Jerusalem have seen the landscape of their labor change 

dramatically in the past two decades, I detail how they negotiate the fragmented terrain of 

the West Bank – from using the mobility of international volunteers to facilitating hand-

offs at checkpoints to waiting patiently while tourists explore, or “witness,” parts of 

segregated cities they cannot access. In this way, this chapter illuminates the processes 

through which solidarity tour guides navigate spaces that are no longer navigable for 

them. This chapter also details the affective aspect of this labor, describing the 

asymmetries that are written into these itineraries and the multiple ways in which they 

make themselves felt. As a whole, this chapter demonstrates Palestinian organizers’ 

strategic use of their own immobility, through tourism, to expose Israel’s fracturing of the 

West Bank and the U.S. foreign policy that enabled it. 

 In Chapter Two, “Erasure and Exposure: A Narration of Continuity in the Occupied 

West Bank,” I detail the ways in which Palestinian organizers and guides position 

solidarity tourism as an embodied response to histories of erasure. This chapter takes as a 
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case study the Alternative Tourism Group and Joint Advocacy Initiative’s “Olive Tree 

Campaign,” which brings international tourists to the West Bank to plant olive trees and 

harvest olives on Palestinian land that is threatened by settlement expansion. Tracing the 

history of Israeli afforestation, whereby the Israeli state has historically uprooted olive, 

fig, and almond trees native to Palestine and planted cypress, fir, and pine in their stead, 

this chapter reads continuity in Palestinian experiences of displacement through the 

narratives they provide on olive picking and olive planting tours. Drawing from scholars 

who have detailed the history of Israeli afforestation  and scholars and field researchers 

who have described the processes and implications of olive-tree destruction in the 

present, this chapter explores the ways in which Palestinian solidarity tourism initiatives 

showcase erasure in Palestine and frame contemporary settler violence and settlement 

expansion as part of a long and ongoing history of displacement in Palestine. This chapter 

thus connects the analysis of the fragmentation of the West Bank in the first chapter to a 

longer history of land expropriation in Israel/Palestine, with the defining thread of 

continuity between the two chapters centered on the work that solidarity tour guides do to 

draw connections between and intervene in these histories. 

 Chapter Three, “Colonial Ruins and a Decolonized Future: Palestinian Narratives, 

Israeli Audiences, and International Eavesdroppers,” draws from observations of the 

Israeli NGO Zochrot’s tours to the sites of villages and urban centers depopulated in 1948 

and interviews with the organizers in Zochrot who are working with the Badil Resource 

Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights to practically imagine, blueprint, 
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and implement the Palestinian Right of Return.41  In this chapter, I show how tours within 

Israel’s 1948 borders address the ongoing erasure of Palestine and partner with West 

Bank Palestinian organizations in order to imagine a future where Palestinians and 

Israelis collectively, and through fraught processes, radically envision and create 

blueprints for cities and villages that would accommodate the return of Palestinian 

refugees living alongside Israelis. The collaboration between Badil and Zochrot takes the 

form of symposia and conferences on the Right of Return, architects and city planners 

working to imagine shared Israeli and Palestinian space, and Badil and Zochrot joint 

tours to other sites, like Cape Town, South Africa, to determine what may and may not 

work in Israel/Palestine. The villages and urban centers imagined in this joint effort 

challenge the exclusions that characterize the contemporary sites of villages and 

neighborhoods that were once Palestinian at the same time that they refuse a nostalgic 

rendering of a pre-1948 Palestine. The cities and towns Zochrot and Badil collectively 

imagine and blueprint are spacious, courtyard-checkered sites peopled by an imagined 

population of orthodox Jews, women in hijab, and a landscape of equal parts tank tops 

and kuffiyehs. This chapter asks what it means to imagine a coexistence that appeals to 

notions of liberal multiculturalism, but also forces a recognition of the work of reparation 

that must occur before that multicultural coexistence can transpire. 

 In Chapter Four, “Witnesses In Palestine: Imperfect Analogies and Multiple Acts of 

Translation,” I draw from my interviews with U.S. tourists to examine how they 

                                                
41 The Right of Return refers to the right of Palestinian refugees displaced in 1948 to return to their places 
of origin, as stipulated in UN General Assembly Resolution 194. 
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experienced the tours, how they understand the ethics of their tourism in Palestine, how 

they articulate and envision their solidarity, and the processes through which they 

translate the material of the tours for their work in the U.S. I pair the themes in my 

respondents’ interviews, ranging from interviewees naming their experience in 

Israel/Palestine as the first time they saw overt racism to opposite endeavors of trying to 

connect the daily anti-racist work they do in the U.S. to the struggles they witnessed in 

Palestine, with comparable sentiments in public blog report-backs from delegations to 

Palestine. In these comparative analyses of tourists’ and delegates’ reflections, I pay close 

attention to the language through which solidarity tour alumni articulate their 

understanding of solidarity. I also ask how tourists negotiate and reconcile what they saw 

with what they were and are asked to do, especially in that their work is framed by guides 

and organizers as not in Palestine, but at home. I thus examine how and to what extent 

tourism can function to educate internationals on the contours of occupation and 

dispossession while simultaneously highlighting complicity in the very processes tourists 

are asked to witness. This chapter, rather than imparting what solidarity tourists — as one 

coherent group — do or think, shows how solidarity tourists come to Palestine for a 

world of different reasons and use their truncated time in Palestine for starkly different 

purposes. In doing so, this chapter disrupts the easy coherence of “solidarity tourist” as a 

category of analysis while simultaneously underscoring the importance of studying the 

phenomenon of solidarity tourism itself. 

 The conclusion to this work, “On Futurity, Failure, and Precarious Hope,” explores 

the paired questions of hope and futurity as they are articulated through solidarity 
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tourism. I call them questions not as a rhetorical device to index themes, but as real 

questions: articulations of a futurity that is consistently under threat of erasure and 

descriptions of a hope that is precarious, but unyielding. Revisiting moments from my 

research, I explore the relationship between solidarity tourism and futurity, detailing not 

only how guides think about their labor in a context in which the “future” of solidarity 

tourism would render it obsolete, but also how they see their work as a potential, if 

uncertain, safeguard for the future of their presence in Palestine.42 Further, drawing from 

my interviews with Palestinian organizers about their hopes for what tourists will do and 

interviews with U.S. tourists about the work they do post-tour, I illustrate how solidarity 

tourism hinges on hope and how this contingency is marked by both possibility and 

precarity. Building from an archive in queer and affect studies that has outlined the 

politically necessary and also politically impossible project of hope in the face of 

despair, 43 and work on Palestine that has explored not only the Palestinian dual 

commitment to pessimism and optimism, 44 but also the generative (and hopeful) potential 

of Palestinian cynicism, 45 this dissertation concludes by demonstrating how Palestinian 

guides and organizers position hope, like solidarity, as an incomplete and sometimes 

impossible endeavor, yet one that is altogether necessary.  

                                                
42 I am grateful to Barbara Harlow for helping me think through what it means, or would mean, for 
solidarity tourism to be working toward its own obsolescence. 
43 José Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: NYU Press, 2009); 
Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Duke University Press, 2011). 
44 Emile Habiby, The Secret Life of Saeed: The Pessoptimist (1974) (Northampton, MA: Interlink Books, 
2001). 
45 Lori Allen, The Rise and Fall of Human Rights: Cynicism and Politics in Occupied Palestine (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2011). 
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Conclusion:  
Thinking Prismatically about the Labor and Leisure of Solidarity Tourism  
 
 Ali Jiddah’s parting words to tourists in that East Jerusalem kindergarten room —

Your Work is Not Here — underscore the understanding that solidarity tourism is, or is 

supposed to be, work. At the same time, his words articulate that this labor need not, and 

even must not, take place in Palestine. My dissertation, however, looks at the work that 

does take place in Palestine — the quotidian labor of Palestinian guides and organizers 

and their Israeli allies to educate internationals, through tourism, about the past, present, 

and future of Israeli colonial occupation. My project attempts to look at solidarity tourism 

prismatically; rather than advance a definitive and evaluative assessment of the ethics of 

the phenomenon, I seek instead to look at it through many different prisms.46 I attempt to 

look at solidarity tourism through the respective prisms of skeptical Palestinians inside 

and outside of the business, Palestinian businessmen involved in the tourist industry in 

the West Bank, Palestinian youth organizers, and Palestinian anti-colonial activists on 

both sides of the Wall. I attempt to read solidarity tourism through the disparate prisms of 

benevolent U.S. tourists wanting to “make a difference,” curious internationals trying to 

decide how to weigh in on the conflict, anti-racist activists seeing parallels with their 

work in the U.S., scholars doing research on occupation, diaspora Palestinians learning 

more of their own history, and youth ministers seeking to revolutionize their sermons. 

And, I attempt to see solidarity tourism through the multiple prisms of differently 

positioned Israelis in recounting the shame, guilt, complicity and outrage they describe. 

                                                
46 I am grateful to Kathleen Stewart for encouraging me to look at solidarity tourism “prismatically,” or 
through and from multiple different, even competing, angles. 
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My work thus resists easy definitions, and easy assessments, of solidarity tourism and the 

people who make it function. I ask what happens when tourists are simultaneously invited 

to Palestine and asked to leave, when they play the role of voyeurs in Palestine and yet 

are central to the BDS movement, and when tourists and tour guides alike commodify 

Palestinian culture while resisting its erasure. Refusing to position solidarity tourism as 

either wholly redemptive or wholly exploitative, my dissertation explores what 

possibilities are both made available and made impossible when tourism occupies the 

same space as anti-colonial activism.
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Chapter One 

 
Tourism under Occupation: 
Fragmentation and the Asymmetry of Solidarity Work 
 

In 2009, French artist Julien Bousac crafted a map of the West Bank entitled 

“L’archipel de Palestine orientale,” or the Archipelago of Eastern Palestine. Set on a sea-

foam-green-tinted background with a nautical anchor affixed in the upper left corner, the 

map is one of islands of different shades of green (dark green for areas with partial 

Palestinian autonomy, light green for areas with total Palestinian autonomy), enclaves of 

brown landmasses signifying urban zones, and white space representing Israeli colonies – 

colonies israéliennes – that blends in almost seamlessly to the sea-foam backdrop (Figure 

3). In the bottom right corner of the map, Bousac explains, “toutes les zones de 

Cisjordanie aux mains d'Israel ont été transformées en mer,” or “all areas of the West 

Bank in the hands of Israel were transformed into sea.”1 Jericho is its own island far off 

to the east; Ramallah is an island in the center of the archipelago, but closely connected 

to the islands that surround it. Bethlehem is a sea away from Ramallah, with Canal de 

Jérusalem flowing in between and little villages like ’Anata and Ar-Ram peppering the 

waters in between. Other Palestinian city centers and villages are divided into isolated 

islands, surrounded by seas, oceans, and bays. Israeli nature reserves, designated by green 

stripes, take up the space of some of the otherwise Palestinian islands and liaisons 

                                                
1 Julien Bousac, “L’archipel de Palestine orientale” (The Archipelago of Eastern Palestine), drawn for Le 
Monde Diplomatique (2009). See Robert Mackey’s piece, “The West Bank Archipelago,” in The Lede: The 
New York Times Blog, May 7, 2009, accessed December 1, 2014, 
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/05/07/the-west-bank-archipelago/?_r=0.  
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maritimes, or Israeli military roads, signified by dotted shipping lines, function as the 

only connecting thoroughfares between and across the islands.  

 

Figure 3: Julien Bousac 
“L’archipel de Palestine orientale” 

Le Monde Diplomatique (2009) 
 

Based entirely on data from Israeli Human Rights NGO B’Tselem, Bousac’s map is part 

utopia (Ile aux Oliviers, or Isle of The Olive Trees, and Ile aux Miel, or Honey Island), 

part dystopia (dotted lines signifying liaisons maritimes or shipping links connecting all 
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the Israeli ports to one another), part maritime warcraft imagery (tiny blue Israeli war 

ships — zone sous surveillance, or zones under surveillance — are positioned 

everywhere there were permanent checkpoints in 2009), and part a mockery of the 

existing regulatory regime of the West Bank (with tiny palm trees signifying Côte 

Protégé, or protected beach land, and highlighting the ways in which Israel uses the 

discourse of protected land to secure its own space). This map illuminates the post-Oslo 

fragmentation of the West Bank and details, via a military and a tourist imaginary, the 

impossibilities of movement and the impossibilities of any semblance of conventional 

tourism in the West Bank. Julien Bousac’s map of the fragmented archipelago that the 

West Bank has become asks us to consider what happens when settler colonial state 

practice creates island formations without water, with circumscribed landmasses 

surrounded by checkpoints, chain-link fences, concrete walls, and military outposts. Like 

Bousac’s map, in this chapter, I too chart out the post-Oslo fragmentation of the West 

Bank and ask when and how those landmasses in between seas of checkpoints and 

military roads become navigable, and for whom. I ask, what happens when colonized 

subjects attempt to circumvent the archipelagic thinking that seeks to divide them? And 

what possibilities are both made available and made impossible when tourism, 

militarism, and anti-colonial activism occupy the same space? 

In the pages that follow, I trace the way in which the Oslo I and II Accords, and 

the attendant establishment of the Palestinian Authority and its Ministry of Tourism, both 

changed the parameters of what was possible in terms of Palestinian tourism in the West 

Bank and also ushered in a period of expanding settlements, orchestrated fragmentation 
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of Palestinian land, and the sedimentation of an aid-based Palestinian economy. Drawing 

from interviews with Palestinian guides who have been organizing tours of occupied 

Palestine since the first intifada, I chart out how what began as informal, impromptu tours 

of the West Bank to friends and comrades of Palestinians has mushroomed into an 

income-generating and concrete, if provisional, enterprise. I examine how and when 

scores of tourists in the West Bank became part of the landscape, especially in places like 

Beit Sahour and Bethlehem, and I demonstrate how the growth of solidarity tourism in 

Palestine, and particularly its contemporary iteration, is both a product and a critique of 

the Oslo Accords. I focus on how Palestinian guides and organizers in the West Bank and 

East Jerusalem envision their work, how they have seen their labor change dramatically 

in the past two decades, and why they have chosen to dedicate their energy to solidarity 

tourism, even when its role in movement-building is difficult to delineate and its effects 

are often shot through with contradictions. This chapter focuses centrally on the 

deliberate fragmentation of Palestine – the archipelagic thinking that has isolated 

Palestinians from one another – and the fraught ways in which Palestinian guides and 

organizers have sought to demonstrate and negotiate this fragmentation through the 

uneven and asymmetrical vehicle of tourism.  

“We Don’t Have a Palestinian Brand:” 
The Oslo Accords, Fragmentation, and the Professionalization of Solidarity  
 

When the U.S.-brokered Oslo II Accords in 1995 sedimented the fracturing of the 

West Bank into city centers under nominal Palestinian control (Area A), villages under 

administrative control of the Palestinian Authority and security control of Israel (Area B), 
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and Area C – or “the sea,” as Julien Bousac constructs it and Palestinian tour guides will 

echo – under complete Israeli rule, Israel worked to secure Palestinian land, without 

Palestinians themselves, and transfer it into Israeli control.2 (See Figures 4 and 5 to 

contextualize the effects of the taxonomies of the Oslo Accords.3)    

            

Figure 4: “Area C Land Facts,” B’Tselem                              Figure 5: Noga Kadman, “Acting the        
                               (October 2013)                                          Landlord: Israel’s Policy in Area C, the  
                                                                                                                 West Bank,” B’Tselem  

                                                                                                    (June 2013) 
 
Since then, Israel has worked to prohibit Palestinian development and construction in 

40% of the West Bank, and 70% of Area C, through legal, administrative, and military 

                                                
2 Palestinian tour guides also employ this metaphor of an archipelago of Palestinian islands surrounded by 
an Israeli sea. One lecturer for the Applied Research Institute of Jerusalem (ARIJ), which meets frequently 
with solidarity tour groups, will joke: “It’s like Indonesia, but instead of the sea, we have the C,” a pun 
referring to Area C in order to spell out the post-Oslo archipelagic fragmentation of the West Bank. 
3  “Area C Land Facts,” B’Tselem, October 30, 2013, accessed November 20, 2013, 
http://www.btselem.org/area_c/taking_over_land; Noga Kadman, “Acting the Landlord: Israel’s Policy in 
Area C, the West Bank,” B’Tselem, June 2013, accessed November 20, 2013, 
http://www.btselem.org/download/201306_area_c_report_eng.pdf. 
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means.4 (Area C, under full Israeli rule, constitutes 60% of the West Bank.5) 63% of the 

land in Area C is under jurisdiction of the local and regional councils of the settlements 

and off-limits to Palestinians for development or construction, while 2.5% is designated 

“state land,” reserved wholly for Israeli settlements, military, and infrastructure.6 In late 

1993, Israel stopped declaring state lands in the West Bank for several years, but, in 

1997, enacted a regulation monitoring “survey lands” in order to keep undeclared lands 

as government property and enable their use by the state; 20% of Area C lands are now 

classified as survey lands.7 30% of Area C lands are military firing zones (especially in 

the Jordan Valley); 14% of Area C lands are classified as nature reserves and national 

parks (which can also serve as firing zones); and 3.5% of Area C lands are located 

between the Separation Wall — either in its built form or where it is blueprinted to exist 

— and the Green Line, thus constituting lands where Palestinians are prohibited from 

building.8 An estimated 180,000 Palestinians live in Area C, which includes the major 

residential and development land reserves for the entirety of the West Bank.9 Palestinians 

living in Area C thus cannot build their homes for fear of house demolitions. Area C also 

includes 165 “islands” of Area A and B land, the space to which the major concentrations 

                                                
4 “Taking Control of Land and Designating Areas Off-Limits to Palestinian Use,” B’Tselem, October 30, 
2013, accessed November 20, 2013, http://www.btselem.org/area_c/taking_over_land. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. The Green Line refers to the 1949 armistice line that partitioned historic Palestine into Israel, the 
West Bank, and the Gaza Strip. The line refers to Israel’s pre-1967 borders, before it occupied the West 
Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem, the Sinai Peninsula, and Golan Heights. 
9 Noga Kadman, “Acting the Landlord: Israel’s Policy in Area C, the West Bank,” B’Tselem (June 2013): 
5, accessed November 20, 2013, http://www.btselem.org/download/201306_area_c_report_eng.pdf. 
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of populations in the West Bank are circumscribed.10 Ultimately, since the Oslo II 

Accords in 1995, Israel has consistently worked, through legal, administrative, and 

military means, to render a Palestinian state impossible by acquiring more and more West 

Bank land and foreclosing Palestinian use of it.  

 The taxonomies of Areas A, B, and C, and the subsequent land expropriation by 

the State of Israel, were not a byproduct of the Oslo Accords, but were specifically 

written into the implementation of the “peace plan.” As Israeli historian Ilan Pappé 

describes the Oslo Accords:  

The Oslo Accords were not a peace plan for the Israelis; they were a solution to 
the paradox that had long troubled Israel, of wanting the physical space without 
the people on it. This was the predicament of Zionism from the day of its 
inception: how to have the land without its native people in a world that no longer 
accepted more colonialism and ethnic cleansing. The Oslo II accords provided the 
answer: the discourse of peace will be employed while creating facts on the 
ground that lead to the restricting of the native population to small spaces, while 
the rest is annexed to Israel.11 
 

In conjunction with the annexation process Pappé describes as land-expropriation-

masquerading-as-peace, Oslo also introduced, as we saw in the introduction, a series of 

closures, curfews, roadblocks, and checkpoints meant to contain and immobilize the 

Palestinian population.12 As outlined in the introduction to this work, the population of 

settlements doubled in the years after the Oslo Accords were signed into existence, with 

Israeli-only roads connecting settlements and severing Palestinian communities from one 

                                                
10 Ibid. 
11 Ilan Pappé, “More Oslos: The Two-State Solution Died Over a Decade Ago,” Palestine Chronicle 
September 26, 2013, accessed September 26, 2013, http://www.palestinechronicle.com/more-oslos-the-
two-state-solution-died-over-a-decade-ago/#.Ukc3DWRoQ9B. 
12 Makdisi, Palestine Inside Out, 85. 
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another.13 The “continuity of the settlement enterprise,” in the words of Rashid Khalidi,14 

continued throughout George W. Bush’s “Road Map to Peace,” and through the 

construction of the Wall, with the U.S. refusing to demand a return to 1967 borders, 

allowing Israel to keep large settlement blocs, and denying Palestinian refugees the right 

to return.15 Throughout various iterations of the peace process, Palestinians have been 

asked to remain committed to a U.S.-led peace process. They have been expected to 

sustain a hope that the peace process will yield a discernible improvement in their lives, 

even as they are told, as in 2013 by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry, that the 

construction of 1,200 new Israeli settlement homes will not “affect the peace map.”16 The 

language of the peace process, not only the expressed goal of peace, but also the 

emphasis on process, is meant to connote motion, produce hope, and foreclose 

Palestinian demands for resolution to issues that were deemed “final status” by the Oslo 

Accords, like Jerusalem and the Right of Return for Palestinian refugees. As Edward Said 

wrote in 1995, the peace process has functioned as a “distortion of hopes and rightful 

aspirations.”17 

                                                
13 Ibid., 92.  
14  Rashid, Khalidi, Brokers of Deceit: How the U.S. has Undermined Peace in the Middle East (New York: 
Beacon Press, 2014), 49. 
15 Makdisi, Palestine Inside Out, 91. 
16 Headlines, Democracy Now!, August 14, 2013, Accessed August 14, 2013, 
http://www.democracynow.org/2013/8/14/headlines#8144. Kerry, speaking to an audience in Brazil, said, 
“The policy of the United States of America with respect to all settlements is that they are illegitimate, and 
we oppose settlements taking place at any time, not just the time of the peace process. But, here’s the 'but,' 
that said, Prime Minster Netanyahu was completely upfront with me and with President Abbas that he 
would be announcing some additional building that would take place in places that will not affect the peace 
map.” 
17 Edward Said, Peace and its Discontents: Essays on Palestine in the Middle East Peace Process (New 
York: Vintage Press, 1996). 
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The effects of the Oslo Accords on tourism also marked a palpable difference 

from the pre-Oslo years. Before 1994, Palestinians were prohibited from becoming 

licensed tour guides in the West Bank – Moshe Dayan, the Israeli military leader who 

served variously as Chief of Staff of the Israeli Defense Forces, Defense Minister, and 

Foreign Minister, is known to have said he would “be more willing to license a 

Palestinian fighter pilot than a Palestinian tour guide,” demonstrating the profound 

political importance of the ideological narrative advanced about Israel/Palestine through 

tourism.18 Director of the Palestinian Alternative Tourism Group, a Palestinian alternative 

tourist agency and NGO formed in 1995, Rami Kassis explains, “These policies were 

designed to suggest to tourists that Jewish Israelis were the country’s only inhabitants. 

Allowing tourists to talk with Palestinians, who would tell the stories of their past and 

continuing suffering, their culture, and their traditions was unacceptable in the eyes of the 

Israeli government.”19 Michel Awad, Executive Director of the Siraj Center for Holy 

Land Studies, adds that Moshe Dayan’s reference to the impossibility of Palestinian tour 

guides “shows how much Israel sees that giving a Palestinian a license to become a guide 

is a threat because Palestinians will tell their story.”20 Israel put in place severe 

restrictions on the possibilities for Palestinians to “tell their story” in order to prevent 

internationals from hearing competing accounts of the establishment of the state and the 

violence of its occupation. After Oslo, with the institution of the Palestinian Authority 

                                                
18 Moshe Dayan, cited in Kassis, “The Struggle for Justice through Tourism in Palestine,” 229. This history 
was also referenced in several interviews I conducted, including those with Michel Awad and Samer 
Kokaly. 
19 Kassis, “The Struggle for Justice through Tourism in Palestine,” 229. 
20 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
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and its Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, and with a Palestinian population 

increasingly more contained and circumscribed, the capacity to narrate expanded while 

the possibility of movement constricted. 

 As organizers who had been guiding groups since the first intifada told me, due 

to these prohibitions against Palestinian tour guides, and as I touched on in the 

introduction, solidarity tours before Oslo were mostly comprised of informal groups of 

comrades and friends visiting Palestine to both demonstrate their solidarity and learn 

more about strategizing during the first intifada, from alternative farming to tax boycotts. 

After Oslo, Palestinians increasingly took up tour guiding and work at tourist agencies at 

the same time that they began to professionalize this form of solidarity tourism. Yet, 

while the Ministry of Tourism focused almost exclusively on promoting national heritage 

sites – like the Mount of Temptation and the Church of the Nativity – burgeoning 

alternative tourism organizations sought to focus on the occupation, turning what was 

once a non-income-generating method of movement-building into an income-generating 

business. This professionalization of solidarity, then, employed the language of business-

crafting, from image branding to marketing, at the same time that it employed the 

language of liberation, from freedom from occupation to anti-colonial resistance. 

Michel Awad, of the Siraj Center, which works to provide training in tourism 

development under the ownership of local communities and promote Palestine as a 

sustainable tourist destination, explained the relationship between “alternative” modes of 
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tourism and tourist-to-host accountability.21 Preferring the phrase “responsible tourism” 

over “alternative tourism” (“because alternative to what?” he asks) Awad notes, “Our 

first aim is to create rural development, the other is to change the perception about 

Palestine. People look at Palestine as part of Israel. We try to brand Palestine as [a site 

for] experiential tourism itself.”22 Siraj positions itself as having helped drive the 

development of responsible tourism in Palestine, “re-branding Palestine as a destination 

for experiential travel and human connection.”23 In the wake of Oslo, and in conjunction 

with the contemporary Israeli political strategy to “Brand Israel” as a liberal, 

multicultural, and gay-friendly space in response to critiques of Israeli human rights 

violations, it is important to emphasize not only the ways in which solidarity tourism is 

indebted to strategic nonviolent organizing during the first intifada, but also the way in 

which solidarity tourism in Palestine has also become an income-generating business 

competing against widely circulated representations of Palestine as both inhospitable and 

violent.24 As a business, solidarity tourism has thus necessitated a recognizable image and 

a marketable brand. In the same breath as he describes the political and economic 

situation in Palestine as one characterized by corruption, unemployment, loans, debt, and 

aid, Awad laments the lack of a Palestinian brand:  

                                                
21 For more on the Siraj Center, see World Travel and Tourism Council: Tourism for Tomorrow Awards, 
“Siraj Center,” accessed February 5, 2014, at http://www.wttc.org/tourismfortomorrow/winners-
finalists/2013-winners-finalists/siraj-center/. 
22 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
23 Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, “About Us,” accessed February 5, 2014, 
http://www.sirajcenter.org/index.php/about-us/about-us. 
24 For more on “Brand Israel” and Israeli pinkwashing campaigns, see Sarah Schulman, “A Documentary 
Guide to Brand Israel and the Art of Pinkwashing,” Mondoweiss: The War of Ideas in the Middle East, 
November 30, 2011, accessed May 7, 2013, http://mondoweiss.net/2011/11/a-documentary-guide-to-brand-
israel-and-the-art-of-pinkwashing.html. 
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We don’t have a Palestinian brand. What we promote is pilgrimage; that’s what 
Israel promotes. So if you promote like your competitors, then you are doing a 
favor for your competitor; if you promote the same product that your competitor’s 
promoting, you are providing the knowledge about the product and [the customer] 
may buy it from you and he may buy it from your competitor. The problem is that 
we don’t have a branding; we don’t do marketing.25 

 
To say “we don’t do marketing” and “we don’t have a Palestinian brand,” to speak of 

tourists as customers, to speak of tourism as a product, and to speak of Israel as a 

competitor clearly reveals the ways in which solidarity tourism in Palestine is in no way 

solely a movement-building, grassroots initiative. This language is very much the 

language of production, consumption, marketing, and profit. However, to emphasize the 

importance of Palestine’s “brand,” and to caution against both Israeli representational 

practice and Israeli theft of Palestinian knowledge, does more than cynically position 

solidarity tourism as circumscribed to a profit-generating endeavor. Instead, Awad 

reveals the way in which solidarity tourism is, at once, an initiative to provide resources, 

training, and income to Palestinians and an endeavor to change international perceptions 

of Palestine, to re-brand Palestinians. This is particularly true, Awad adds, in the wake of 

9/11 when internationals, especially Americans, including those who come to Palestine, 

collapse anything having to do with Islam with notions of a terrorist threat and believe 

that “if Israel is being threatened, America is being threatened.”26  

 Baha Hilo, another solidarity tour guide in Palestine – at the time of my fieldwork a 

campaign organizer and field worker for the Joint Advocacy Initiative and Alternative 

Tourism Group’s Olive Tree Campaign and now a freelance solidarity tour guide 

                                                
25 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
26 Ibid. 
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working out of Beit Sahour – instead describes this “re-branding” through tourism as a 

crucially important intervention in Israeli state-sanctioned narratives. In his words, “From 

the very beginning of the Palestinian issue, there has been so much effort put into 

discrediting the Palestinian realities and making sure Palestinian voices always have no 

credibility.”27 Tying this discrediting specifically to diplomatic interest and foreign 

policy, he said, “It’s not in the best interest of any Western government that its public 

finds out the about the atrocities committed by their good friend Israel against a native 

population that is the Palestinians, so it’s not in the best interest of Western government 

or media to expose what is happening to the Palestinians.”28  He elaborates: “You’ll 

always find one narrative that is being shared, one narrative that is being exposed, one 

narrative that is being supported and that is ‘our’ narrative, the narrative of the 

governments, which says basically that Israel is one of the best achievements of the 20th 

century, that Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East, Israel is the only 

civilized…. Israel, Israel, Israel.” 29 Here, Hilo points to the ubiquity of the celebratory 

narrative of Israel that positions it as an island of democracy in an otherwise backwards 

sea. He also points to the complicity of Western governments in Israel’s occupation and, 

more, the complicity of internationals – perhaps especially those on the tour itself – in 

perpetuating and circulating this narrative. He continues, debunking each narrative that 

gets endlessly circulated:  

And then you have no room whatsoever for the Palestinian’s voice, simply 
because everything we say in the West, or everything that is being said in the 

                                                
27 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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West, about Israel, happened at the expense of the Palestinian population and you 
don’t want that to be seen. “Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East….” 
It’s a democracy for immigrants that happens at the expense of Palestinians who 
are not part, or not allowed to be part, of this so-called democracy. “Israel made 
the desert bloom….” We all know that the land that was made to bloom already 
bloomed because there is a Palestinian population [living] here.30  
 

 “Palestinians have found themselves,” he continues, in a situation where “they have to 

challenge a Western media that is completely taking the side of the oppressor in this 

conflict.”31 Describing his labor, he elaborates, “From this need for sharing information, 

exposing reality, we found out that the best way to do it is by having people here, expose 

them to the reality, and let them decide [for] themselves.”32 Detailing the way in which 

tourism has been “hijacked” by Israeli government, he explains: 

  What Israel tries to do, through tourism, is sell its own story, where the 
Palestinian is not part of the story. The Palestinian is the problem in the story. The 
Palestinian is scary in the story. So, what has emerged today is that you find 
Palestinian people who are under Israel’s control trying to take over this job by 
themselves, trying to correct the story that the State of Israel sells about us.33 

 
This language of erasure, exposure, and correction parallels what Edward Said has 

described as the “permission to narrate,” noting that Palestinian refugees, in particular, 

have had to watch the “modern spectacle” of Israel, and the “unending ceremony of 

public approbation” for the force that dispossessed them, while simultaneously being 

asked to “participate in the dismantling of their own history.”34 In this way, while Awad 

                                                
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Said writes, “There have been refugees before. There have been new states built on the ruins of old. The 
unique thing about this situation is Palestine’s unusual centrality, which privileges a Western master 
narrative, highlighting Jewish alienation and redemption – with all of it taking place as a modern spectacle 
before the world’s eyes.” Said continues, “So that when Palestinians are told to stop complaining and settle 
elsewhere like other refugees before them, they are entitled to respond that no other refugees have been 
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positions solidarity tourism as a necessary endeavor to reposition Palestinians and 

Palestine in the context of an industry under occupation, Hilo positions solidarity tourism 

as, in large part, a disruption of a colonial logic that dispossesses Palestinians of both 

their land and their capacity to narrate. 

 Those who conceived of fashioning alternative tourism into a business in the wake 

of Oslo did so, then, not only to foreground the occupation in order to educate 

international tourists, but also to negotiate the new economic and political landscape. 

While explicitly Palestinian tourism was now possible — in Palestinian territories, with 

Palestinian guides, Palestinian flags, Palestinian maps, and discussions of politics — 

Palestinian movement was further circumscribed to Palestinian “Areas.” Awad argued 

that, in some ways, “before Oslo, people had more accessibility. People who worked in 

tourism in Bethlehem and Jerusalem and Ramallah could go with their groups to airports, 

to Tiberias. Now, if I have a group in Tiberias, I can’t go there.”35 So, while the message 

tour guides who worked for Israel (and paid taxes to Israel) could impart to internationals 

was limited to apolitical pilgrimage narratives, their movement was less circumscribed. 

Awad describes the transition from pre-Oslo to post-Oslo tourism as one bound by the 

expectations of potential statehood: “Before Oslo, Palestine was under Israeli authority, 

so [guides] were working in tourism, but mostly in pilgrimage. After Oslo, Palestinians 

                                                                                                                                            
required systematically to watch an unending ceremony of public approbation for the political movement, 
army, or country that made them refugees and occupied their territory…. To top it all, Palestinians are 
expected to participate in the dismantling of their own history at the same time.” (Edward Said, 
“Permission to Narrate,” in The Politics of Dispossession: the Struggle for Palestinian Self-Determination, 
1969-1994 (New York: Vintage Press, 1994), 258.) For further analysis of this passage, and a critique of 
rendering Palestine wholly exceptional, see Chapter Four. 
35 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
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were looking to have an independent state. To have an independent state, you should rely 

on your own resources…”36 It was this shift, in part, that enabled Israel to position 

solidarity tourism as somewhat permissible (though still heavily policed on exit and entry 

into the country), if only because it simultaneously became containable.  

 For those crafting solidarity tourism into a profession, part of “relying on one’s own 

resources” also meant turning toward alternatives to pilgrimages, the Israeli-dominated 

form of tourism in Palestine. “People started to think of other options to do pilgrimages: 

pilgrimages through hiking, through biking,” Awad explains. “And people who were 

really interested in the cause would come here to meet political leaders to get different 

views… so, in that, we, Siraj, Alternative Tourism [Group], Holy Land Trust, all these 

organizations start to look for alternatives.”37 These alternatives were conceived not only 

in terms of development and growth, but also in terms of competition with the Israeli 

tourism sector. Awad thus charts a genealogy of alternative tourism that is not only 

indebted to the earlier delegation-leading of the first intifada, but also predicated on 

questions of marketing and business:  

Most of the Palestinian travel agents in Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Ramallah, who work 
in pilgrimage, feel huge competition because [Israelis] own the airport, they have 
charter flights, and they have more accessibility to the tourist areas inside than we 
do, so it’s very hard to compete with them. So that opens new options for the 
people. So that’s the story of how alternative tourism started: After Oslo, people 
started to think about new options.38  
 

These “new options,” then, were organized around changing international perceptions of 

Palestine, creating jobs and training for Palestinians, contributing to rural development, 
                                                
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
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and working within and, later, against the confines of what was promised to, eventually, 

be a Palestinian state.  

 Moreover, the (im)possibilities of Palestinian tourism and constricted access that 

Awad describes were written into the negotiating at Oslo. While Israeli negotiators 

brought a tour guide with them, Palestinian negotiators did not. While much has been 

written on the ways in which Palestinian negotiators had no knowledge of settlement 

expansion, no knowledge of resources, and no knowledge of the land, much less has been 

written on the lack of emphasis they put on tourism.39 Awad explained, “If they don’t 

know about the other issues — waters, aquifers, resources, land — for sure they don’t 

know about tourism. They never thought tourism was important to know about.”40 Awad 

emphasized this refusal to prioritize tourism on the part of Palestinian negotiators via an 

anecdote: 

You know I met a guide… He’s in the 60 age-range, or 75. I met him in 
Jerusalem. He’s an Israeli guide. And I was talking with him. And, at the end of 
our chat, he told me, ‘Michel, I was part of the Israeli negotiating team in Oslo.’ 
A guide. They took a guide with them!... Did the Palestinians think to bring a 
guide with them? At least, when they asked for a site? This is the issue I think we 
really face.41 

                                                
39 For one example of several, see Edward Said’s From Oslo to Iraq and the Road Map: Essays ( New 
York: Vintage Press, 2005). In one section, in reference to Oslo and land expropriation, Said writes, “But 
what land has in fact been returned by Israel so far? Would that it could be described in a straightforward 
way because it cannot — by design. This is part of Oslo’s malign genius, that even Israel’s ‘concessions’ 
were so heavily encumbered with conditions and qualifications and entailments (like one of the endlessly 
deferred and physically unobtainable estates in a Jane Austen novel) that they could not be enjoyed by the 
Palestinians in any way resembling self-determination; on the other hand, they could be described as a kind 
of concession, thus making it possible for everyone (including the Palestinian leadership) to say that actual 
territory was under (mostly) Palestinian control. The divide itself was to redivide and subdivide an already 
divided Palestinian territory into three subzones, Areas A, B, and C, in ways entirely devised and controlled 
by the Israeli side since, I have pointed out for several years, the Palestinians until only quite recently had 
neither maps of their own nor, among the negotiating team, any individuals who were familiar enough with 
the actual geography to contest decisions or provide alternative plans” (12). 
40 Michel Awad, Interview by Author, Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies, Beit Sahour, August 16, 2012. 
41 Ibid. 
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For Awad, that the Israelis brought a tour guide to negotiations is both predictable and 

shocking. It reveals both that tourism is in no way innocuous or apolitical and that the 

land divisions that inhere in “negotiations” between Israelis and Palestinians are 

contingent on division of the land not only in terms of resources — aquifers and 

cultivation — but also in terms of resources for tourism. Sebastia, near Nablus, provides 

a telling example:  

In Sebastia, when people went to negotiation and put the lines of A and B and C, 
Israel knew that Sebastia was a very important site. So they put the city in Area A 
and the heritage sites they put in Area B or C. So now if you go to Sebastia, if you 
are at the entrance to Sebastia, at the site, it’s Area A. If you move two meters, 
it’s Area C. Two meters! And Palestinians are not allowed to build in Area C. 
People are stealing things in Sebastia, and no one can talk with them because the 
Palestinian Authority doesn’t have any control.42 
 

In this way, it was not only that Oslo divided the land, fragmenting Palestinian 

communities from one another, partitioning the cultivable land into Israeli hands and 

weakening the Palestinian economy, and confining Palestinian city centers to Area A as 

Israel gathered the land into Area C. It is also that Oslo helped bring valuable tourist sites 

into Israeli control, allowing Palestinian tourists to be guides “of their own territories,” 

but denying them access to sites that both index heritage and would generate income. 

Further, both of these characterizations — that “what Palestinians face” is a political 

landscape that refuses to see the value in tourism and that Israeli negotiators during Oslo 

deliberately crafted a geographical landscape that gave Israel control of the most valuable 

sites and the Palestinian Authority only nominal control — serve to illustrate the 

                                                
42 Ibid. 
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Palestinian Authority’s past and present misunderstanding of the importance of tourism 

in Palestine.  

 Several tour guides and organizers with whom I spoke – including those who had 

been involved in creating the Code of Conduct for Tourism in the Holy Land: A 

Palestinian Initiative,43 which outlines a set of terms through which responsible and just 

forms of tourism and solidarity in Palestine can be cultivated – explained that the work of 

promoting tourism in Palestine and ensuring that it be responsible and not predatory 

should be the work of the Ministry of Tourism, not that of civil society. Yet, it is 

members of civil society, tour guides and organizers, and not the PA’s Ministry of 

Tourism, who are working to fashion a tourism in Palestine that resists exploitation and 

commodification in the context of an already relentless military occupation. Solidarity 

tourism in Palestine thus traces its beginnings to solidarity tours during the first intifada, 

was modeled into an income-generating business in the wake of the divisions and 

taxonomies of Oslo Accords, and works to reveal the deliberate ways in which the Oslo 

Accords thwarted the growth of Palestinian economy not only in terms of separating 

Palestinian communities into distinct enclaves and denying them access to land and 

resources, but also in terms of distributing tourist sites directly into Israeli control with 

the cooperation of the Palestinian Authority. As this dissertation, and as the rest of this 

chapter in particular, will show, this work of professionalizing solidarity is not without 

the kinds of problems endemic to other kinds of tourism – from leisure tourism to disaster 

                                                
43 See “Code of Conduct for Tourism in the Holy Land: A Palestinian Initiative,” Green Olive Tours, 
accessed February 5, 2014, http://www.toursinenglish.com/2008/01/code-of-conduct-for-tourism-in-
holy.html. 
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tourism to adventure tourism. Even a tourism grounded in attempts to showcase 

inequality, privilege, and (im)mobility will simultaneously – and perhaps inevitably – 

traffic in asymmetries that privilege the position of the tourist at the expense of the host. 

Still, as tour guides walk tourists through spaces they will characterize as a catastrophe 

that began, but did not end, with partition, the work of Palestinian tour guides is about 

upending the assumptions tourists bring with them to Palestine. The work of Palestinian 

tour guides is to ask tourists to reconsider the reliance on the U.S. as an “honest broker,” 

to reassess what they are in Palestine to do, and to rethink what they’ve learned about 

Israel, about Palestinians, and about the territorial contours of Israel/Palestine. Guides 

aim to rearrange these international assumptions while they simultaneously encourage 

internationals to rethink their desire to either do work in Palestine, or, worse, to consider 

their time in Palestine as the extent of the work they need to do. 

Walking Through an Ongoing Nakba: 
Manufacturing, Showcasing, and Negotiating Immobility 
 
 Contemporary solidarity tourism attempts to do this work of upending assumptions 

and “rearranging desire”44 by, first, consistently critiquing the exclusive reliance on the 

potential of U.S.-led negotiations and the celebration of the work of the Oslo Accords. 

Second, they lead tourists through the fragmentation of Palestinian land and Palestinian 

families that has resulted from the U.S.-brokered Oslo Accords. Third, they consistently 
                                                
44 I borrow this notion of rearranging desire from Gayatri Spivak, who has argued that education in the 
humanities attempts to be “an uncoercive rearrangement of desires.” (Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 
“Righting the Wrongs,” South Atlantic Quarterly 103:2/3 (2004): 526.) I see, similarly, in solidarity 
tourism an attempt on the part of tour guides to shift tourists’ (read: students) allegiances, to ask them (non-
coercively) to rethink their unexamined assumptions, and to encourage them to listen for guidance on 
precisely what their role in Palestinian freedom struggles should be.  
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labor to redirect the desire of international tourists, reminding them repeatedly – and 

through multiple different iterations – that their work is not in Palestine. Weeklong 

solidarity tourists’ itineraries in the West Bank are often structured around truncated 

visits in several different cities, lectures, workshops, and guided tours.45 On participants’ 

first night, they will gather to hear the expressed goals of the program. Organizers will 

explain that the participants’ time in Palestine is part of a larger effort to mobilize the 

international community and help facilitate a global movement against the occupation. 

While solidarity tourists often visit many of the same sites that religious and heritage 

tourists visit, for example sites of Christian pilgrimage like the Church of the Nativity in 

Bethlehem and Mount of Temptation in Jericho, the information they are given is 

substantively different. For example, if participants are taken to the Church of the 

Nativity, instead of hearing a narrative that focuses solely on the birth of Christ, they will 

also hear about Oslo’s division of the West Bank, how Bethlehem is 87% Zone C under 

Israeli control, and how Bethlehem suffers from land annexation. Solidarity tourists will 

hear about the lives lost in the 49-day siege in 2002 and they will hear about growing 

settlements encroaching on Palestinian lives and land and U.S. and European silence on 

the settlement project. Meanwhile, they will witness the disjuncture between the large 

number of tourists from Israel filing into the Church of the Nativity and the nearby 

towering Separation Wall severing Palestinians from their former land. By underscoring 

                                                
45 This chapter focuses solely on solidarity tours operating within and between the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem, while Chapter Three focuses on tours within Israel’s 1948 borders, which operate in a markedly 
different register, focusing not on the contemporary occupation of Palestinian territories, but on a longer 
history of Zionist displacement in Israel/Palestine. 
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the historical and contemporary violence of Israeli occupation, the inherent failures of the 

Oslo Accords, and the U.S. and European facilitation of Israeli occupation, solidarity tour 

guides and organizers stage a dissonance between what the tourists are there to witness 

and the narratives told to the scores of tourists filing in and out of the Church. 

Solidarity tour organizers also structure walking- and bus-tours to explicitly 

reveal the post-Oslo fragmentation of the West Bank. In Bethlehem, organizers lead 

tourists along the Wall, often leaving them on their own to read the solidarity messages 

written on the Wall, explaining that, for the most part, these are works by internationals, 

not locals.46 As the tour bus travels through the West Bank, tour guides tell tourists about 

the theft of water, how settlers steal water from Palestinians and then sell it back to them 

at exorbitant costs. Tourists are given a detailed and visualized explanation of how Oslo 

fractured the West Bank into Areas A, B, and C, calling attention to the disparity between 

the sprawling, built-up settlements, continually expanding and under construction, and 

the homes belonging to Palestinians prohibited from building extra rooms and knowing 

they would be under threat of demolition if they did. Guides explain how the Wall has 

killed the economic life of Palestinians, taking up 725 kilometers of the West Bank, 

extending 20 kilometers into the West Bank, a Wall of which only 10% is an actual wall, 

with the rest military road, electronic fences, and other means of constricting movement 

and expropriating land. Guides emphasize the impossibility of their travel to Jerusalem – 

a “final status” issue as decreed by Oslo – by way of analogy: one solidarity tour guide 

                                                
46 For more on the art on the wall, and particularly Banksy’s graffiti, see the conclusion to this work: “On 
Futurity, Failure, and Precarious Hope.” 
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frequently explains to tourists: “I can get to Copenhagen easier than I can get to 

Jerusalem.” Guides take tourists to Beit Jala, where Israeli-only roads connecting 

settlements bisect and trisect Palestinian land. The bypass roads, guides explain, began 

being constructed in 1993, through Palestinian lands with olive trees flanking both sides. 

Guides detail how these roads make “occupational sense” in that they seamlessly connect 

settlements that are in violation of the 4th Geneva Convention, Article 49, stipulating that 

no occupying power can move its civilian population to live in the occupied territories. 

Tourists hear narratives of displacement, restriction of movement, and land expropriation 

in 1948, 1967, 1993, 2010; organizers and guides frame these moments of displacement 

as an ongoing Nakba. The term Nakba is Arabic for “Catastrophe” and typically 

describes the Zionist movement and Israeli state’s expulsion of Palestinians from their 

land and homes in 1948; here, and throughout the week(s), guides frame contemporary 

house demolitions, settlement construction, and land expropriation as a Nakba that did 

not end in 1948, but continues via forced displacement today.47 Moreover, guides and 

organizers position Oslo as deeply a part of that ongoing Nakba and not anomalous to it. 

 Solidarity tours are also structured to make tourists witness or experience, if only 

fleetingly and in part, the restricted mobility of Palestinians resultant from decades of 

                                                
47 The Nakba refers specifically to the process by which 750,000 Palestinians were forcibly displaced from 
their homes and lands between 1947 (with the UN Partition Plan for Palestine) and 1949 (with the cease-
fire agreements between Israel and Arab states). When tourists are educated about an ongoing Nakba, it 
sometimes takes the form of informal discussions about continued displacement of Palestinians from their 
land and homes via house demolitions and other Israeli state practices and sometimes takes the form of 
direct meetings with the Badil Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights to learn 
about their Ongoing Nakba Project, which seeks to collect and provide information on Israel’s ongoing 
denial of rights for displaced Palestinians to return to their land and the ongoing displacement of 
Palestinians from their homes and lands since the Nakba. See Badil’s Ongoing Nakba Education Project 
here: http://www.ongoingnakba.org/en/. 
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occupation and sedimented by Oslo. Some of this structuring is inevitable and some of it 

is deliberate. Due to Israel’s unyielding restrictions placed on researchers, scholars, 

activists, tourists with any connection, however tangential, to Palestine, solidarity tourists 

experience a version of restricted mobility and access from their arrival at Ben Gurion 

International Airport in Tel Aviv. Internationals entering Israel through Ben Gurion 

International Airport with the intent to spend time in the West Bank know that if they 

announce that they are going to Palestine, if they have an Arab last name, if they are 

Muslim, if they have family or friends in Palestine, if they have spent time in any 

predominantly Muslim countries, they will be subject to a lengthy interrogation and 

possibly refused entry. Palestinian guides and organizers have recently collaborated to 

call attention to this restriction of visitors, inaugurating the “Welcome to Palestine” 

campaign, or the Flytilla (referencing the Flotillas that have attempted to break the siege 

on Gaza), wherein international activists fly to Ben Gurion and declare that they are 

going to Palestine instead of the usual performance of “passing” as a tourist to Israel in 

order to get to the West Bank. These activists are not let in the country, and, often, are not 

even allowed to board Israel-bound planes in their home countries. Here, restrictions on 

movement are simultaneously restrictions on movement-building. By imposing 

restrictions on visitors to Palestine, the Israeli state attempts to circumscribe international 

solidarity efforts in the name of “security.” Highlighting the militarized, policed state of 

surveillance, control, restriction of movement, and bars against being visited, Mazin 
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Qumsiyeh, Palestinian Flytilla campaign organizer and invited guest speaker on many 

solidarity tours in Palestine, emphasizes, “Even prisoners are allowed visits.”48  

 West Bank Palestinian organizers will negotiate tourists’ travel from Ben Gurion to, 

typically, Bethlehem, by having an unnamed and unannounced driver, with license plates 

that allow him to traverse the checkpoints, pick tourists up, and bring them to the West 

Bank. Organizers further facilitate the movement of international tourists from 

Bethlehem to Jerusalem via methods that are also entirely contingent on either having a 

trade-off on the other side of Checkpoint 300, which separates Bethlehem from 

Jerusalem, after tourists walk through on foot, or having an international volunteer or 

organizer take the group for the day. Here, Palestinian organizers make sure that tourists 

understand that their guide, who has facilitated their movement around the Bethlehem 

area thus far, cannot go with them.  

 Sometimes, a walk-through Checkpoint 300 is written into a tour to give tourists a 

“feel for what it’s like” — yet, tourists walk through the labyrinthine corrals of the 

checkpoint and wave their international passport in front of the bulletproof glass while 

the Palestinians next to them have to show their wrinkled permits and I.D. cards and 

place their fingers in the scanner for biometric screening. Within the checkpoint, 

Palestinian workers often hurriedly try to get through, while tourists sometimes slow 

down the process, marveling at the cage they — only momentarily — find themselves in. 

Tourists will walk up the ramp, down the other, and up the third, to a turnstile that allows 

                                                
48 Robert Naiman, citing campaign organizer Mazin Qumsiyeh in “Welcome to Palestine: ‘Even Prisoners 
are Allowed Visits,’” Al Jazeera, April 14, 2012, accessed May 14, 2013, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2012/04/201241484657679358.html.  
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only one person at a time. On their walk through the checkpoint, internationals and 

Palestinians alike will pass by a barrage of Israeli tourist posters, inviting passersby to 

visit the Dead Sea, to visit the beach in Tel Aviv, to experience Israel. The signs read, in 

English: “Every Day is a Vacation.” That these posters flank the inside walls of the 

checkpoint interpellate an unclear and nebulous audience that could be understood, 

perhaps, as tourists, taking in the checkpoint out of curiosity but perhaps likely to go to 

an Israeli beach. Perhaps the audience for the posters is also the guards – a reminder as 

they pace, armed, either alongside or above the lines of people making their way through 

the checkpoint, or as they sit, bored, in their booth, of where they can go and what they 

can do when they are done with their service or, even, with this shift. The audience for 

these posters could also be understood as Palestinians, who may only have a permit for a 

day to visit the embassy and who are reminded – through this tourist imaginary – of 

where they cannot go. The posters could also serve to remind the Palestinians subject to 

search at the checkpoint that what was once theirs is now no longer Palestinian, but a 

tourist destination where “every day is a holiday.” This humiliation is further exacerbated 

by the presence of tourists there, who indeed do have access to all of those spaces. This 

experience of the checkpoint demonstrates the ambivalent role of the solidarity tourist as 

one that both challenges and affirms racial and spatial inequalities in Israel/Palestine. 

While tourists, in these walk-throughs, are presented with a checkpoint experience to, in 

some ways, simulate “the Palestinian experience,” they are also given detailed 

information on the ways in which this is only some Palestinians’ experience (those who 

live in the West Bank, those lucky few who have work permits to even enter Jerusalem, 
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those who do this daily); simultaneously, they are meant to witness, through this 

experience, the ways in which their own checkpoint experience differs vastly from that of 

the Palestinians next to them. In this way, they are exposed to the experience of the 

checkpoint not always or only to “see what it’s like,” but also to observe and document 

the disparity in treatment they both witness and enact. Tour guides do not flag this 

disparity, or necessarily ask tourists to note the differences in their treatment compared to 

West Bank Palestinians, but, for many tourists – as will become clear in the fourth 

chapter – this discrepancy is impossible to ignore.49  

 On the other side of the checkpoint, the internationals will have a new guide for the 

day in Jerusalem. On political tours through the Old City, tourists will see armed civilian 

settlers, settlers’ armed bodyguards in plain clothes, groups of heavily armed young 

Israeli soldiers on every corner, homes settlers have taken over, and the grates above 

Palestinian markets to catch the trash settlers throw. Then, they will file into a bus to hear 

a thorough explanation of Israeli apartheid in East Jerusalem and witness its effects, from 

the lack of infrastructure and unpaved roads in East Jerusalem to the Wall cutting through 

Abu Dis and severing the route that had long served as a throughway from Jerusalem to 

Jericho. Standing near a Palestinian gas station, reading the anti-occupation graffiti on the 
                                                
49 In Chapter Four, I draw from my interviews with U.S. tourists to examine how they experienced the 
tours, how they understood the ethics of their tourism in Palestine, how they articulate and envision their 
solidarity, and the processes through which they translate the material of the tours for their work in the U.S. 
I pair the themes within my respondents’ interviews, ranging from interviewees naming their experience in 
Israel/Palestine as the first time they saw overt racism to opposite endeavors of trying to connect the daily 
anti-racist work they do in the U.S. to the struggles they witnessed in Palestine, with comparable sentiments 
in public blog report-backs from delegations to Palestine. In these comparative analyses of tourists’ and 
delegates’ reflections, I pay close attention to the language through which solidarity tour alumni describe 
and articulate their understanding of solidarity. I also ask how tourists negotiate and reconcile what they 
saw with what they were and are asked to do, focusing in large part on their narration and understanding of 
their role as “witnesses in Palestine.” 
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Wall, situated in a Palestinian community severed from their former neighbors and their 

family across the Wall, guides will routinely pause so tourists have a moment to take in 

the last thing they see of Jerusalem before traveling back to their Palestinian guides and 

organizers on the other side of the Wall.  

Guides and organizers deliberately force a confrontation with the restriction of 

mobility within the West Bank as well. At various checkpoints restricting movement in 

the West Bank, a Palestinian guide may, at times, attempt to blend in with the 

internationals, allowing the Israeli soldier guarding the checkpoint to determine whether 

or not to let the collection of “just tourists” in. Tourists and guides alike pass through the 

checkpoint together, performing “normal” conversation and attempting to avoid looking 

suspicious, in hopes that the young Israeli guard will not ask for identification. If the 

guard mistakes the Palestinian tour guide for a European, or is otherwise too busy or 

distracted to bother, the guide will pass through the checkpoint with the tourists 

unnoticed, or at least unflagged. Moreover, this “passing” is often only possible with a 

guide new to his or her post, as Palestinian tour guides in some of these spaces become 

recognizable to guards who have held their post continuously. Guides and organizers 

stress the arbitrary politics of identification in these “contact zones;”50 on his tours, Abu 

Hassan, an independent political tour guide working out of East Jerusalem, routinely 

asks, when crossing the Qalandia Checkpoint in his car with yellow-plated Israeli license 

plates that allow him the capacity to travel on Israeli-only bypass roads: “Will they think 
                                                
50

 Mary Louise Pratt defines the contact zone as “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with 
each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or 
their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today” (Mary Louise Pratt, “Art of the 
Contact Zone,” Profession (1991): 34). 
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I’m a Shlomo or an Ahmed?” He’ll explain that usually he’s Shlomo, but if they — the 

guards manning the checkpoint — are feeling bored, if it’s a slow day, he may be an 

Ahmed. Through this anecdote and others, tourists are meant to understand the extent to 

which entrance is contingent on “not looking Arab” and all mobility is at someone else’s 

discretion.  

As a central part of showcasing (im)mobility in the West Bank, guides will often 

bring tourists from Beit Sahour and travel slowly to Hebron, passing settlement after 

sprawling settlement. Once inside the city, there are several moments during which the 

guides cannot accompany the tourists. Tourists walk alone down Shuhada Street, for 

example, which once hosted a thriving market, a street so busy, one guide tells each 

group of tourists, he used to have to hold hands with his father in order to not get lost in 

the bustling marketplace. Shuhada Street is now closed to Palestinians – even the ones 

who still manage to live on the street and have to enter their homes from the back, who 

have cages around their patios to protect them from the debris the settlers throw, who 

have signs in their windows that read “You are witnessing apartheid.” Tourists take in 

Shuhada Street, alone — unless a guide has momentarily blended in — rarely seeing 

anyone else since it has become a “ghost town,” the main road through the city closed off 

to the 177,000 Palestinians who live in Hebron with access only to tourists, the 500 

settlers who live there, and the 1,500-2,000 soldiers who protect them.51 Guides intend 

for tourists to witness some of the more than 400 stores that have been closed under 

military orders, some of the almost 2,000 others that closed due to all of the closures and 

                                                
51 B’Tselem, “Hebron City Center,” accessed April 1, 2013, http://www.btselem.org/hebron. 
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checkpoints, and some of the more than 1,000 emptied Palestinian homes.52 Guides hope 

tourists notice, and sometimes tell them in advance to look for, the signs in Palestinian 

families’ windows imploring them to understand what they are witnessing. When tourists 

file out of Shuhada Street to reunite with their guides, they exit walking on a street solely 

for settlers and tourists, while Palestinians file onto a street 1/4th the size of the one 

they’re walking on, having to go through yet another checkpoint, and then another. 

Guides will almost always include a trip to Hebron; in interviews with tour guides, more 

than one emphasized, “… because you have to take them to Hebron.” The inclusion of 

Hebron in solidarity tour itineraries is meant to instill in tourists an understanding of what 

segregation looks like and an awareness of their freedom of mobility and the restriction 

of the mobility of Palestinians at every turn. The tours are structured so that tourists see 

how their own mobility is tied to the presumed and policed absence of Palestinians – they 

witness the ways in which, if soldiers guarding checkpoints know they have a Palestinian 

guide, they might not be let in. This precarity and contingency of movement is framed as 

deeply a part of the regime of occupation. 

 

On (Not) Fighting with the Resistance: 
International Presence and Asymmetrical Politics of Solidarity  
 

Because tourists always go to Hebron, Hebron is a space that is consistently rife 

with multiple points of contact between settlers, soldiers, international tourists, 

international volunteers, Palestinian tour guides, Israeli anti-occupation former-soldier 

                                                
52 Ibid. 
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tour guides, and Palestinians from Hebron: children, shopkeepers, vendors, teenagers. 

Some Palestinian youth in Hebron earn money selling bracelets with Palestinian flags on 

them, or bracelets made out of olive wood, for 10 shekels each. On one of many 

solidarity tours I researched in 2012, a young Palestinian from Hebron had taken to the 

tour group, trying to get tourists to buy his bracelets, making jokes, and asking tourists 

where they were from. An exasperated tourist from Ireland turned to him and yelled, “Go 

Away! You’re annoying and no one wants anything. Get out of here!” Appalled, several 

in the group told the young bracelet-seller he didn’t have to go anywhere, to which he 

gestured to the tourist who had yelled at him and said, in English, “That guy is no good. 

He’s a bad guy.” Another “activist” on the tour leaned in and said, “Really, don’t talk to 

them. If you talk to them, they won’t leave us alone” – a scene that, in and of itself, 

epitomizes the crux of the power differential in the tourist/toured relationship, with the 

affluent tourist ignoring and/or foreclosing points of contact with the impoverished 

children who populate the streets of the space they are trying to “otherwise” tour. Some 

participants continued to talk to him and bought three of his bracelets. Later, at the end of 

the day, the group was welcomed into the home and shop of a Palestinian family near the 

Ibrahimi Mosque. The man who owned the shop, a man who, tourists were told, had been 

offered money multiple times by the Israelis to leave his home, invited us in for lunch. He 

told the group how he was there during the massacre in 1994 when Baruch Goldstein, a 

settler from the U.S., massacred 29 Palestinians as they kneeled praying. He had pulled 

the injured into his home, one by one, out of the mosque. His friend, he told us, went to 

the hospital to donate blood for the injured and was shot immediately upon exiting the 
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hospital. The family served the group a 30-person lunch of rice and chicken in the living 

rooms above their storefront. The Palestinian youth serving the coffee, a close friend of 

the son of the man who invited us in, was the bracelet-seller from earlier.  

This interchange speaks volumes about the messiness and contradictions of the 

tours. In this exchange, there is an unwillingness on the part of some solidarity tourists to 

see and/or engage with the poverty that results from Israeli occupation, but an expansive 

willingness to hear stories and receive lunch from those displaced by occupation. There is 

also a willingness to exchange money for an “experience” – lunch with a Palestinian 

family, listening to their stories, being inside their home – yet an unwillingness to 

exchange money for goods from street kids trying to support their families. Still, in this 

interchange, the tourists visiting the home of Palestinians in Hebron and dining with them 

(part of what they pay for in their packaged trip) in fact allows that family to stay in their 

home. Yazan Al-Zubaidy, an organizer and fieldworker on the Olive Tree Campaign, a 

program I will detail in Chapter Two, described the significance of this family’s presence 

and story, explaining that the income from the tourists eating with the family has allowed 

them to stay in their house.53 He continued, “If they had no income, they would just leave 

and sell their house to the Israelis.”54 Even more, he adds, “before, where there was only 

their shop, now there are four shops around them.”55 Here, Al-Zubaidy describes the way 

in which he – and not only the tourists – “witnesses” in Palestine. As a result of solidarity 

delegations, he has witnessed one family keep their shop open and four other families 

                                                
53 Yazan Al-Zubaidy, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 6, 2012. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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open their shops next to them. “This is resistance,” he concludes. “It’s also nonviolent 

resistance, just to stay where you are. And to live. It’s important to witness.”56 This one 

interchange reveals the entrenched contradictions of solidarity tourism: the power and 

privilege imbalance between tourist and host, between tour guide and host community, 

and between tourist and shopkeeper; the significance of tourism in Palestine in a context 

where Israel monopolizes the tourist industry entirely; the indebtedness of the tourist to 

the host in a context in which the host is meant not solely to guide but to teach; and the 

material significance of helping Palestinians stay in their homes. 

Other itineraries explicitly work to mitigate some of the fragmentation resultant 

from the Oslo Accords, like the bifurcation tourists witness in Hebron.57 These tours, too, 

are not without their own contradictions. One example of this endeavor is the Joint 

Advocacy Initiative and Alternative Tourism Group’s program, “Journey for Justice,” an 

itinerary organized for youth in Palestine and international youth to meet each other, see 

Palestine together, and foster working relationships and even friendships across borders. 

This program is not, it bears emphasizing, a “dialogue group” operating under the 

presumption that talking will end the occupation and nor does it advance a narrative 

promoting “conflict resolution.” It is, instead, an effort to foster connection not only 

between international youth and Palestinians, but also, specifically, between Palestinian 

youth from different parts of Israel/Palestine. In a context of restricted movement and the 

severing of Palestinian communities from one another, this program seeks to both expose 
                                                
56 Ibid. 
57 Hebron was separated into H1, controlled by the Palestinian Authority, and H2, controlled by Israel, in 
the wake of the 1995 Oslo II Accords with the 1997 Hebron Agreement reached by the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization and Israel. 
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and, in limited ways, repair the severing of connections between Palestinians in the West 

Bank, East Jerusalem, within Israel’s 1948 borders, and in the diaspora while it also 

facilitates connections between Palestinians and internationals. The Palestinian students 

participating in the 2012 program were from Jerusalem, Nablus, Nazareth, Ramallah, 

Beit Jala, Beit Sahour, and Hebron. Due to the myriad difficulties and impossibilities of 

movement for Palestinians, many of them had never been beyond where they are from. 

On each tour, they took as many photographs as the internationals. Guides and organizers 

structure the tour so that internationals get a sense of what it looks like to not be able to 

move: they witness, for example, a Palestinian from Hebron meeting a Palestinian from 

Jerusalem, in a context in which the Palestinian from Jerusalem has never been to Hebron 

and the Palestinian from Hebron can never go to Jerusalem. The Palestinian participants 

on the Journey for Justice are there, in some ways, to provide expertise for their 

international peers; in other ways, they are there to learn about and intervene in the 

fragmentation they experience on a daily basis. Over the course of the program, they 

share stories, detail their experiences, and talk about how different their lives are. The 

internationals are, in some ways, spectators of this interchange, and, in other ways, party 

to the dialogue.  

This exchange parallels that of the Jenin Freedom Theater’s “Freedom Bus,” a 

different program where Palestinian actors from Jenin tour the West Bank with 

internationals performing for different audiences, in Arabic with simultaneous 

translation, in cities as disparate as Jenin, Hebron, and Beit Sahour and in villages 

including At-Tuwani and Nabi Saleh. Audience members in each city or village share 
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autobiographical accounts and the actors translate these accounts into theatrical 

reenactments. Internationals, here too, are spectators to the performance: the performance 

is in Arabic, they are watching and listening through an ear-piece with a translator 

working simultaneously to catch everything going on in the performance, and they are 

sitting among an audience of residents of said village or city. The tour is structured in a 

way that reveals the irregularity of these moments of connection between Palestinians in 

the West Bank, between Palestinians in the West Bank and Palestinians inside Israel, and 

between Palestinians in the West Bank and Palestinians in East Jerusalem. Further, as the 

Freedom Bus also includes a video conference call with activists and organizers in Gaza, 

organizers impart a (necessarily virtual) sense of the severance of Gaza from the West 

Bank. While different in itinerary and content, spectators of both programs are invited to 

witness not only the fractured landscape they are touring, but also the ways in which 

Palestinians experience the fragmentation of their communities and are working, on the 

ground, to unite across these fractures.  

Some tours deliberately refrain from trying to reenact “the Palestinian 

experience;” they avoid walking tourists through checkpoints and they reject the 

assumption that internationals can “experience” the occupation, even if fleetingly. The 

Journey for Justice, however, does schedule a 4 a.m. walk-through at Checkpoint 300 so 

that tourists witness the checkpoint at its most congested. On one of such scheduled days 

in the summer of 2012, two volunteers from the Ecumenical Accompaniment Program in 

Palestine and Israel (EAPPI), the collection of rotating observers from the World Council 

of Churches working in three-month shifts to document human rights violations, met the 



 71 

group of tourists at the bus stop before the checkpoint. One volunteer explained the 

occupation in roughly six sentences, and warned the tourists not to be alarmed if 

Palestinians are pushing in front, cutting in line, or “climbing the walls of the cage of the 

checkpoint.” In her words to the group, it was clear that she could not differentiate 

between the Palestinian youth and international youth on the tour; she assumed she was 

not speaking to Palestinians. One Palestinian youth participant became demonstrably 

infuriated and retorted, “Maybe they’re jumping on top of the cages because they’re 

being treated like animals.” She responded to him like he was an international tourist: 

“Yes, of course that is why.” Her abrupt, impatient dismissal of his response reveals 

much about the asymmetry of privilege in this collection of internationals and 

Palestinians. She sought to move on, not laboring on this question of Palestinians being 

treated like animals, because she had a tour group to lead through the checkpoint, as part 

of her three-month job as an EAPPI volunteer. He sought to push back against her 

decontextualized characterization of wall-climbing and cage-jumping Palestinians in a 

defense of Palestinian humanity in front of international witnesses. The whole 

conversation took place in a fragment of a moment, as tourism, by its truncated nature, 

proceeds via snapshots of time spent in each space. Like the bracelet-selling youth in 

Hebron, however, it provides an illustrative moment of the limits of solidarity tourism: 

the ways in which solidarity tourism replicates disparities between host and guest, even 

when it is ostensibly working to upend them. Moreover, the conversation took place 

under her misapprehended assessment that the dialogue was one between guide and 

tourist, with the volunteer speaking from a space of expertise to someone she presumed 
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was an international learning, alongside other internationals, about the conflict. This brief 

interaction reveals how international expertise can function via the dismissal of 

Palestinian insight even in the context of labor that understands itself as solidarity work. 

In this way, what is sometimes inadvertently on display in addition to the occupation – 

and for both Palestinian domestic tourists and international tourists alike – is the non-

recognition of a Palestinian perspective even when that perspective is solicited through 

the very itinerary of the program.  

While the Palestinian participants are, in many ways, domestic tourists in this 

exchange, they also struggle with their own labor of both witnessing and narration that is 

endemic to the tour itself. Later that evening, for example, I spoke extensively with one 

Palestinian participant about his experience of the day. In his assessment, he said, “I 

mean, I think you all are getting to see the knives they cut us with. We’re living with this 

every day.” He continued, “We have to deal with wanting them to leave but not wanting 

to do to them what they did to us.” In his narration, he detailed a debate that surfaced 

between the Palestinian youth several times over the course of the week: how to enact 

redress for Palestinians without replicating the same kinds of oppression against Israelis 

that Palestinians have suffered. We talked about the prospect of internationals coming to 

Palestine, the EAPPI volunteers who led us to the checkpoint, the tendency for 

internationals to imagine they can become experts in a day. He spoke about learning with 

us, acquiring factual knowledge to accompany his experiential knowledge: “I’m learning 

all about what to call all these things they do to us,” he said, flagging his growing 

familiarity with the language that makes the occupation, and the plight of Palestinians 
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who live under it, legible both within international law and to international audiences. 

“This whole thing,” he continued, “is an exercise in reopening this wound I work all the 

time to keep shut. And then trying to repress it, and then having to deal with it.” In this, 

he detailed his own pain and trauma of witnessing, demonstrating, as Yazan Al-Zubaidy 

did, that the “witnessing” endemic to solidarity tourism is not undertaken solely by the 

tourists, but also undertaken — in a wholly different way — by Palestinians. While a 

participant and not a guide, he still frames his participation in the tour in some of the 

same ways guides do: as labor that is painful, but, somehow, “worth it.” 

He continued: “If foreigners come and see how much we suffer and they are so 

sympathetic and so empathetic and feel so bad that they feel compelled to do something, 

then that’s really….” He paused for a minute. I expected him to say “hopeful” or 

“necessary,” but he said “sad.” “If that is what it takes,” he continued, “it’s really sad.” 

His description of the occupation, the erasure of Palestine, the severing of Palestinians 

from one another, and the call to ask internationals to witness, is one that details not the 

hope, resilience, and courage of Palestinians – the steadfastness that is so often the 

subject of work on Palestine – but, instead, the ways in which solidarity tourism can be 

an exercise in failure even when it succeeds. His narrative reflects the impossibility, and 

indeed, failure of narration to communicate Palestinian suffering to such an extent that it 

takes witnessing, and literally, seeing it, to effect change, and, even when the occupation 

is seen, that change is not always readily communicable or immediately discernable. His 

description of solidarity tourism as equal parts “sad” and “worthwhile” communicates 

that Israeli occupation has been rendered so invisible and illegible that it requires tourists 
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physically traveling to Palestine and witnessing “how bad” it is in order to understand it 

and effect change. If this sort of empathetic tourism is “all that’s left,” his comments 

imply, it is a sobering and saddening reflection on how bad the situation has become, 

how Palestinians still must ask “permission to narrate,” and how that narration is not 

recognized as proof in and of itself. With a historical narrative that has been “hijacked,” 

in the words of Baha Hilo, and with the circulated illusion in U.S. and European media of 

a two-sided conflict needing a broker, solidarity tourism not only exposes the occupation, 

but also reveals the difficulties and contradictions of a strategy that attempts to cast 

Palestinians as both subject to occupation and subjects of their own historical narrative. 

Echoing some of the sentiments evident in critiques of the International Solidarity 

Movement that I detailed in the Introduction, he also explained his frustration with the 

framing of international presence as “protective.” “What does this mean?,” he asked, 

“That their life is more valuable than ours? And then we adopt this narrative and say, 

‘Yes, please come help us,’ and then we are internalizing that oppression.” Like other 

guides and organizers working to shift internationals’ roles away from direct action and 

protective presence, here he disrupts the logic that positions international lives as more 

valuable than Palestinian ones and also disrupts the strategic organizing logic that – even 

temporarily – capitulates to that assumption. He again qualified his critique, outlining his 

appreciation of tourism that refrains from rehearsing this value hierarchy: “If it is not 

from this white western savior space of helping Palestinians, though, that’s different…. 

You know, in other decolonizing movements, in Algeria and in other places, foreigners 

came and fought with the resistance. But is that what’s happening here? Is that what we 
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want to happen?” With these questions, he theorized the limitations of empathy in the 

context of solidarity tourism in Palestine. Specifically, he spelled out the intimate 

connection between international empathy and their denial of complicity in Israel’s 

occupation: if internationals come to Palestine under the auspices of a western savior 

mission, they position themselves as outsiders to the occupation and not complicit in it, 

and thus imagine that their relationship to Palestine is one of saving Palestinians rather 

than learning from Palestinians and engaging with Palestine from a space of implication 

in its repression.58 Further, his question, “is that what we want to happen?” referencing 

armed resistance with international participation, signals his ambivalence and uncertainty 

around the question of violent and nonviolent resistance, a recurrent theme on solidarity 

tours.59 This question of whether armed international solidarity is either a viable or 

desired option raises other unanswered questions about the incapacity, and even 

unwillingness on the part of some guides and organizers, to clearly define what it is that 

solidarity tourists are doing in Palestine.  
                                                
58 Here I am guided by Saidiya Hartman’s analysis of the limitations of empathy in her argument that white 
abolitionist identification with the suffering of the black body during slavery in fact treated black bodies as 
an extension of their own, eclipsing their position in the slave economy, their whiteness, and the privilege 
they embodied through the distance they experienced between their own position and the experiences of 
torture with which they identified (Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in 
Nineteenth Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997): 25-26). I am also indebted to the 
work of Sophia Stamatopoulou-Robbins in her analysis of the digital archives of the International 
Solidarity Movement (ISM) in Palestine, where, as I detailed in the Introduction, she reads ISM workers’ 
identification with Palestinians as a “prosthetic engagement” in which ISM workers see their own 
experience in Palestine as an extension and/or microcosm of Palestinians’ experience, foreclosing an 
identification with Israelis based on complicity in Israel’s occupation, as U.S. citizens whose tax dollars 
and government supports Israeli state practice, and denying their own privilege in terms of their capacity to 
leave Palestine (Sophia Stamatopoulou-Robbins, “The Joys and Dangers of Solidarity in Palestine” (Fall 
2008)). 
59 While touring Bil’in, at a different moment on this same tour, one tourist/volunteer, along with a group of 
those echoing his sentiment, shook his head and voiced his disappointment at the valorization of slingshots 
during the tour of Bil’in. Like many internationals in Palestine, he sought to write his version of what 
resistance should look like onto activists in Palestine: not “violent,” and, significantly, not angry. 
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This uncertainty around the question of internationals and violent resistance, held 

in productive tension with the rerouting of international presence away from direct 

action, reflects what Jerusalem tour guide Abu Hassan describes as the necessarily 

shifting and malleable strategic function of solidarity tourism. In an East Jerusalem café 

after a political tour of the nearby Israeli settlements, he explained solidarity tourism in 

Palestine as “the only thing left,” echoing sentiments I heard from other political tour 

guides in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. “We’ve tried violent resistance. We’ve tried 

negotiations; we’ve tried peace talks; we’ve tried complying with what the U.S. told us to 

do by working toward a two-state solution. The only thing left is to show the international 

community what is happening and compel them to do something.” In this, Abu Hassan 

traced not only a historical trajectory of multiple, shifting iterations of Palestinian 

struggles for freedom from occupation, but also a cynicism with the U.S.-led peace 

processes and an arrival at showing the situation on the ground as a last resort. 

Anthropologist Lori Allen, in tracing the historical trajectory from an earlier period of 

human rights activism that was committed to ending Israeli occupation and achieving 

Palestinian self-determination to the contemporary human rights industry in Palestine, 

argues that Palestinian “cynicism can be a form of awareness and a motor of action by 

which subjection and subjectification are self-consciously resisted or at least creatively 

engaged.”60 In contemporary solidarity tourism, I see a cynicism with the peace process 

that also proves generative and becomes pedagogical. In tour guides’ – and even 

sometimes Palestinian participants – labor, I chart a palpable desire for a return to the 

                                                
60 Lori Allen, The Rise and Fall of Human Rights, 16. 
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focus on freedom from the many iterations of Israeli occupation, before this focus was 

supplanted by the language of hypothetical statecraft and negotiations. In Palestinian tour 

guide and participant words alike, we see not a rejection of violent resistance wholesale, 

but an interrogation of its efficacy and a willingness to recognize its limits. As the 

Freedom Bus organizers also argue, they don’t see cultural resistance as the only form of 

resistance, but one of many. In one report-back blog’s description: “The Freedom Theatre 

crew emphasise that they support all forms of resistance against this illegal occupation 

and apartheid: creative resistance is just one stone in the mosaic.”61 

On a follow-up interview the subsequent year, Abu Hassan qualified his initial 

assertion. Shifting from the assessment that solidarity tourism is a last resort for 

Palestinian sovereignty struggles, he specified, “It’s part of the struggle now. If the third 

intifada happened tomorrow, our strategies would change.”62 On the part of some 

Palestinian tour guides and organizers, then, we see the sometimes ambivalent, yet still 

consistent embrace, of a wholly imperfect strategy. Solidarity tourism is, as guides are 

often the first to admit, a strategy that is both flawed and temporary. Here, Abu Hassan 

describes solidarity tourism as a strategy that is both negotiating and narrating the 

constricts of colonial rule and the shifting Israeli (and U.S-backed) strategies of 

containment; he simultaneously describes a Palestinian response that is as provisional as 

it is malleable. 

                                                
61 “Decolonising the Mind: Creative Resistance in Jenin,” Cycle ’48: Remap. Remember. Return. March 
20, 2015, accessed March 20, 2015, https://cycle48.wordpress.com/2015/03/20/decolonising-the-mind-
creative-resistance-in-jenin/. 
62 Abu Hassan, Interview by Author, East Jerusalem, August 30, 2012. 
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“I Want You to Feel Responsible:” 
Negotiating International Desire in the Post-Oslo West Bank 
 

Ayman Abu Zulof, director of media outreach and French and English tour guide 

for the Alternative Tourism Group, further attempted to clarify what it is that solidarity 

tourists are doing in the West Bank: “We are not bringing people here to have pity,” he 

explained. “Our problem is not humanitarian. It’s political.” He continued, “I don’t want 

you to fight for me. I want you to feel responsible.” In charting the differences between 

pity, solidarity, and political action, Abu Zulof outlines his goal of rerouting international 

understanding of Israel/Palestine from a humanitarian crisis that calls for international aid 

or a cause for which internationals need to fight on behalf of Palestinians, to an 

understanding of Israel/Palestine that centers on the question of military occupation, 

international silence, and the importance of solidarity with Palestinians already struggling 

against occupation. Here, he stresses the importance of inculcating in tourists a feeling of 

responsibility for the occupation and a responsibility to Palestinians after what they 

witness. Abu Zulof simultaneously warns against the ease with which this work can result 

in feelings of “pity” and reactions that position humanitarian aid as the only viable 

solution to the “Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.” Pity and humanitarian aid, guides like Abu 

Zulof explain, are responses that obfuscate the necessary work toward freedom of 

mobility, the Right of Return, and the land of historic Palestine. 

Rema Hammami, as early as 1995, spelled out the dangers of the ways in which 

professionalization was supplanting these struggles for liberation via the proliferation of 

NGOs in the West Bank. Hammami traced the transformation of broad, grassroots 
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movements into discreet professional NGO institutions, with a large NGO sector 

developing in the absence of a state.63 In Incite! Women of Color Against Violence’s The 

Revolution will Not be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex, an interview 

with Hatem Bazian, Noura Erakat, Atef Said, and Zeina Zaatari illustrates the ways in 

which NGOs have continued to thwart the Palestinian liberation struggle. Hatem Bazian, 

for example, describes a Palestine where almost all NGOs and foundations call for a two-

state solution and demand that Palestinians acquiesce to occupation and colonization.64 

Zeina Zaatari adds that Oslo helped solidify this framework, shifting the focus of 

Palestinian organizing from liberation to statehood and from decolonization to peace.65 

Funders, she explains, have monetarily rewarded projects that center on dialogue and 

collaboration between Israelis and Palestinians and emphasize social services, 

representational politics, and constitutional development instead of commitments to 

freedom for historic Palestine, the Right of Return, and the land.66 The recent work of 

Sibille Merz also details this proliferation of human rights NGOs and their 

depoliticization and fragmentation of Palestinian resistance movements. Merz writes of a 

Ramallah teeming with international workers at NGOs, the “do-gooders of today’s 

international aid industry,” a rotating collection of foreigners lavishing their “expertise” 

                                                
63  Rema Hammami, “NGOs: The Professionalization of Politics,” Race & Class 37:2 (1995): 53. 
64 Andrea Smith, interviews with Hatem Bazian, Noura Erekat, Atef Said, and Zeina Zaatari, “The NGO-
ization of Palestine,” in Incite! Women of Color Against Violence, ed.s., The Revolution Will Not be 
Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex” (Brooklyn: South End Press), 173. 
65 Ibid., 176. 
66 Ibid., 176. 
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on captive Palestinian audiences.67 “Western donors’ conceptualisations of civil society,” 

she argues, “have undermined their stated aim of strengthening Palestinian society, 

contributing instead to its fragmentation.”68 Merz also details how human rights NGOs 

“often treat political, economic or colonial conflicts as if they were straightforward 

humanitarian crises that can be solved through the provision of food, shelter or (human) 

rights,” foreclosing criticism of the Israel as the central violator of human rights in 

Palestine.69 Merz looks toward Nakba day demonstrations and popular nonviolent 

initiatives like Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions as grassroots alternatives to the NGO-

ization of Palestine.  

Fateh Azzam, however, recently argued in Al-Shabaka that the dichotomy of 

NGOs vs. grassroots movements idealizes popular movements and paints all of 

Palestinian civil society with “the same brush,” “dismiss[ing] ‘professional’ NGOs as 

simply tools in the hands of funders and implementers of a post-Oslo political agenda.”70 

In a similar way, in solidarity tourism initiatives in the West Bank, we see Palestinian 

organizations, like the Alternative Tourism Group, that are NGOs and are simultaneously 

leveling scathing critiques of Oslo and the ways in which it supplanted the language of 

liberation with the language of statecraft, deeply committed to BDS, and underscoring the 

                                                
67 Sibille Merz, “Missionaries of the New Era:” Neoliberalism and NGOs in Palestine,” Race and Class 54: 
1 (2012): 51. 
68 Ibid., 56. 
69 Ibid., 61. 
70 Fateh Azzam, “NGOs vs. Grassroots Movements: A False Dichotomy,” Al-Shabaka: The Palestinian 
Policy Network (February 2014), accessed February 5, 2014, http://al-
shabaka.org/sites/default/files/Dana_Commentary_En_Feb_2014.pdf?utm_source=Al-
Shabaka+announcements&utm_campaign=9a089b33a2-
Policy_Brief_Announcement+7_19_2011_PA&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a9ca5175dc-
9a089b33a2-416227673. 
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Right of Return, freedom of mobility and access to historic Palestine, and rights for all 

Palestinians, in exile, in the West Bank, in Gaza, and inside Israel. NGO status, some 

independent political tour guides were also quick to point out, provides tour guides with 

the capacity for more mobility across the West Bank, functioning as designations and 

relationships adopted strategically to push back against the circumscription of movement. 

In solidarity tourism, we see Palestinian organizations, like the Joint Advocacy Initiative, 

that are dependent on donor funds, but that are not working in lockstep with the 

Palestinian Authority statehood narrative that circumscribes “Palestine” to the purview of 

the West Bank and the categories initiated with Oslo, and instead works to expose, name, 

and resist the ongoing fragmentation of Palestinian land and the fracturing of Palestinian 

communities. These Palestinian NGOs explicitly deem the “problem” in Palestine, as 

Ayman Abu Zulof emphasized, as not a humanitarian one, but a political one.  

Palestinian solidarity tourism is thus embedded in, contending with, and 

attempting to work against the NGO-ization of Palestine. In many solidarity tours, guides 

and organizers do not shy away from a sustained critique of Israeli settler colonialism and 

do not advocate a fictitious two-state solution. They, in fact, by way of itinerary, and as I 

have outlined here, illustrate the impossibility of a two-state solution given the 

contemporary landscape of Israel/Palestine. Additionally, they explicitly employ the 

language of colonization, occupation, and apartheid when talking about Israel/Palestine, 

both in their tours and in their promotional materials and guidebooks. The Joint 

Advocacy Initiative, for example, which collaborates extensively with the Alternative 

Tourism Group in employing tour guides, organizing programs, and providing home-
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stays for guests, organizes its itineraries around BDS workshops, continuously exposes 

sustained Israeli land expropriation, and calls for an end to the occupation and a 

realization of the Right of Return. Moreover, both organizations repeatedly remind 

tourists that their work is not in Palestine, lest they too become part of the army of “do-

gooders” seeking to ameliorate the effects of Israeli occupation through volunteer work. 

While JAI/ATG programs do offer volunteer-work as part of their truncated tours – as in 

the Olive Campaign’s itinerary of helping Palestinian farmers plant trees and harvest 

olives on Palestinian land threatened by settlement expansion, which I will detail in 

Chapter Two – these moments of volunteer work are part of a larger initiative to educate 

tourists, via lectures, BDS workshops, and guided tours, and then send them home. The 

tours also, as evidenced by the Journey for Justice itinerary, attempt to reveal and 

negotiate the fragmentation of the land and the fracturing of Palestinian unity, and work 

to reunite Palestinian youth with one another across historic Palestine in what amounts to 

a rejection of a statehood narrative that isolates Palestinian identity to the confines of the 

West Bank. In this way, though some solidarity tour initiatives are, indeed, facilitated and 

made possible by NGOs in the post-Oslo context, their work cannot be understood as 

synonymous with or limited to that of the PA; nor can it be reductively assumed that, 

because they are working, sometimes, under the rubric of NGOs, that they are not also 

working toward a Palestinian future of redress, reparation, and return. 

Revisiting Michel Awad’s rhetorical question of “alternative to what?,” it’s clear 

that solidarity tours, while embedded in forms of international presence that have become 

commonplace in the post-Oslo West Bank, are “alternative” in multiple, yet also 
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contradictory, ways. Though they are replete with all the trappings of a voyeuristic and 

detached tourism, they are an alternative to mainstream tourism in Israel/Palestine, which 

purports to be apolitical but advances an Israeli state-sanctioned narrative. They are also 

an alternative to depoliticized PA-sponsored tourism initiatives that advance a narrative 

that supports Oslo and remains wedded to the notion (and fiction) of a two-state solution. 

These solidarity tours are ambivalent about statehood – Ali Jiddah often quips, “Let them 

call the state Tomato. I don’t care about the flag or what the state is called. I care about 

equality” — but they are certain about the failures of Oslo and the necessity of redress. 

Further, while solidarity tourism attracts tourists because of its proximity to other 

expressions of international solidarity in the West Bank, it is also a pseudo-negation of 

those forms of solidarity, asking tourists to refrain from demonstrating, abandoning “aid” 

as a solution to colonialism, and positioning volunteerism as misguided. Tour guides, 

then, are attempting to do the daily work of repositioning Palestine in the international 

imaginary and rearranging international understanding of what Palestinians want and 

need from the international community. 

Conclusion: 
Pessoptimism, Last-Ditch Efforts, and Rearranging International Expectations 
 

Solidarity tourism, as a fraught, imperfect, and temporary tactic that is equal parts 

business and organizing strategy, offers no guarantee. Guides’ and organizers’ ability to 

know, exactly, what tourists will do with the information they glean, is contingent on 

their willingness to wait and find out. The Palestinian participants, guides, and organizers 

of these programs are cognizant of the multiple problems of solidarity tours. They 
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articulate the dissonances, they are aware of the inevitable voyeurism endemic to guiding 

people through checkpoints, they acknowledge the impossibilities of their own movement 

in conjunction with the ability of the tourists to move between these spaces, and they see 

the ways in which the value of their work is contingent on what internationals eventually 

end up doing with what they witness. Palestinian solidarity tour guides and organizers 

work to educate their audiences about Israeli occupation and post-Oslo fragmentation and 

hope that they will do the work of translating this knowledge and witnessing into 

education and action, in the form of letter-writing, BDS work, and awareness-raising 

campaigns, once they return home — yet they have no guarantee that tourists will, in fact, 

do anything.  

Solidarity tourism thus functions as a strategy that is inextricably connected to the 

voyeurism of tourism, the tactics of anti-colonial organizing, the emotional labor of 

narration, the affective work of witnessing, and the asymmetrical politics of solidarity. It 

is a pedagogical strategy that is policed and thwarted, yet potentially expansive in its 

reach. It is, simultaneously, a strategy that is inundated in the remnants and ruins of the 

Oslo process, taking tourists through the fragmented West Bank, detailing the ways in 

which the West Bank was splintered as a result of Oslo, highlighting expanding 

settlement construction, and critiquing the false promises of the Oslo Accords. As guides 

are taking tourists to tour ruins, broken promises, and unchecked settlement expansion, 

they are attempting to change the course of Israeli settler colonialism by sending tourists 

home in hopes that they will learn how to become allies. Significantly, they are imparting 

to tourists that what they need to learn about how to become allies is that they need to 
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learn how to go home; they need to learn that their work is not in Palestine. In doing so, 

they upend the assumption that what Palestine needs is humanitarian aid, volunteers, and 

protective international presence. What Palestinians need, they are arguing, is for 

internationals to understand what their tax dollars are funding, what their governments 

are doing, and what their friends and family are misunderstanding. In this way, through 

the fraught and imperfect vehicle of tourism and through the movement of internationals 

in order to underscore the immobility of Palestinians, guides and organizers in Palestine 

are attempting, with both successes and failures, to both adjust international expectations 

for what their work will and should look like and change the conversation from 

celebrations of U.S.-led negotiations to an understanding of Oslo as deeply a part of the 

regime of occupation. 

This chapter has traced the ways in which solidarity tourism in Palestine solidified 

into an economic, pedagogical, and movement-building endeavor in the midst of 

sustained Israeli occupation and in the wake of the Oslo Accords. I have shown how 

solidarity tourism in Palestine both grew from and continues to draw from nonviolent 

organizing methods during the first intifada at the same time that it is structured around 

new organizing challenges in the post-Oslo West Bank. These organizing challenges 

include not only the fragmentation of the West Bank, the expansion of settlement projects 

on Palestinian land, and the severing of Palestinian communities from one another, but 

also the NGO-ization of Palestinian political movements. Solidarity tourism, I have 

argued here, is thus as much a critique of the Oslo Accords as it is a product of them. The 

simultaneously pessimistic and optimistic sentiment reflected in the contention that 
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solidarity tourism is either the “only thing left” in a post-Oslo landscape, or an efficient, 

if imperfect, strategy now, embodies the pessoptimism of Emile Habiby’s well-known 

formulation.71 It positions solidarity tourism as a last result, although a malleable one 

subject to change, nonviolent and tour-based now, but who-knows-what tomorrow. 

Guides emphasize that this strategy remains a useful one (for now) because they see 

solidarity tourism working. They hear report-backs; they see their tourists in solidarity 

actions in the news; they see the same faces bringing new faces on tours; they see some 

of their tourists passing BDS measures in their home organizations. Solidarity tour 

guides, then, are strategically pressing tourism – even if only admittedly temporarily – 

into the service of underscoring redress and revealing the prevarications of Oslo as a 

“peace process.”  

Moreover, the organizers and guides that make solidarity tourism both possible 

and prevalent are aware of its inadequacies and its contradictions. They acknowledge that 

their work is contingent on what tourists decide to do, they are made aware of the 

limitations of their movement on every tour, and they are consistently contending not 

only with the archipelagic terrain of the West Bank, but also with the competing 

expectations of internationals, the ways in which they have historically seen Palestine, 

and how they want to express their solidarity as they learn to re-see Palestine. It is in this 

context that solidarity tourism in Palestine has emerged as a viable, if malleable, 

                                                
71 In Emile Habiby’s The Secret Life of Sa’eed the Pessoptimist (1974) (Northampton, MA: Interlink 
Books, 2001), the protagonist, a Palestinian citizen of Israel, writes: “I don’t differentiate between 
optimism and pessimism and am quite at a loss as to which of the two characterizes me. When I awake 
each morning I thank the Lord he did not take my soul during the night. If harm befalls me during the day, I 
thank him that it was no worse. So which am I, a pessimist or an optimist?” (12). 
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movement-building practice and income-generating business in the West Bank and East 

Jerusalem, a practice and business that, as we will see as subsequent chapters unfold, has 

also become a central – if contradictory and incomplete – component of Palestine 

solidarity organizing in the U.S.
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Chapter Two 

 
Erasure and Exposure: 
A Narration of Continuity in the Occupied West Bank 
 

For instance, in the olive harvest we help a certain family near Bethlehem. When 
we started helping them in 2006, their field was accessible. In 2007, there was a 
gate between us and their [field] that we could open. The following year, there was 
a wall and a fence and we, the local staff, could not reach the land, but the 
participants of the olive harvest could go. The following year, it was completely 
inaccessible, so the participants had to go from a different route, to Jerusalem, 
which is inaccessible by Palestinians and local staff, and go there and come to the 
field from a completely different site. Every year there is a new challenge imposed 
on you that you will have to deal with.1 
  – Baha Hilo, field worker and guide for the Olive Tree Campaign, 2012 
 

On a hot and dusty summer day in 2012, Baha Hilo, then a field worker and guide 

for the Joint Advocacy Initiative’s Olive Tree Campaign, sat across from me at a picnic 

table outside of the JAI offices in Beit Sahour. He explained, over cigarettes and coffee, 

the annually changing terrain of his labor. With equal parts precision and patience, he 

detailed the multiple ways in which the Olive Tree Campaign negotiates the changes that 

come each year. The Olive Tree Campaign is a program that invites internationals to 

come to Palestine to help Palestinians plant and harvest their land that is threatened by 

Israeli settlement expansion; participants spend part of their time planting, part of their 

time on walking tours and bus tours, and part of their time listening to lectures and 

participating in advocacy workshops. Here, Baha Hilo describes a field that belongs to a 

Bethlehem farmer with whom the Campaign works closely: a field accessible to West 

Bank Palestinians in 2006, a gated field they could still access in 2007, a gated field only 
                                                
1  Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
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internationals would be allowed to enter in 2008, and, by 2009, a field internationals 

could still access, but no longer from the West Bank side of the Wall. He details a 

trajectory, over the course of a three-year period, of West Bank Palestinians’ shrinking 

access to their own land and a program that uses the mobility of internationals to 

circumvent restrictions on Palestinian movement. At the same time, he details an 

expanding “regulatory regime” of Israeli control in the West Bank that determines when 

– if ever – Palestinians can access their fields, the amount of days per year they can plant 

and/or harvest, and who is allowed to access them.2 He also describes a seemingly 

arbitrary system of rule, where, one year, access is granted and the next year it is taken 

away. Further, this particular field is one that is still populated by olive trees. Though the 

land is continually threatened with increasing Israeli expansion and decreasing 

Palestinian access, the olive trees have not (yet) been uprooted. In his narration of just 

one field, Baha Hilo describes Israeli rule in the West Bank that delimits Palestinian 

movement and denies them access to their agricultural production, he describes 

international movement in the West Bank and the uses to which it is put through 

solidarity tourism, and he gestures toward a history of uprooting by clarifying that, when 

Palestinians do have access to their groves, that access can always be revoked and those 

groves can always be uprooted. 

In conjunction with and in contradistinction to solidarity tours that describe and 

expose fragmentation, like those documented in the first chapter of this work, the Olive 

                                                
2 Irus Braverman, “The Regulation of Olive Trees in the Occupied West Bank,” PoLAR: Political and 
Legal Anthropology Review 32:2 (2009), 239. I am also grateful to Baha Hilo for introducing me to this 
article. 
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Tree Campaign traces a history of displacement in Palestine wherein Israel has advanced 

a narrative that it was the first to cultivate the land while simultaneously working to 

render Palestinian past and present cultivation impossible. This chapter takes the Olive 

Tree Campaign as its central subject because it shows how tour guides and organizers in 

Palestine use tourism to both tell a story of ongoing displacement and keep Palestinian 

farmers – and their trees – on land that has routinely been stolen from them by a state that 

has routinely sought to expel them. In what follows, I contextualize the labor of the 

Campaign’s field workers and guides like Hilo within the long history of Israel’s 

displacement of Palestinians and the state’s attempted erasure of their agricultural 

presence in Palestine. I begin by situating the theft and destruction of Palestinian olive 

groves within the history of Israeli afforestation in Palestine, whereby the Israeli state has 

historically uprooted olive, fig, and almond trees native to Palestine and planted cypress, 

fir, and pine in their stead. Zionist afforestation, beginning in 1908 and continuing 

through the establishment of the state and up to the present moment, functioned in large 

part to construct semblances of European landscapes, to serve purposes of state security 

at different historical moments, to erect signs of presence and ownership, and to foreclose 

Palestinian use of the land. I trace continuities in Palestinian experiences of displacement, 

especially around the uprooting and planting of trees, which continues today with a 

ruinous combination of Israeli state razing, settler violence, and indifference on the part 

of the Palestinian Authority. Drawing from scholars who have detailed the history of 

Israeli afforestation, field researchers who have described the processes and implications 

of displacement and olive tree destruction in the present, participant observation of one 
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campaign in particular, and interviews with field workers, organizers, and tour guides, 

this chapter will explore the ways in which Palestinian guides and organizers are using 

tourism to showcase erasure in Palestine, frame contemporary settler violence and 

settlement expansion as part of a long and ongoing history of displacement in Palestine, 

and keep Palestinian farmers on their land that is under constant threat of annexation.  

“If You Plant a Tree, That’s Your Land:”  
Israeli Afforestation and its Afterlife 
 

In 1991, anthropologist Susan Slyomovics published a study of Ein Houd, the 

Palestinian village that became the Israeli Dada artists’ colony Ein Hod in 1953, and next 

to which the Palestinian village remained although categorized as unrecognized by the 

Israeli state. In it, she quotes Israeli Ein Hod resident, Sofia Hillel, remembering her 

father Isaiah Hillel’s assessment of the land: “The weeds were taller than a human being. 

No roads, no electricity, no water. Snakes three meters long, five meters long. Scorpions. 

The only trees that were here were wild fig trees and the wild kind of oak, and that’s all. 

Nothing. Not a single tree.”3 Slyomovics calls specific attention to the studied 

unwillingness among those she interviewed at the artists’ colony to read the olive, fig, 

almond trees, and wild oak that characterized the Palestinian landscape as trees. Rather, 

true to colonial form, they characterized the carefully cultivated trees as uncultivated 

wilderness, virgin land, and – more often than not – “nothing.” Slyomovics writes, 

“Every artist define[d] ‘trees’ as pine or cypress and never mention[ed] the local olive 

                                                
3 Sofia Hillel, taped interview, Ein Hod, August 7, 1991, in Susan Slyomovics, The Object of Memory: 
Arab and Jew Narrate the Palestinian Village (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 48. 
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orchards clearly visible” in photographs from before 1953, when the artists’ colony was 

established.4 This repudiation of the native Palestinian landscape is the guiding logic of 

the Zionist project of “making the desert bloom.” With this formulation, Jewish settlers 

sought to, in the words of political scientist Joseph Massad, “transform…a ‘desolate’ and 

‘neglected’ Asiatic desert into a blooming, green European terrain full of forests and 

trees.”5 Through this colonial logic, Palestinians, who just happened to then inhabit the 

land, unlike the Jews to whom the land was gifted by God, did not deserve the land 

because they could not adequately care for it. Like other colonial settlers, Zionist settlers 

sought to own the landscape, expel its people, and make it their own. Ella Shohat 

emphasizes the ways in which the Zionist project was a specifically Western imperial 

one. She writes, “Theodore Herzl called for a Western-style capitalist-democratic 

miniature state, to be made possible by the grace of imperial patrons such as England or 

Germany, while David Ben Gurion formulated his visionary utopia of Israel as that of a 

‘Switzerland of the Middle East.’”6 This “Switzerland of the Middle East” would have to 

be marked by trees, that is, fast-growing pine and cypress to hold the land and quickly 

approximate European landscapes, and not the sprawling fig, oak, or olive groves that 

then characterized the land – trees that were considered “nothing” by Israeli settlers like 

Isaiah Hillel. 

In addition to “making the desert bloom,” Zionist settlement in Palestine was also 

predicated on the second tenet of Zionism: “a land without a people for a people without 

                                                
4 Slyomovics, The Object of Memory, 49. 
5 Joseph Massad, “The Persistence of the Palestinian Question,” Cultural Critique 59 (Winter 2005): 6. 
6 Ella Shohat, Taboo Memories, Diasporic Voices (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 216. 
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a land.” Zionism was founded on an image of a “perceptually depopulated” Palestine – 

what Lawrence Davidson defines as a systematic discursive erasure of “the demographic 

and cultural/religious realities of contemporary Palestine” in the name of Judeo-Christian, 

and specifically American/European/Western, God-ordained investment in the land.7 This 

“land without a people” was structured in opposition to the “Diaspora Jew,” or “a people 

without a land.” Shohat identifies the ways in which “Zionism viewed Europe both as 

ideal ego and as the signifier of ghettos, persecution, and Holocaust. Within this 

perspective, the ‘Diaspora Jew’ was an extraterritorial, rootless wanderer, someone living 

‘outside of history.’”8 This antithesis to the diaspora and the desire to become rooted, 

both in the wake of Jewish persecution in Europe and in the spirit of European (and U.S.) 

settler colonialism, fueled the Zionist project, and by extension, the project of 

afforestation in Palestine. Specifically within the context of Israeli afforestation, Simon 

Schama describes what tree-planting in Israel meant to Jews in the diaspora who grew up 

putting coins in Jewish National Fund (JNF) boxes in classrooms to contribute to the 

cause of turning Israel into a forest: “The trees were our proxy immigrants, the forests our 

implantation…. The diaspora was sand. So what should Israel be, if not a forest, fixed 

and tall?”9 A “forest, fixed and tall,” with cypress and fir as stand-ins for both Israelis and 

                                                
7 Lawrence Davidson, “Christian Zionism as a Representation of American Manifest Destiny,” Critique: 
Critical Middle Eastern Studies, 14: 2 (Summer 2005): 160. 
8 Shohat, Taboo Memories, Diasporic Voices, 217. Similarly, Joseph Massad notes in “The Persistence of 
the Palestinian Question” that Zionism “insisted that only those Jews who answered its transformative call 
in its settler colony escaped the fate that befell Jews who insisted on their diaspora/Jewish condition” 
(Cultural Critique 59 (Winter 2005): 5). 
9 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: Knopf, 1995), 5-7, in Slyomovics, The Object of 
Memory, 49. The Jewish National Fund (JNF) was created in 1901 as a subsidiary of the World Zionist 
Organization (WZO) to “acquire lands in Palestine and Syria” for the benefit of “persons of Jewish race, 
religion or origin” (Badil, “The Jewish National Fund,” Summer 2007, accessed March 26, 2015, 
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diaspora Jews who will not or have not yet immigrated, and no mention of the extant 

groves of fig and olive across the landscape, epitomizes the guiding logic behind the 

process of displacement that inhered and inheres in Zionist afforestation. Even more, the 

trees served as “proxy immigrants” for those who did not/could not immigrate and stood 

in opposition to the “sand” of the diaspora and the “sand” of the desert they were 

ostensibly making bloom with their daily/weekly/monthly contributions to the Jewish 

National Fund. 

 The project of Israeli afforestation, initiated and maintained by the Jewish 

National Fund, preceded and then accompanied the inception of the State of Israel and 

has since seen over 240 million trees planted in Israel/Palestine. The project began, in 

1908, with a donor-funded initiative to plant an olive grove to be named the Herzl Forest. 

In 1902, Herzl published the foundational utopian Zionist novel Altneuland, a constituent 

element of which was the narration (from the future) of the transformation of the 

landscape from Arab villages, barren nothingness, and “clay hovels” “unfit for stables,” 

to thriving eucalyptus forests to drain the swamps, to “vines, pomegranate and fig trees as 

                                                                                                                                            
http://www.badil.org/en/article74/item/429-the-jewish-national-fund-jnf.) The JNF (with the WZO) funded 
the Zionist military effort in 1947-1948, and, by 1954, 35% of the land that belonged to internally displaced 
peoples and refugees was transferred to the JNF for substantive amounts of money donated (through tax-
exempt charity status) from abroad. The Badil Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee 
Rights defines the JNF as an “organic part of the Occupying Power in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.” In 
2007, the JNF controlled 13% of the land in Israel exclusively for the use and benefit of Jews. (For more on 
the above statistics and quoted material, see: Badil, “The Jewish National Fund.”) After the 2009 Israel 
Lands Authority Law, and the amendment of the 2010 Land Acquisition Law, the JNF continued to have 6 
out of 13 members represented in the Israel Lands Authority, thus “continuing to play a key role in the 
policies and programs pertaining to 93% of the land of Israel” (Badil, “Situating the JNF in Israel’s Land 
Laws,” Winter-Spring 2010, accessed March 26, 2015, http://www.badil.org/en/al-majdal/item/1404-
mahajneh-jnf-and-israeli-law). The JNF has thus been central to the colonization of Palestine and continues 
to hold huge amounts of Palestinian land for exclusively Jewish use. 
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in the ancient days of Solomon.”10 Paired with, and in part narrating, this rendering of the 

landscape was the synecdochic Arab character, Reschid, who testified to Arabs’ inability 

to care for the land and extolled the merits of the project of “making the desert bloom.” 

The Herzl Forest was first planted by hired Palestinian workers, which incited so much 

anger among members of the Jewish community, who advocated exclusively “Hebrew 

labor,” that they arrived at the site, uprooted the olive saplings, and planted their own 

along with pine and cypress trees to show that the site was “more than just a commercial 

olive grove.”11 Endemic to this beginning is the sentiment that has shaped the Zionist 

project of afforestation since its inception: first, the deeply settler colonial logic that 

maintains that indigenous people are neglectful of the land on which they happen to live, 

and thus need not be granted any rights to its stewardship; second, that the project of 

Zionist afforestation is a natural extension of biblical times, which characterizes all that 

came in between biblical times and the establishment of the (then potential) state as 

aberrant and indicative of the land not living up to its biblical potential;12 and third, the 

denigration of the “commercial olive grove,” an important source of economic sustenance 
                                                
10 Theodore Herzl, Altneuland (1902) (Markus Weiner Publishers: Princeton, 2000), 125. Reschid’s 
laudatory monologue reads, “Nothing could have been more wretched than an Arab village at the end of the 
nineteenth century. The peasants’ clay hovels were unfit for stables. The children lay naked and neglected 
in the streets, and grew up like dumb beasts. Now everything is different. They benefited from the 
progressive measures of the New Society whether they wanted to or not, whether they joined it or not. 
When the swamps were drained, the canals built, and the eucalyptus trees planted to drain, and ‘cure’ the 
marshy soil, the natives (who, naturally, were well acclimatized) were the first to be employed and were 
paid well for their work. Just look at that field! It was a swamp in my boyhood. The New Society bought it 
up this tract rather cheaply and turned it into the best soil in the country.” 
11 Shaul Ephraim Cohen, The Politics of Planting: Israeli-Palestinian Competition for Control of Land in 
the Jerusalem Periphery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 248. 
12 Edward Said, The Question of Palestine (New York: Times Books, 1999), 9. Edward Said addresses this 
propensity within Zionist ideology, wherein “…because the land was Palestine and therefore controlled, in 
the Western mind, not by its present realities and inhabitants, but by its glorious, portentous past and the 
seemingly limitless potential of its (possibly) just as glorious future, Palestine was seen as a place to be 
possessed anew and reconstructed.” 
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for Palestinians, in favor of a European pine and cypress forest. This hierarchical 

ordering places cypress and pine, as symbolic manifestations of European allegiances, 

above income-generating olive groves, which were already conceptualized in the proto-

Zionist imaginary as “not trees” as the land was repeatedly described as barren 

notwithstanding the expansive fig and olive groves that covered the landscape and 

provided livelihoods for Palestinians. In this way, the Zionist repudiation of Palestinian 

trees was a negation of Palestinian presence on the land that also served to pave the way 

for the destruction of extant Palestinian economies of production. 

While the Herzl Forest initiated the project, Israeli afforestation did not begin in 

earnest until after the massacre at Dayr Yasin in 1948, which was carried out by Jewish 

terrorist groups the Stern Gang and the Irgun although also sanctioned by the Haganah’s 

Operation Nachshon. According to Palestinian historian Walid Khalidi, it was “the best-

known and perhaps bloodiest atrocity of the war.”13 It took the lives of 245 people, half 

of whom were women and children, after parading them through Jerusalem in a “victory 

convoy,” notwithstanding the fact that Dayr Yasin had signed a nonaggression pact with 

the Haganah.14 The village was left “empty,” and afforestation then provided the sole 

means of employment for the Jewish settlers who occupied the village and renamed it 

                                                
13 The Haganah became the Israel Defense Forces, the official army of Israel, on May 26, 1948. The 
massacre at Dayr Yasin took place on April 9, 1948 (Khalidi, All That Remains, 290). “Operation 
Nachshon” was planned by the Jewish Agency chairman David Ben-Gurion and the Haganah General Staff 
with “the intention and effort to clear a whole area, permanently, of Arab villages and hostile or potentially 
hostile villagers” (278.)  
14 Khalidi, All That Remains, 290, 291. 
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Givat Shaul.15  In the wake of the massacre, the settlers built a huge forest, which burned 

down entirely four years later.16 In 1956, partially in response to the destruction of the 

forest at Givat Shaul, the JNF expanded its reach and drew up plans for afforestation on a 

far larger scale.17  The massacre at Dayr Yasin thus marked the beginning of afforestation 

in Israel, first after the village’s depopulation in order to employ the new Jewish settlers, 

and then again with a renewed vehemence after the cypress and pine forest that the 

settlers planted burned down. After the destruction of the forest, the JNF, under the 

jurisdiction of Yosef Wietz, director of afforestation and staunch advocate of 

“transferring” the Palestinian population out of Israel, embarked upon planting a “green 

belt” around Jerusalem. Under Weitz’s authority, the JNF planted 130,000 seedlings in its 

first planting season alone (1956-1957).18 JNF trees were often planted, as they were in 

the aftermath of the massacre at Dayr Yasin, during periods when the state was violently 

asserting itself through war. Periods of intense afforestation occurred in the wake of the 

creation of the state in 1948, during the Suez War in 1956, and accompanying the 1967 

occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem, the Sinai Peninsula, and Golan 

Heights. Trees were planted to cover up the existence of Palestinian villages and 

remnants of Israeli violence and to serve strategic purposes that facilitated military action 

and surveillance. They were marshaled in the service of war as they secured the land, 

                                                
15 Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 65. Although Cohen spells the name of the village “Deir Yassin,” Walid 
Khalidi spells it “Dayr Yasin.” The transliteration is not consistent across multiple sources, so I privilege 
Khalidi’s spelling. 
16 Ibid., 65. Cohen does not assign blame for the burning down of the forest, writing largely in passive 
voice: “The work on the slope continued for four years, though at the end of this period a fire destroyed 
nearly all of the 400 dunams that had been planted.”  
17 Ibid., 68.  
18 Ibid., 69. 
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foreclosed Palestinian use, and acted as “security groves” to conceal Israeli soldiers and 

protect them from sniper fire.19 

In the wake of 1967, the JNF began planting even more aggressively in the West 

Bank, adding to the roughly 42,000,000 trees it planted in the ten years following the 

massacre at Dayr Yasin. By 1968, it had planted 90,033,000 trees, over 70,000,000 of 

which were fast-growing evergreens.20 Since the 1967 War also displaced thousands of 

refugees, many of whom took their land documents with them, the majority of the land in 

the West Bank was not registered and thus was immediately named “Abandoned 

Property” and considered Israeli State Land.21 This appropriation of so-called 

“abandoned property,” coupled with land confiscation in the form of military 

instillations, nature reserves, and recreational sites, marked the process of post-67 

afforestation and settlement in the newly occupied territories.22 The JNF planted quick-

growing pine, cypress, and eucalyptus trees to serve as security groves, boundary-

markers, indicators of ownership, signs of presence, and foreclosures of Palestinian use 

of the land. The JNF described its trees as “the best guards of the land;” they ascertained 

that “Walls and fences can be cut down. A tree says, ‘we are here.’ If you plant a tree, 

that’s your land.’”23  

                                                
19 Ibid., 63. 
20 Ibid., 72. 
21 Ibid., 97. 
22 Ibid., 99. 
23 Ibid., 67. This notion, Cohen emphasizes, is particular to both Palestinian and Israeli “politics of 
planting,” wherein — in Cohen’s description — both parties planted, the Israelis pine and cypress and the 
Palestinians mainly olives, preemptively in order to hold their lands. Additionally, Israelis and Palestinians 
participated, although unequally, in the destruction of one another’s trees in terms of uprooting of trees, for 
some Palestinians in (arguably deliberately) allowing goats to graze over JNF seedlings (121), for some 
Israelis in spraying herbicide on neighboring Palestinian orchards (126), and in terms of arson. This history, 
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Journalist David Bloom, similarly, narrates the story of Jayyous, a town in the 

West Bank of 3,000 people, who lost 20 percent of their lands in 1948. Their lands were 

immediately redistributed to Israeli farmers. After 1948, one villager used to “lead his 

donkey at night to what were once his family’s apricot orchards, across the Green Line, 

and helped himself to fruit. He called himself and his donkey ‘the Apricot Liberation 

Front.’”24 Geographer Shaul Cohen narrates the history of the village of Katannah, 

where, after 1948, a majority of its land, including its olive grove, remained on the Israeli 

side of the Green Line and was thus expropriated by the government, which sold the 

grove to a nearby kibbutz.25 Following 1967, “the villagers … gradually … resumed 

harvesting from [the trees], generally under the cover of darkness.”26 In retaliation, the 

Israel Land Administration uprooted three thousand trees.27 In the years following 1967, 

Palestinian olive planting became illegal via both civil and military orders. The 1989 

Civil Administration prevented Palestinians from planting fruit trees and vegetables in 

the West Bank without a special permit, and the 1982 Military Order 1015 maintained 

that no one could plant, transplant or sow fruit trees in an orchard without a written 

permit from a certified authority.28 Israeli authorities punished Palestinian planting with 

the destruction of the tree(s) in question, one year’s imprisonment, and/or a fine that 
                                                                                                                                            
however, is also checkered with sporadic moments in which Israelis and Palestinians worked together to 
protest the JNF, demanding that the JNF not plant “recreational parks” over lands being used by the 
villagers to sustain their families (See Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 140, and Chapter 8: “The Village of 
Sur Baher,” 132-148). 
24 David Bloom, “Letter from Jayyous,” The Nation, March 8, 2004, accessed May 30, 2014, 
http://www.thenation.com/article/letter-jayyous. 
25 Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 128. 
26 Ibid., 128. 
27 Ibid., 128. 
28 Military Order 1015, “Order Concerning the supervision of Fruits and Vegetables, Judea and Samaria,” 
1982, in Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 127, fn 63. 
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escalated with each day the plant remained in the ground.29 Israel’s attempt to preclude 

the viability of Palestinian agriculture belies the settler colonial narrative woven 

throughout Israeli afforestation that claimed Israelis were the first “in seventy 

generations” to cultivate the land.30 Twinning militarization with the strangulation of self-

sustaining Palestinian agricultural labor, the state used its forests to materially provided 

vantage points and shelter for the IDF, cultivate national sentiment in terms of protection 

and European sameness, and make the Palestinian agricultural sector untenable, which, in 

turn, provided rhetorical justification for the narrative that there were no trees to begin 

with, and if there were, Palestinians couldn’t and didn’t deserve to properly care for them 

anyway. The trees — both the uprooting of Palestinian olive, almond, and fig trees and 

the planting of cypress and fir — also served Israeli military occupation not only in terms 

of “security groves” and securing the land for the prevention of Palestinian use, but also 

by covering up the debris of the Palestinian villages upon which the Israeli state was built 

and creating national parks, state land, and “facts on the ground” in their stead that 

evidenced Israeli — and not Palestinian — presence and attempted to facilitate the 

erasure of what had come before.31 

                                                
29 Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 127. Also cited in Edward Said, After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives 
(Columbia University Press: New York, 1999), 28. Said, however, does not mention the fine, but does 
mention Law 1039, which also penalized “illegal planting.” 
30 Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, the second president of Israel, commemorated renewed planting efforts in 1956 with 
the words, “For more than seventy generations Jerusalem has been ruined and its surroundings 
barren….There were in this land large and powerful countries….but none of them took care of Jerusalem, 
to make the city and its surroundings grow, to beautify it with grass and trees. It will be a sign that since the 
ruin of Jerusalem and the ruin of the nation, she has been waiting for the return of her sons [who will] 
surround Jerusalem with trees” (Weitz, Forest and Afforestation in Israel (Israel: Massada, 1970), 369-370, 
in Cohen, The Politics of Planting, 70). 
31 In his history of Israeli afforestation, Shaul Cohen identifies three purposes for which the JNF, in 
conjunction with foreign donors, Israeli citizens, and the Israeli government, planted trees after the 
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“What Trees Were Uprooted, What Tiny Wildflowers Crushed:”  
Narratives of Displacement and the Ongoing Nakba 
 

In his 1974 novel The Secret Life of Saeed the Pessomptimist, a canonical text for 

studies in Palestinian literature, Emile Habiby cited Tawfiq Zayyad’s poem, “The Olive 

Tree:” 

I shall carve the name of every stolen pot/ And where my village boundaries lay;/ 
What homes exploded,/ What trees were uprooted, what tiny wild flowers 
crushed./ All this to remember. And I’ll keep on carving /Each act of this my 
tragedy, each phase of the catastrophe,/ All things, minor and major,/ On an olive 
tree in the courtyard of my home.32 
 

The protagonist of the novel, Saeed, then asks, “How long must he continue carving? 

How soon will these years of oblivion pass, effacing all our memories? When will the 

words carved on the olive tree be read? And are there any olives left in courtyards 

still?”33 This dual reference to the olive tree — the olive tree uprooted and the olive tree 

in exile — is only one of so many wherein the uprooting of the olive tree is meant to 

mirror the uprooting of Palestinian people from their land while the durability of the olive 

tree simultaneously works to signal the sumud, or steadfastness, of Palestinian people. 

This uprooting did not end with the Nakba in 1948, or with the newly occupied territories 

                                                                                                                                            
establishment of the state in 1948: as “‘security groves,’ stands of trees that either sheltered roads from the 
view of observers and soldiers in the hostile neighbor states, or provided a marshaling point for Israeli 
military forces;” as “memorials to individuals and communities;” and as “planting to hold the land…[and] 
for the prevention of land use by Arab citizens of Israel who had lost their lands in the 1948 Arab-Israeli 
War or its aftermath”  (Cohen, The Politics of Planting. 63; Cited also in Slyomovics, The Object of 
Memory, 48). A fourth reason evidenced here, and throughout this chapter, is the objective of covering up 
villages remains and the remnants of the Palestinian lives and livelihoods that pre-existed the establishment 
of the state. For more on the use of trees to cover up village remains, see also Ilan Pappé and Samer Jaber, 
“Ethnic Cleansing by All Means: The Real Israeli ‘Peace’ Policy,” Mondoweiss: The War of Ideas in the 
Middle East, October 17, 2014, accessed April 27, 2015, http://mondoweiss.net/2014/10/ethnic-cleansing-
israeli. 
32 Habiby, Emile, The Secret Life of Saeed: The Pessoptimist, 22.   
33 Ibid. 
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with the Naksa in 1967 – Arabic for setback and signifying yet another Nakba, but 

continues, by way of an ongoing Nakba in the present. Baha Hilo exemplified this point 

precisely when, moments after he described the Palestinian field in Bethlehem that 

became less accessible to its farmers with each passing year, he explained that “What 

happened in 1948 continues to happen today, but instead of happening in Israel, it 

happens in the Occupied West Bank now.”34 He continued: 

In the community where we are now, in Beit Sahour, there are many families who 
look at their property without being able to have access to it. They can see it, they 
can see their olive trees, they can see their fields, but they can’t have access to it 
because now it’s illegal for them. So, just like it was illegal for Palestinians in 
1948 to return to their property, Palestinians today are not allowed — it’s illegal 
for them to have access to their property. It’s the same kind of attitude, the same 
kind of policy that has been in place and empowered ever since 1948.35 

 
The history of Israeli afforestation — the uprooting of Palestinian olive trees, the planting 

of cypress and fir to manufacture a “Switzerland of the Middle East,” the use of Israeli 

groves as boundary markers and “security groves” in the name of “national security,” the 

foreclosure of Palestinian use of the land, and the erasure of the evidence of Palestinian 

presence and cultivation — can thus not be relegated to a distant, or even near, past.  

The state, the military, and the JNF continue to traffic in a sustained process of 

uprooting Palestinian olive trees in the interest of “security,” punishment, and erasure. 
                                                
34 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. Here, Hilo does 
not describe the ongoing Nakba as one still happening in Israel, a contention that speaks to the ways in 
which Palestinians in the West Bank are severed from those inside Israel’s 1948 borders. Palestinians in 
Jaffa, for example, witness daily expulsions, and internally displaced Palestinians across Israel, like those 
in Ein Houd, can see the new iteration of their former village from the “unrecognized” spaces in which they 
live. Over the course of my research, I consistently heard organizers in the West Bank, Jerusalem, and 
inside Israel’s 1948 borders, lament their inability to build and sustain face-to-face relationships with each 
other and with activists in Gaza. The fragmentation that animated the first chapter of this work is a 
deliberate fragmentation: an effort on the part of the state to fracture Palestinians and weaken their capacity 
to collectively organize, mobilize, and see similarities between their experiences. 
35 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
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Since 1967, Israeli authorities have uprooted 800,000 Palestinian olive trees.36 80,000 

Palestinian families who rely economically on the olive harvest have lost a total of 12.3 

million dollars from these attacks on their livelihoods.37 Over 80 percent of olive farmers 

own orchards of approximately 250 trees and olive production provides key employment 

for Palestinian workers, resulting in 3 million seasonal work days for agricultural laborers 

per year.38 The olive oil sector contributes $100 million to families in Palestine and the 

worth of the trees in the occupied Palestinian territories that are between 100 and 1,000 

years old is between $8,000 and $26,000.39 Restrictions on farmers’ access to their fields 

— which are manifold in the West Bank — are thus direct attacks on the viability of 

Palestinian farmers’ livelihoods and concrete attempts to expel them from their land. 

Moreover, as with Palestinian land that was “redistributed” to Israeli farmers post-48, 

when Palestinian olive trees are uprooted, they are often sold in Israel, 50% illegally, or 

in Israeli settlements;40 a giant, ancient olive tree can be seen “welcoming” settlers and 

their guests into the settlement of Ma’ale Adummim. Jeff Halper, director of the Israeli 

Committee Against House Demolitions, explains to his tourists that “it’s becoming very 

fashionable among the nouveau riche in Northern Tel Aviv to have an olive tree.”41 Here, 

                                                
36 “800,000 Olive Trees Uprooted, 33 Central Parks,” Visualizing Palestine, accessed March 15, 2014 
http://visualizingpalestine.org/infographic/Olive-Harvest. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Oxfam 2011 Harvest Fact Sheet, accessed April 16, 2014, 
http://www.aidajerusalem.org/uploadss/01_11_11418093682.pdf, 3. 
39 Samer Abdelnour, Alaa Tartir, and Rami Zurayk, citing Oxfam and Ma’an Development Center, in 
“Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” Al-Shabaka: the Palestinian Policy Network, 
July 12, 2012, accessed April 16, 2014, http://al-shabaka.org/policy-brief/economic-issues/farming-
palestine-freedom?page=2. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Phillip Weiss, “Jeff Halper tours Ma’ale Adummim pointing out stolen olive trees,” YouTube, August 
13, 2012, accessed April 10, 2014, YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oIm1GzjKNhY. 
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the olive tree is a mobile and shifting sign – when mobilized for the purposes of the state 

and its settlements, it can come to signify uninterrupted Israeli claims to the land, 

irrespective of Palestinian presence, like the “vines, pomegranate and fig trees as in the 

ancient days of Solomon” from Herzl’s Altneuland. When olive trees that were once 

cultivated for generations by Palestinians are stolen and replanted for aesthetic purposes 

in Israeli spaces like Northern Tel Aviv, the olive tree can come to signify “taste,” 

“culture,” and status for the nouveau riche. In the case of Ma’ale Adummim, I would 

argue, the olive tree reads as proof of ownership; like the tourist brochures plastering the 

inside walls of Checkpoint 300, an ancient olive tree adorning the entrance to a 

settlement makes it clear to Palestinians that, while they may be in close proximity to 

what was once theirs, they can no longer have access to it. 

The justifications Israel levels for uprooting Palestinian olive trees mark a 

continuity, and not a rupture, with past Zionist afforestation. The state marshals 

explanations grounded in “national security,” especially in terms of the routine uprooting 

to make way for the ever-expanding Separation Wall. Tens of thousands of trees have 

been uprooted to facilitate the construction of the Wall.42 Oxfam noted in 2011 that “once 

the Wall is completed, some 1 million trees will be caught in the Seam Zone,”43 where 

farmers are not allowed access to their land. In the village of Qafeen, for example, 12,600 

trees were uprooted for the Wall and a further 100,000 remained on land in Seam Zones, 

                                                
42 Oxfam 2011 Harvest Fact Sheet, accessed April 16, 2014, 
http://www.aidajerusalem.org/uploadss/01_11_11418093682.pdf, 3. 
43 Ibid. The Seam Zone refers to the area between the Green Line and the Wall. Aside from the 50,000 
Palestinians stuck living within the Seam Zone, West Bank Palestinians do not have access to these spaces. 
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inaccessible to the farmers.44 The farmer who named his and his donkey’s post-48 

midnight harvesting the “Apricot Liberation Front,” in fact, also later saw 70% of 

remaining Jayyous farmland and all its irrigated land caught in the Seam Zone after the 

Wall was built.45 Like the 300 farmers who no longer had access to their lands in 

Jayyous, all the Palestinian farmers in Qafeen are left to do is “gaze on the neglect from 

afar.”46 As Raja Shehadeh notes in a New York Times piece on the plight of the 

Palestinian olive tree, “more than 40 percent of the West Bank is now effectively off 

limits to Palestinians or very difficult for them to access because of settlements and other 

outposts, military bases, bypass roads and areas that Israel has declared as nature 

reserves.”47 Like trees demarcating settlement perimeters and decorating Israeli 

landscapes, trees in the form of nature reserves are also deployed to sever Palestinians 

from their groves and land. There are 73 barriers in the West Bank preventing 

Palestinians from accessing their olive groves, 52 of which are closed during the entire 

year with the exception of limited hours during harvest season.48 In 2011 alone, Shehadeh 

writes, the Israeli authorities rejected 42 percent of Palestinian applications to access their 

fields.49 This continuity of the destruction of Palestinian livelihood persists also in terms 

                                                
44 Braverman, “Uprooting Identities,” 247. 
45 David Bloom, “Letter from Jayyous,” March 8, 2004. 
46 Ha’aretz, “It’s Not the Olive Trees” (January 11, 2006), in Braverman, “Uprooting Identities,” 247. 
47 Raja Shehadeh, “The Plight of the Palestinian Olive Tree,” New York Times, November 13 2012, 
accessed April 16, 2014, http://latitude.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/13/the-plight-of-the-palestinian-olive-
tree/?_r=0. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. It should be further noted that, while this chapter focuses on the olive tree and its destruction and 
theft at the hands of Israel, the olive tree cannot be divorced from other kinds of staples of Palestinian 
agricultural production that have been policed, foreclosed, and confiscated by Israeli authorities. This list 
includes: za’atar, which soldiers have confiscated at checkpoints under the auspices of “‘protect[ing]’ the 
ecological health of wild za’atar;” thyme, which Palestinian citizens of Israel have been forbidden from 
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of the JNF’s contemporary active role in destroying the homes of Palestinians in the West 

Bank, Palestinian citizens of Israel, and Bedouins inside Israel, in order to continue to 

make way for Israeli forests. As one example of many, since July of 2010, Israel has, via 

demolitions, rubber bullets, and tear gas, tried to expel the Bedouin villagers of Al Araqib 

80 times, with the latest attempted expulsion occurring on January 17, 2015.50 Max 

Blumenthal and Neve Gordon have respectively detailed the ways in which this 

attempted expulsion is meant to make way for a JNF “Peace Forest” funded by the 

evangelical TV station GOD TV.51 That a “peace forest” is planned for a site that has 

seen the repeated demolition of Bedouin villagers’ homes reveals the deliberate settler 

logic of supplanting the native population and attempting to pave over the extant village 

with an Israeli forest. Even more, that this forest is to be a “peace forest” exposes the 

twinning of settler logic with liberal political rhetoric, detailing the ways in which, as we 

saw with the Oslo Accords, “peace” and settler colonialism can function in concert. From 

the punitive destruction of olive trees and rapid planting of cypress and fir in the wake of 

                                                                                                                                            
collecting in the wild, as they had historically, because Israeli authorities designated it too a “protected 
plant;” and cardamom and cumin (along with goats, donkeys, and cattle) that have been forbidden from 
entering Gaza under the blockade (Abdelnour, Tartir, and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-
Shabaka Policy Brief,” 1). As Samer Abdelnour, Alaa Tartir, and Rami Zurayk point out, these restrictions 
harken back to the moments during the first intifada in Beit Sahour, where Israeli occupation forces 
ransacked the town attempting to capture cows in order prevent local milk production. “Such actions,” they 
write, “are just examples of Israel’s control and devastation of Palestinian food culture and capability as 
part of the attempt to definitively break the tie to Palestine. As Henry Kissinger allegedly said, ‘control 
food and you control the people’” (See Abdelnour, Tartir, and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: 
Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” 3). 
50

 “Israel demolishes al-Araqib village buildings for 80th time,” Ma’an News, January 17, 2015, Accessed 
March 14, 2015, http://www.maannews.com/eng/ViewDetails.aspx?id=753872. 
51 See Max Blumenthal’s reporting on God TV and Al-Araqib as well as Neve Gordon’s piece, “Uprooting 
the Bedouins of Israel,” in The Nation, December 2, 2010, accessed April 30, 2013, 
http://www.thenation.com/article/156822/uprootingbedoins-israel. See also Mairav Zonzsein, “Jewish 
National Fund Resumes Forestation Project in Al-Arakib,” 972Magazine, May 7, 2012, accessed April 30, 
2013, http://972mag.com/jewish-national-fund-resumes-forestationproject-in-al-arakib/44850/. 
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Dayr Yasin, to post-48 apricot smuggling, to consistent post-67 restrictions on Palestinian 

agricultural production, to contemporary theft of trees and replanting in settlements, to 

“Peace Forests” planned for Palestinian land, the history of Israel’s attempts to make 

Palestinian sustenance impossible is one of continuity: a settler colonial structure that, in 

the words of Ann Stoler, rejects “colonial appellations” and travels by other names.52 

 This violence is enacted not only by the Israeli State and through its military 

orders, but also by Israeli settlers without consequence. During the annual Olive Harvest 

of 2013 alone, field researchers for B’Tselem documented 27 incidents of settler violence 

against Palestinians and their property.53 Settlers attacked harvesters with stones, 

assaulted harvesters physically, and threatened them with weapons in 6 cases and in the 

other 21 cases, settlers burned or chopped down olive trees, destroyed or sawed off 

branches, stole olives and agricultural equipment, or poisoned olive groves.54 These 

attacks are not only — as is most often reported — the burning down of trees and 

destruction of olive tree branches. These attacks also often include the theft of the olives 

themselves. Ibrahim Salah, a farmer from the village of Far’ata, provided the following 

testimony to field researchers on October 13th, 2013: 

                                                
52

 Ann Laura Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and Unseen,” in Stoler, ed. 
Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American Empire (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1). For more on settler colonialism as a structure and not an event, see Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism 
and the Elimination of the Native.” 
53 “Settler Violence: Lack of Accountability: Olive Harvest 2013: 27 Cases of abuse of harvesters and 
property damage indicate military’s preparation inadequate,” B’Tselem, December 25, 2013, accessed 
April 16, 2014, http://www.btselem.org/settler_violence/20131225_olive_harvest. 
54 Ibid. Of the 21 attacks, 8 occurred in land near settlements, where Palestinian farmers are forbidden from 
accessing aside from harvest season, already causing neglect and thus a smaller yield of lesser quality; 
further, when they are allowed visit their groves, they must first coordinate with the military and have a 
military escort for part of the harvest. In 7 of these cases, the farmer saw the destruction when he came to 
the field; in the 8th case, the farmer learned about the destruction of his groves only via the media. (“Settler 
Violence,” B’Tselem.) 
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I live in Far’ata and own about 19 dunams of farmland. In 2002, settlers set up 
tents and trailers on some of my land and that became part of the Havat Gil’ad 
outpost. Over the last few years, settlers have vandalized my crops several 
times…. For instance, on a number of separate occasions, they chopped down and 
vandalized about fifty trees. Because I couldn’t take proper care of the trees, they 
don’t bear fruit any more. Out of about 180 trees that I had, I now have only about 
130. 
 
From 2002 to 2008, the military did not allow me to go to my land at all. Since 
2008, I’ve been allowed to go in only twice a year, and only if I coordinate it 
ahead of time with the military – during the harvest season and the plowing 
season. This year, I was on my land to plow it in March. 
 
The military set the 13th and 14th of October for the farmers in my village to 
harvest olives. Earlier, on the 7th of October, after having coordinated my visit 
with the military, I toured the land as a representative of our village to check the 
state of the land and the trees. That day, I found out that the olives had been 
picked from almost all of the 130 trees on my plot. Only three trees still had 
olives on them.  
 
Today, I went with my family to our plot and we harvested olives from the three 
trees that the settlers hadn’t already picked. We got less than one full sack of 
olives. Before the vandalism began, when I could go to my land and work I all 
year round, we used to get forty to fifty sacks of olives a year. 55 

  
In detailing a system in which the occupying military “allows” him to access his own 

land, and only via coordinated visits, and only for two days during the entire harvest 

season, Salah describes the “regulatory regime” of Israeli military control over 

Palestinian agriculture.56 Salah describes a system in which his crops are routinely 

                                                
55 Ibid. 
56 Braverman, “Uprooting Identities,” 239. Before 2002, Israeli administration of Palestinian access to 
agricultural lands was disorganized (Braverman, “Uprooting Identities,” 256). In 2002, the Association for 
Civil Rights in Israel represented Rabbis for Human Rights, who protested settler destruction of olive trees 
and framed the right of Palestinians to access their land as a human rights issue, and, in response, Israel’s 
supreme court required the IDF to “do everything in its power to support olive cultivation by Palestinians” 
(256). As Braverman concludes, “Instead of being granted protection in direct response to their demands, 
the Palestinians became responsible for initiating requests for protection through a rigid and complicated 
permit system” (256). In one interview, the lawyer for the Association for Civil Rights in Israel who took 
the case to court, Limor Yehouda, explained: “You’re a farmer, and you want to go and cultivate your land, 
but now you have to work through these overwhelming bureaucratic structures just to go on living your 
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subject to settler violence and, resultant from that violence, his grove of trees is reduced 

by 27%. Then, arriving on his land on his allotted two days, he finds a grove subjected to 

(more) rampant settler theft of his agricultural product, leaving him only 2% of his 

already reduced grove, yielding less than 2% of the olives he used to be able to harvest.  

In another testimony, collected from field researchers for B’Tselem, Salah 

Radwan of ’Azzun, who did have regular access to his field, and was there almost every 

day, came to his field on October 13th to make preparations for irrigation. “At first,” he 

said, “I thought the wind had broken the trees, but when I got closer, I saw that about 

sixty trees had been chopped down with a saw.”57  He reflected,  

When I saw our strong, flowering branches chopped off and lying on the ground, I 
was in shock. It pained me. I know every single tree there, because I take care of 
them and I planted and cultivated them with my brothers. I dreamt of those trees 
being a source of income for me and my brothers, but that dream was shattered on 
Thursday morning.”58  
 

Like the “tiny wildflowers crushed,” Salah Radwan’s description of severed flowering 

branches scattered across the ground underscores the violence of Israeli state and settler 

destruction of Palestinian cultivation. At the same time, his narration underscores the 

effects of this violence on his family’s sustenance: the dream, now rendered impossible, 

of the olive trees providing income for his family. Here again, as with the destruction at 

Dayr Yasin, settlers traffic in yet another denigration of a commercial olive grove, a 

                                                                                                                                            
daily life . . . . We’re talking about an entire bureaucratic structure that has developed as a response [to the 
olive uprooting by the settlers]” (256). As this sole testimony to B’Tselem shows, and as Braverman’s 
research confirms, the regulatory effects, surveillance, and disciplined allocation of “harvesting times,” in 
the name of “protecting Palestinian olive trees,” is very much a part of the everyday regime of occupation 
in the West Bank and not at all working against it. 
57 “Settler Violence,” B’Tselem. 
58 Ibid. 
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circumscription of Palestinian income-generating and self-sustaining agricultural 

production. These are only two testimonies, and only two testimonies from 2013. 

Between the years of 2005 and 2011, there were 688 documented cases of settler 

violence, 91 percent of which were closed without indictment.59 Further, of 97 cases 

specifically documenting olive tree destruction between 2005 and 2012, not one case 

resulted in an indictment.60 The collusion of the state and its settlers in the destruction of 

income-generating Palestinian agricultural production renders inadequate and incomplete 

a condemnation of settler violence that is not sutured to a condemnation of state violence. 

Further, a condemnation of only settler violence and destruction of Palestinian olive trees 

disappears the multiple ways in which the state has been destroying Palestinian trees 

since before its inception – from the 1908 Herzl Forest to the sustained project of 

“making the desert bloom” by destroying that which was already blossoming. 

In conjunction with state and settler violence, Israel’s own agricultural production 

– and the gaps in its exports – has also dictated what products, and how many, 

Palestinians will be allowed and/or required to produce. A recent Al-Shabaka policy brief 

describes how, for example, in the 1980s, the Israeli military compelled farmers in Gaza 

                                                
59 Oxfam 2011 Harvest Fact Sheet, 2. 
60 Ibid. Since 2008, attacks on Palestinian olive trees have escalated in what settlers have named Price Tag 
Attacks, retaliations for state-ordered evacuations of outposts, the evacuations themselves a result of 
international pressure on Israel to adhere to international law. In the first nine months of 2011 alone, 7,500 
trees were destroyed, costing Palestinians a loss of $540,750 (Ibid). In 2012, the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Human Affairs reported 7,500 trees damaged or destroyed by Israeli settlers and, out of 
162 complaints since 2005, only one led to an indictment (Adam Horowitz, “UN: In 2012, over 7,500 olive 
trees belonging to West Bank Palestinians have been damaged or destroyed by Israeli settlers,” 
Mondoweiss: The War of Ideas in the Middle East, October 16, 2012, accessed April 16, 2014, 
http://mondoweiss.net/2012/10/un-in-2012-over-7500-olive-trees-belonging-to-west-bank-palestinians-
have-been-damaged-or-destroyed-by-israeli-settlers.html; Raja Shehadeh links to this article as well in his 
New York Times piece.)  
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to produce luxury goods, like flowers, to “fill gaps in Israeli exports,” with Israel 

benefitting from taxes it collects for itself and “on behalf” of the Palestinians.61 As 

another example, during the second intifada, Israel destroyed scores of Palestinian citrus 

trees in Gaza and then encouraged farmers in Gaza, via aid projects, to pursue wheat, 

barley, and vegetables: “low-lying crops in the access-restricted zones along Gaza’s 

eastern border.”62 In this way, Israel and international donors have worked together in 

ways that ensure that Israel both controls and profits from Palestinian agriculture while 

simultaneously putting in motion policies, military orders, and laws that bring about the 

destruction of Palestinian production and commerce. In the context of the post-Oslo West 

Bank, the Palestinian Authority’s accelerated pursuit of donor funds has also shifted PA 

attention away from self-sustaining Palestinian agriculture. Since the PA’s establishment 

with the Oslo Accords, the agricultural sector budget has not exceeded 1% of the PA’s 

annual budget.63 Further, between 2001 and 2005, 85% of the agricultural budget went to 

agricultural ministry’s staff salaries, in a pattern that remains consistent.64 Agriculture’s 

                                                
61 Abdelnour, Tartir, and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” 3. As George 
Kurzom argued in a 2001 paper arguing for creating alternative, self-reliant agricultural development in 
Palestine, the World Trade Organization made the case to Palestinians in the Occupied Territories that they 
were only “footsteps” away from entering the European market and its 65-70% of world trade in flowers, 
promising an excess of $14 billion in Palestinian exports of luxury agriculture (George Kurzom, “Towards 
Alternative, Self-Reliant Agricultural Development,” Ma’an Development Center (2001), cited in 
Abdelnour, Tartir, and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” 3). Two things 
are important to note here: 1) the areas the WTO requested Palestinians grow with flowers would make up 
58% of the total irrigated land and 7% of the cultivated land and require extensive irrigation and pure water 
to which Palestinians in the Occupied West Bank and, especially, Gaza have long been denied full access, 
and 2) the WTO encouraged donor states to “provide full support to the Palestinian farmer who exports 
flowers and make sure he is not set back by Israeli measures or natural hazards” (Ibid.). 
62 Ibid. 
63 Palestinian Economic Council for Development and Reconstruction Report, cited in Abdelnour, Tartir, 
and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” 3. 
64 Abdelnour, Tartir, and Zurayk, “Farming Palestine for Freedom: Al-Shabaka Policy Brief,” 3. 
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contribution to the GDP in Palestine dropped from 13.3% in 1994 to 5.7% in 2008.65 

There has, meanwhile, been a steady investment in non-agricultural NGOs at the expense 

of investments in Palestinian farming and Palestinian agriculture.66 Even more, of the 

NGOs that do, even nominally, focus on farming, the majority of them traffic in 

initiatives like distributing free seeds to farmers, which neglect the fact that, often, the 

land on which the farmer is expected to plant is land where the soil has been 

contaminated, which can lead to both waste and disease.67 The PA, with its reliance on 

donor funds and its unwillingness to channel funds or resources into forms of Palestinian 

self-reliance, is part of — and not anomalous to — the steady and consistent 

disinvestment in keeping Palestinian farmers on their land and the denigration of 

Palestinian olive groves in favor of donor-pleasing urban development projects. The 

Palestinian Authority thus also bears significant responsibility for the dismissal, at worst, 

and neglect, at best, of the agricultural sector in Palestine. Whether uprooted by military 

orders, uprooted to make way for the Wall, or destroyed due to settler violence and 

condoned by the Israeli state, the 800,000 olive trees that have been uprooted since 1967, 

with a loss of $55 million to the Palestinian economy per year, are attacks against 

Palestinian viability that are sanctioned by the State of Israel and part of the continuity of 

Israeli colonial occupation. Further, whether uprooted to clear the way for planting Israeli 

exports or decimated through PA policies of indifference and redirected funds, the 

                                                
65 Ibid. 
66 For example, agriculture decreased from 1.41% of international total aid between 1994 and 2000 ($14 
million out of $1 billion) to .74% between 2000 and 2006 ($30 million out of $4 billion); between 1998 and 
2008, only 10% of NGO funding was directed toward rural development, alongside the increase of the 
NGO sector as a whole from 54% in 1999 to 80% in 2006 (Ibid.). 
67 Ibid. 
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agricultural fields that have historically provided sustenance for Palestinians and enabled 

them to stay on their land have been destroyed, rendered inaccessible, or deemed 

accessible only for Israeli profit. It is in this political and territorial climate that 

Palestinian organizers, like Hilo, have sought, in whatever limited ways they can, to 

negotiate the borders and mandates of the Israeli settler colonial regulatory regime and 

step outside of the nominal and limited control of the Palestinian Authority and its donor-

driven priorities to craft programs with the expressed goal of helping Palestinians stay on 

their land. 

 “We Inherit the Loss:” 
Erasure and Exposure on the Olive Tree Campaign 
 

Within the context of historical and contemporary razing of Palestinian olive 

groves, settler violence, and PA neglect, Palestinian activists and organizers – even under 

NGO umbrellas – have sought avenues for supporting Palestinian farmers economically 

and politically. A number of organizations including Canaan Fair Trade, the Joint 

Advocacy Initiative, the Alternative Tourism Group, and the Freedom Bus, have worked 

to turn the growing international interest in Palestine solidarity into direct support for 

Palestinian farmers. For the remainder of this chapter, I will explore one of these efforts 

in detail: the Joint Advocacy Initiative (JAI) and Alternative Tourism Group (ATG) olive 

planting and olive harvesting programs. The 2012 planting and harvesting programs 

included a mix of participants from the U.S., Britain, France, Ireland, Germany, Hungary, 

Norway, the Netherlands, and Jordan. The groups included husbands and wives, parents 

whose children were involved in solidarity activism, high school teachers, stay-at-home 
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moms, grandparents, self-identified activists, churchgoers, interfaith collective 

participants, Christian youth, young people working in the fashion and beauty industries, 

researchers, and diaspora Palestinians who had never been on an organized trip to 

Palestine. Baha Hilo described the campaign, in part, as follows:  

We believe that what Palestinians, as people, have been subject to, is also 
something that the olive tree itself has been subject to. If we talk about the 
expulsion of Palestinians in 1948, many Palestinian people refer to this as “we 
were uprooted from our homeland.” In a similar kind of way, olive trees have 
been uprooted throughout the years. So we try to expose the reality of Palestinians 
by the use of olive trees, but also we highlight the importance of individual 
involvement. We want people to help in sponsoring the planting of olive trees, we 
want individuals from around the world to come and plant olive trees, to come 
and help harvest olive trees. From that experience they get to know about one of 
the main elements of Palestinians’ existence, which is their olive trees. We know 
there are olive trees in the area that have been looked after by Palestinians for 
thousands of years. There are olive trees that are 4,000 or 3,000 years old. So, in a 
way, it describes all the connection between the people and their land.68 

 
In this way, Hilo, and, as I will show, the itinerary of the program itself, highlights both 

the obfuscation of Palestinian cultivation, the restructuring of the landscape itself, and the 

Campaign’s central goal of keeping Palestinians on their land. 

The itinerary of the Olive Tree Campaign follows a pattern of guided walking 

tours, lectures delivered on hillsides overlooking panoramas of fragmented landscapes, 

lectures within research offices, and, every other day, planting. The 2012 Olive Planting 

Program began with a visit to Shepherd’s Field, a view overlooking the path of the Wall 

through Shepherd’s Field, and a narrative anchoring what tourists see with what they are 

meant to be witnessing (See Figure 6). Shepherd’s Field overlooks a valley that has been 

carved into threes and fours, the land evidencing layers of encroachment: the first layer, 

                                                
68 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
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Shepherd’s Field, a fraction of what it once was, where the guide mentioned, for 

Christian participants, that the angels came to the shepherds in Luke, where generations 

of Bethlehem shepherds long tended their herds.  

 

Figure 6: View From Shepherd’s Field,  
Photo by Author (February 2012) 

 
The next layer: single Palestinian homes, for those who still own them, the homes of 

Franciscan monks and Palestinian families with field space for olive trees. The next layer: 

Palestinian apartments, homes of Palestinian orthodox Christians, adjacent to the Wall 

since its construction in 2002. The “Wall” here is not a “wall,” but an Israeli military-

only road, with a 75-meter “dead zone” next to it, in which no Palestinians are allowed. 

The apartments had recently received demolition orders because they were told they were 

in the dead zone, “too close to the border,” even though their homes were constructed 8 

years prior to the “Wall.” The guide explained to the tourists that they could tell the 

difference between the Israeli and Palestinian housing complexes not only because of the 
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dividing three-lane empty highway, and not only because of the uniformity of the Israeli 

“side,” but because of the water tanks. Palestinian homes all have water tanks on their 

roofs, since they have to buy their own water from Israel at double the price and ration it 

for their families’ use. The Israeli homes have no need for water tanks since they pump 

all their water from the West Bank via pipes underneath the Wall in a steady stream of 

natural resources all year round. The description of the Wall’s relationship to Palestinian 

natural resources continued throughout the first day of the planting program, with 

explanations of the 760 kilometer-long route of the Wall, zigzagging around whatever it 

wants “inside Israel,” circling villages because they have natural gas or black oil 

underneath them, retreating five feet back to keep Palestinian sewage on the Palestinian 

side. Walking next to the Wall, the guide explained that some parts of the Wall aren’t a 

Wall, per se, but a “fence.” “An electric fence,” a Palestinian vendor in the background 

selling kuffiyehs corrects him. “Yes,” he corrected himself, “a magnetic fence.” This kind 

of scene was consistent throughout the multiple iterations of solidarity tourism I 

researched: a guide leading a group of anywhere between 5 and 25 tourists, listening 

intently to narratives of displacement, with vendors and shopkeepers interjecting and 

adding to the tourists’ narrative. In this narrative performance, Palestinian guides and 

organizers – and also Israeli guides and organizers, as I will show in the next chapter – it 

is not only the expert and/or a local guide who shares with outsiders the past and present 

of the land and its particularities. In a performance that is not limited to either the script 

of the tour guide or the script of the itinerary, this narration is also animated by the 

participation of those not part of the official program, from kuffiyeh-selling vendors in 
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Bethlehem, to bracelet-selling youth in Hebron, to restaurant-owners in Nablus, Hebron, 

and Jerusalem who augment guides’ narratives. Here, and as we will see in Chapter Three 

when Palestinian guides in Israel correct Jewish Israeli guides on the implications of their 

storytelling, this narration is both collective and corrective, where stories are told via 

competing accounts, with some narrators correcting others by offering fragments of 

narration that eventually fashion a whole. 

On the first planting day of the program, the group planted 400 olive trees in Al 

Khader, on land that has been bisected by a bypass road and is under threat of annexation 

by the settlement of Navi Daniel. One of the farmers, Nabhan Mousa, wandered through 

the rows of olive saplings as the tourists planted and told his story to those who asked. He 

carried his papers, pink, filmy, and worn through from having to routinely produce them 

on demand for soldiers in order to access his land since 1997, as Israeli soldiers hovered 

on the hill above, guns slung across their shoulders. He explained that the Israelis offered 

him money when they annexed part of his field for the Israeli-controlled bypass road they 

are staring down from, but he refused. “Once you accept their money,” he said, “it’s all 

over.” This refusal parallels others tourists hear, as they do in Hebron, when they have 

lunch with the man who has received multiple offers from the Israelis to leave his home, 

but refuses to, instead remaining, sandwiched between settlements, earning his income 

from tourists having lunch above his storefront and shopping at his store. Within the 

program’s itinerary, these refusals also structurally parallel the process of planting on 

land threatened by settlement expansion and settler destruction: staying despite being 

forced, compelled, and/or otherwise bribed to leave. As Baha Hilo has said elsewhere, 
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referring to the work of the Campaign in the village of Al Walaja, “The Israelis destroyed 

100 trees. We came back with 300.”69 

Half days planting are combined with lectures, like those from the Badil Resource 

Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights and the Applied Research Institute 

of Jerusalem (ARIJ). In these lectures, participants learn that settlements are government-

subsidized, where settlers pay nine times less for their energy than Israelis within Green 

Line, who still pay two times less than West Bank Palestinians. ARIJ researchers will 

introduce tourists to other constellations of statistics: 738 checkpoints, 78 of them in 

Hebron, segregating Palestinians from Palestinians, Israeli-controlled bypass roads and 

Israeli-only highways, the Wall, annexing as it backtracks on itself. Lecturers will speak 

of the ways in which the Wall annexes water: 68 million cubic meters of water resources 

isolated within the western segregation zone of Jerusalem. On the Olive Tree Campaign’s 

planting program in 2012, the lecturer spoke of Mandate Palestine, the Balfour 

Declaration, the initial agreement that allotted 56% to Jews and 43% to Palestinians with 

Jerusalem the 1% corpus separatum. He spoke of how Israelis, after the establishment of 

the state, overshot the 56% by a landslide, claiming 78% of Mandate Palestine, leaving 

the 22% on which the future state of Palestine was to be built. He spoke of Oslo in the 

same exhausted and exasperated tones that most guides spoke about Oslo, the division 

into As, Bs, and Cs, and the strategic and proliferating settlements since 1967. He spoke 

of violations of international law, escalating settlements, the extant settlements and their 

                                                
69 James Brownsell, “Resistance is Fertile: Palestine’s Eco-War,” Al Jazeera, November 2, 2011, accessed 
March 27, 2015, http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2011/08/2011823152713716742.html. 
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planned expansion, the absurdity of the claim that settlements have anything to do with 

security. He spoke also of house demolitions — how most Palestinians are not allowed to 

get building permits (for example, only 105 permits out of 1,900 applications were 

granted between 2000 and 2007) and then their houses are subsequently demolished for 

not having permits: 408 demolitions in 2012 alone. He talked about changing 

demography, manufacturing demography, the Wall, the intifadas, Gaza. He spoke about 

what will become of Palestine “without intervention from the international community,” 

in order to remind tourists why they were there. In this way, this constant and deliberate 

recitation and repetition of statistics, facts, and figures is paired with tourists’ movement 

through the West Bank (itself more expansive than Palestinian movement), coalescing in 

an overarching narrative of multiple, repeated displacements and again disrupting the 

notion of the “Palestine Question” as limited to the events and aftermath of 1948. 

There was only one moment wherein his own narrative entered his lecture, when 

he touched on the question of refugees. He said, “In Jerusalem, my great grandfathers’ 

initials are still carved on the building he owned.” He spoke also of the ways in which 

planting — the cypress and fir that animated the first half of this chapter — was itself 

used only to quickly hold the land, and then removed once Israel compiled all the 

necessary paperwork to take it over. The process of planting to hold the land is as 

evidenced in contemporary state practice as it is in the beginnings of Israeli afforestation; 

the settlement Har Homa, for example, was classified as a green area, full of cypress and 

fir, until 1997. Once Israel had all the paperwork it needed, state officials cut down all the 

pine trees to rezone the area for settlement. In Beit Sahour, where these solidarity tourists 
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spend most of their time, Har Homa overlooks everything. It hovers, well lit, neatly 

organized, thoroughly maintained – one tourist, from Scotland, marveled that it looked 

like honeycomb. Another guide, on a different tour, would point to Har Homa and 

describe how he used to hike there with his father, bird watch, and hunt. The suturing of 

narratives of loss to the politics of trees in the occupied West Bank again reveals the 

centrality of uprooting – deployed simultaneously by guides and organizers to describe 

both metaphorical and literal displacement — to Israel’s past and present expansion and 

the necessity of varied and multiple responses to these sustained processes of erasure. 

Tour guides’ narrative attempts to expose erasure during the Olive Tree 

Campaign’s programs are almost always anchored to the landscape. When not in a 

lecture, a walking tour, or planting, the group traveled between each site via bus. The 

group routinely passed fields of olive trees, some planted by previous Olive Tree 

Campaign groups. As the 2012 group bussed past Beit Ummar, a village with a heavy 

settler and solider presence, for example, Ayman Abu Zulof pointed to vineyards and 

terraces, explaining, “These terraces are very old. This proves that there was always a 

people here taking care of the land.” The meticulously designed winding terraces, 

holding up rows of olive trees — the same sort the tourists had planted the previous day, 

yet these planted long before they were born — elicited ostensibly contemplative silence 

from the bus-full of internationals. Abu Zulof’s narration accompanying the Olive Tree 

Campaign’s itinerary of guided movement through a fractured landscape anchors the 

view from the bus to a history of expulsion and settler colonial justification for that 

expulsion. It provides evidentiary weight that functions as a response to the colonial 
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narratives that animate Zionist settlement. As with the narration provided at Shepherd’s 

Field, tourists aren’t left to guess who built these terraces and when, but are provided 

with constant – even repetitious – narration describing a people very much with a land 

and a land very much with a people. The tours, then, provide a running and mobile 

corrective narration to the justificatory colonial narrative that held that Zionist settlers 

were the first “in seventy generations” to care for the land. 

Like tourists on other programs, tourists on the Olive Tree Campaign are also 

taken to multiple places – not just Hebron – that are fraught contact zones between 

international (and sometimes Palestinian) tourists, Palestinian hosts, Palestinians either 

uninvolved or unofficially involved in the tours, Israeli anti-occupation activists, and 

sometimes settlers. Between lectures with West Bank organizations like Badil and ARIJ 

and planting days, for example, tourists were led through Aida Refugee Camp, always a 

voyeuristic portion of solidarity tour itineraries, with internationals walking behind and 

around people’s homes, with children running underfoot, with women attempting to go 

about their daily routine without tripping over the tourists blocking entrances and exits to 

their homes. On the Olive Tree Campaign’s tour through Aida, the tour guide leading the 

group, a resident of Bethlehem who was not from a family of refugees, argued — 

surprisingly — that Palestinians in refugee camps need to accept the fact that they likely 

will never return. Baha Hilo, in another act of corrective narration, refuted the guide’s 

pragmatism with his own narrative of what it means to be a refugee: “My grandfather 

was in a refugee camp. Just because they can’t go home doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be 

here. Fighting back.” Speaking, as a refugee, of a loss that one doesn’t “get over,” he 
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said: “We inherit the loss.” Hilo’s narrative of inheriting loss would become central to the 

rest of the program and, as he articulated via interviews, central to the way he interprets 

and envisions his work. Understanding loss as an inheritance not only lends itself to the 

rearticulation of the Nakba as ongoing, the afterlife of which is deeply felt in the present 

and compounded by continuities of displacement; it also makes clear why the Olive Tree 

Campaign places such a sustained emphasis on staying. 

The central goal of the program, Hilo explains, is helping farmers stay on their 

land as it is increasingly threatened by Israeli settlement expansion. On the 5th day of the 

2012 program, the group planted their 700th olive tree with Palestinian farmers in Beit 

Ummar on land that continues to be annexed by an illegal Israeli settlement. IDF vehicles 

circling the settlement, parking for extended lengths of time, and then circling again. A 

small disagreement took place between one of the solidarity tourists – a trained arborist 

from the U.K. – and the farmers’ sons, with the farmers’ sons rushing to plant the land 

before the IDF intervenes and the international expert wanting to loosen the roots, shift 

the top soil to garner the best nutrients, and face the sapling away from the wind, wanting 

to take more time, explaining that “we have all day.” Beit Ummar’s farmers’ planting, in 

contrast, had everything to do with exigency, planting against time, with 300 olive trees 

and a handful of international solidarity workers who are positioned as “protective 

presence” for Palestinians who would otherwise not be left alone to plant on their own 

land. The settlement has already expanded down the hill, pushing its fence outward, 

further onto the family’s land. The difference between the trees on Beit Ummar’s side of 

the fence and the settlement’s is stark: a cultivated and cared-for grove, grapes, spring 
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flowers, and olive trees in neat rows in the spaces that Palestinian farmers can still access 

and an overgrown underbrush with dying groves beyond the ever-expanding colony’s 

fence. Every time the settlers annex more of their land, farmers in Beit Ummar, like those 

in Qafeen and Jayyous, are forced to watch their own trees die.  

On the 9th day of the program, the group planted 400 more trees on Jab’a on a 

field shared by four farmers now isolated from one another, with the Wall in the form of 

a highway cutting across their villages and closing the road that previously connected 

them. Tall, foreign, out-of-place pine trees lined the right side of the highway on the way 

to the land. “The trees look really nice,” Hilo explained, “but Palestinians look on these 

fields as a place of danger because settlers hide in them and are armed” – a shifting and 

malleable continuity in Israeli policy, with the Haganah using the forest as a hiding place 

for snipers then and with armed settlers policing the forest now. Here, the Wall is a 

bypass road that the farmers, whose land was annexed to build it, are not allowed to drive 

on, which abruptly ends because the Israelis haven’t yet decided where they want to go 

with it, which land and resources they want to annex next. A blue and white water pump 

is stationed at the edge of the field. Palestinians are not allowed to use the water from 

their own fields that comes from this pump, but, if there is a leak, the Palestinian will be 

held responsible for the damage, a subjecthood not deemed worthy of water, but fully 

recognized in terms of his capacity to be punished.70 As tourists planted on the field, the 

farmer explained that all of the trees on the other side – the pine and cypress visible 
                                                
70  Though not equivalent in content or context, I am reminded here of Saidiya Hartman’s description of 
the subjectivity of the enslaved as recognized only as he violated the law or was violated, “considered a 
subject only insofar as he was criminal(ized), wounded body, or mortified flesh” (Hartman, Scenes of 
Subjection, 94). 
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beyond the fence – used to be his land and that, if you got too close to the fence, they’d 

shoot you. The Zionist afforestation that accompanied the establishment of the state thus 

lives on in the contemporary landscape of the West Bank, with forests of pine and 

cypress serving as their own forms of “protective presence” for Israeli settlers, with 

forests acting as placeholders – in the name of nature reserves – for future settlements, 

and with the threat of violence and expulsion haunting each act of narration. 

Permission to Narrate, Refusal to Leave: 
Collective Narration and the Rejection of Exile 
 

From Nabhan Mousa’s refusal to sell his land in Al Khader, to tour guides 

reminding tourists (and other tour guides) that refugees inherit the loss into which they 

were born, to organizers asking international tourists to help plant trees on land that is 

increasingly inaccessible to the Palestinian farmers who own it, the Olive Tree 

Campaign’s central purpose is to keep Palestinians on their land. The Campaign is 

structured so that tourists work with farmers whose land is threatened year after year, 

whose ability to access their land shrinks with each passing season, and who sometimes 

need to utilize the mobility of internationals in order to access their fields. In this way, the 

campaign negotiates the restricted mobility of Palestinians, and deals with the 

circumscription of their agricultural labor, by inviting internationals to volunteer in 

Palestine, but only partially and for three to four days per season, to tour city centers and 

villages, to listen, and then to go home. And, as with the tours detailed in the first chapter, 

it is at home, tourists are told, that their work begins: from sponsoring olive trees to be 

planted in Palestine, to reporting back to audiences in their home countries, to circulating 
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updates on attacked olive groves, to writing the Israeli representatives in their country 

and their country’s representatives in Israel, to contacting the Ministries of Foreign 

Affairs, media outlets, and human rights organizations each time Campaign fields are 

attacked or other olive groves in Palestine are uprooted. Participants are encouraged to 

join the Campaign’s Facebook page to get immediate updates on fields and receive action 

alerts. Central to the Campaign’s advocacy work is their emphasis on the importance of 

Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions – part of the project, for organizers, of keeping 

Palestinians on their land. Participants hear lectures and attend workshops on BDS, they 

learn about strategies that range from organizing a flash mob at Bed, Bath, and Beyond – 

which stocks its shelves with both Sodastream and Ahava products, two Israeli 

companies housed on stolen land in the Occupied West Bank – to beginning divestment 

movements on college campuses in the U.S. The Olive Tree Program does not offer them 

an itinerary once they are home: participants are encouraged to use their own talent, 

skills, and resources to figure out how and from what position they can best join the call 

to boycott Israeli products and institutions, divest from Israeli occupation, and encourage 

their governments to sanction Israel for its human rights violations. 

While the Olive Tree Campaign is unique from other kinds of solidarity tour 

initiatives in the West Bank in its explicit emphasis on keeping Palestinians in their 

homes and on their land, it is not unique from other campaigns in its emphasis on BDS. 

In a civil society workshop recently convened to follow up on the 4th National BDS 

Conference that was held in Bethlehem on June 8, 2013, 25 professionals working in 

tourism and religious, cultural, and human rights organizations in the West Bank and 
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Jerusalem gathered to discuss tourism under occupation and strategize on how to better 

emphasize the importance of BDS. One of their central recommendations read: “Prepare 

a manual to be distributed to tourists and pilgrims on what must be avoided and must be 

supported when visiting religious and tourist sites in Palestine, including usage of 

services and tourism-products.”71 The vision for this manual emphasizes the behavior of 

tourists in the Holy Land not to curb their outrageous sense of privilege – for example 

yelling at bracelet-selling youth who will later serve you coffee – but specifically to 

adhere to the mandates of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement. The 

recommendations of the workshop, which itself was titled “Responsible Tourism in 

Palestine in the Context of the BDS Movement,” included: applying BDS practices to the 

tourism sector; training guides in the politics, culture, and history of Palestine and 

highlighting the ways in which Palestinian guides are denied work permits by Israel for 

discussing politics or “using the Palestinian narrative in their tours;” developing more 

non-religious Palestinian alternatives to the dominant tourism industry; upgrading local 

goods; coordinating with Palestinian tour guides within Israel’s 1948 borders; promoting 

tourism in Jerusalem that foregrounds Palestinian history; boycotting cultural productions 

that cooperate with the Municipality of Jerusalem; boycotting Israeli services and tourism 

industries to which Palestinian alternatives exist; and conducting and publishing research 

explaining the politicized use of Israeli tourism.72 The central focus, then, of a group of 

civil society workers convened to align solidarity tourism more clearly with anti-colonial 
                                                
71 Bisan Mitri (Occupied Palestine and Syrian Golan Heights Advocacy Initiative), “What to do about 
Colonial Tourism?” Palestine News Network, May 20, 2014, accessed May 20, 2014, 
http://english.pnn.ps/index.php/nonviolence/7555-what-to-do-about-colonial-tourism. 
72 Ibid. 
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work — the coverage of this workshop has indeed asked “What to do about Colonial 

Tourism?” — understands colonial tourism not to describe the comportment of tourists 

on tours in Palestine, but to describe specifically the way in which “All facets of 

Palestinian life under occupation are exploited. The tourism sector is no exception.”73 

Much like my interview with Michel Awad, who described in detail the predatory way in 

which Israel has monopolized tourism in Palestine, my interviews with fieldworkers for 

the Olive Tree Campaign similarly reveal a sustained emphasis not only on Israel’s 

monopoly on the tourist industry as part of its colonial occupation, but also, and equally, 

on Israel’s sustained monopoly on the historical narrative in Palestine. Both the work of 

intervening in settler colonial justifications of land expropriation and the work of 

exposing the ways in which the land continues to be under threat of erasure are connected 

to the concrete material support that keeps Palestinians on their land, from supporting 

Palestinian businesses in Hebron to planting 400 trees in Al Khader. This work, for 

guides and organizers, is also inextricably connected to the work of BDS, the demands of 

which are ending the occupation and dismantling the Wall, full equality for Palestinian 

citizens of Israel, and the Right of Return – in other words, the anti-colonial work of 

keeping Palestinians on their land. 

 “We know,” Baha Hilo emphasizes, “the situation gets worse by the year in order to 

force Palestinians to leave.”74 Here, Hilo does not describe an inevitable process of land 

expropriation. He instead describes a systematic, deliberate process of land theft that is 

                                                
73 Ibid. 
74 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
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orchestrated to make Palestinian life so impossible that they will choose exile and 

diaspora over the fragments of sustenance available to them in the West Bank. He 

describes a post-Oslo fragmentation meant to provide Israel with “the land without its 

native people,”75 in Ilan Pappé’s words, but he also tethers this fragmentation and land 

expropriation to a long history of uprooting endemic to Israeli state practice since the 

inception of the state. The itineraries of the Campaign are meant, then, to bring scores of 

internationals to help Palestinian farmers plant against the clock and harvest fields in an 

afternoon in quantities they and their families could not accomplish or on fields they and 

their families could not otherwise access. This work of planting is tied to narratives of 

repeated and recycled Israeli land theft, narratives of refusals to leave, and narratives of 

the necessity of broad-based international organizing, via BDS, to keep Palestinians on 

their land, free from occupation. The work of the Campaign, then, and Hilo’s narration in 

particular, repeatedly positions rootedness as a response to uprooting. 

 Further, when Campaign organizer and field worker Yazan Al-Zubaidy described 

witnessing families stay in their homes in Hebron, and watching even more families 

opening up shop next door as a result of solidarity tourism to Hebron, he also described 

the effect this witnessing has on him, as a Palestinian living in Bethlehem. At the same 

moment that he defined the act of staying rooted in response to uprooting as resistance, 

he added:  “Witnessing a change is the most beautiful thing.”76 He continued, explaining 

that “People are resisting by staying, and other [shops] are encouraged to open.”77 These 

                                                
75 Ilan Pappé, “More Oslos: The Two-State Solution Died Over a Decade Ago.” 
76 Yazan Al-Zubaidy, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 6, 2012. 
77 Ibid. 



 129 

acts of refusal underscore, for Al-Zubaidy, the evidence that Palestinians are resisting 

Israel’s attempts to minoritize them, that, as the indigenous people of the country, they 

are refusing to leave and resisting every day, from hunger strikes to staying in their house 

to farming on their land.78 Further, he described the work of witnessing that he does in 

taking tours to different places in Palestine. He positioned his continual, repeated, and 

daily descriptions of the occupation as an inoculation against complacency in the 

occupation itself. The consistent repetition and narration of occupation, he argued, resists 

just accepting that the Wall is there.79 “Israel wants us to forget,” he explained, 

positioning his work as a tour guide as a response to that erasure.80  

 Bisan Kassis, advocacy officer at the Joint Advocacy Initiative at the time of my 

research, also described her work with the Campaign as buoying her faith in Palestinian 

resistance. Echoing Yazan Al-Zubaidy, who half-joked that Palestinians need a “mass 

therapist,” she explained: “we really need psychological counseling or debriefing. It’s 

very frustrating to be met with these atrocities, but one small thing will recalibrate you. 

It’s 99% negative, but this 1% positive that happens once in a blue moon.”81 When The 

University of Johannesburg broke ties with Ben Gurion University, for example, Kassis 

explained how the Campaign rejoiced for a month. As another example, she explains the 

Campaign’s celebration in 2011 when a farmer won a lawsuit against a settler after 

fighting for ten years. Lingering with these victories, within and outside the Campaign, 

allow Kassis, Al-Zubaidy, and Hilo to narrate the effects of occupation in a seemingly 
                                                
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Bisan Kassis, interview by author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 3, 2012. 
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endless recitation while simultaneously finding a way to be sustained by the incremental 

positive change they witness through their work – change they define as staying in a 

situation that is attempting to force them to leave. 

 Bisan Kassis, for her part, reframes the “touring” and “witnessing” solidarity 

tourists do as an act of being invited and allowed to partake in the harvest. Speaking of 

the farmers, she explains, “You understand that these people are doing resistance every 

day. Just by going to their field they are resisting. You going with them during their 

hottest season for them, which is the season with the most percentage of attacks, you 

understand that you are partaking in the culture of resistance.”82 Here, Kassis positions 

generosity not as a gift the tourists are giving Palestinians, but as a gift Palestinians are 

giving tourists – a generosity in sharing their culture of resistance, for a brief moment, 

with international tourists in Palestine. Another organizer with the Campaign described 

the work of restructuring international expectations by disrupting their understandings 

that they are in Palestine to do charity. She describes how internationals come to 

Palestine, feeling like they have to “do” something and come with an “idea of charity” 

akin to “we will help these poor people who don’t know how to do anything 

themselves.”83  Farmers, she clarifies, “could also harvest the trees themselves, but they 

actually – in their hospitality – allow you to take part in this cultural yearly event.”84 This 

restructuring of tourists helping farmers into farmers, in their generosity, allowing 

tourists to partake in their harvest and their culture of resistance attempts to inoculate 

                                                
82 Bisan Kassis, interview by author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 3, 2012. 
83 Anonymous, Interview by Author, Beit Sahour, August 2, 2012. 
84 Ibid. 
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against tourists approaching Palestine – as they are wont to do – as a site for pity and 

charity. She continued, “the Palestinians can deal with themselves. You have to go back 

home and put your efforts into changing your community, your church, your leaders. 

Cause it’s a very strange… mentality of the Western people, you know, we have to go 

and bring the gospel, we have to go and bring democracy, or something. You know, they 

don’t need it.”85 Thus, though Palestinian farmers may, in fact, use international mobility 

to access their field, they don’t need it – they could, and have, found other ways to work 

around the restrictions that confront them. They, instead, are allowing internationals to 

partake in the planting or harvest in order that internationals will, in turn, join or build 

movements at their home bases that enable them to continue the work they began in 

Palestine, the work of keeping Palestinians on their land under a settler colonial 

occupation that views them as a demographic threat. 

 Like Ayman Abu Zulof described his work in the previous chapter, Kassis further 

emphasizes that her work with the Olive Tree Campaign is meant to help tourists 

understand that solidarity with Palestine is not a humanitarian cause. It is not, she 

emphasizes, for tourists to come to Palestine, plant some trees, and then feel good about 

themselves. She wants tourists not to feel pity, but to feel “sympathy mixed with anger,” 

to say to themselves, “We are witnessing a new kind of apartheid and not doing anything 

about it.”86 Kassis’s descriptions of her work reflect a disciplined shift away from 

allowing tourists to feel comfortable and complacent in their “voluntourism.” She instead 

                                                
85 Ibid. 
86 Bisan Kassis, interview by author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 3, 2012. 
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structures her work with the Campaign around making sure tourists understand that they 

are meant to “participate in a culture of resistance” not just in Palestine, but, specifically 

at home. In her capacity as the advocacy officer for the JAI, she explains to tourists how 

well the boycott and divestment campaigns are going and how what she needs from them 

is to go home, lobby their governments, and work toward sanctions. “The B is going 

brilliantly, the D is going brilliantly, and we need you for the S,” she routinely says. 

Central to guides and organizers’ work, then, is restructuring tourists’ approach to 

Palestine in an attempt to divert them away from voluntourism (while still inviting them 

to volunteer), to get them to understand that they are not the ones doing the gift-giving, to 

encourage them to see that, while they are invited to Palestine for a moment, they are not 

invited to stay, and learn that their work is not in helping in Palestine, but in boycotting, 

divesting, and pushing sanctions from home. 

 These interviews with Campaign field workers and guides evidence an approach to 

solidarity tourism in Palestine that utilizes the mobility of internationals to keep 

Palestinians rooted in their land, that works to intervene in narratives that Israelis were 

the first to care for the land and instead traces a sustained history of Israel laboring to 

making Palestinian agricultural production impossible, and that aims to shift international 

perceptions about what their presence in Palestine is and means. In their descriptions of 

their labor and how they understand it, Hilo, Al-Zubaidy, and Kassis describe the reasons 

they do this work, notwithstanding its incremental rewards and the assumptions they 

repeatedly have to upend. They describe the moments – from new shops opened to 

boycott initiatives passed to farmer’s settlements won – that give them hope and make 
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their work meaningful at the same time that they describe both their sense of 

hopelessness at witnessing the things they narrate to tourists and their sense of frustration 

at tourists’ misunderstandings of what they are in Palestine to do. In this way, they 

describe a process that is grounded in the precarious, and sometimes impossible, task of 

keeping Palestinians anchored to the land at the same time that it is reliant on the 

precarious, and sometimes impossible, task of asking internationals to rethink their role in 

Israeli occupation, from their purchases and investments at home to their presence and 

assumptions in Palestine. The work of Palestinian solidarity tour guides – and particularly 

those who labor to help Palestinians stay on their land – is thus largely about negotiating 

this precarity and impossibility on a daily basis while also imparting the long and layered 

history of both displacement and resistance that they have inherited. 

Conclusion: 
Stolen Olives and the Continuity of Rupture 
 

The history of displacement that these tours labor to narrate cannot be contained 

to a single year (1948 or 1967), nor a single act (The Nakba or The Naksa), nor a single 

process (Israeli afforestation). That displacement spills out, beyond the contains of the 

1948 invasion of Dayr Yasin, beyond the post-48 need for the Apricot Liberation Front, 

beyond the post-67 harvesting under the cover of darkness in Katannah, beyond sawed-

off tree limbs and Ibrahim Salah’s stolen olives in 2013, beyond Al Khader, where 

farmers like Nabhan Mousa rely on the protective presence of internationals to help plant 

their groves under the surveillance of IDF soldiers pacing on the hill above. That 

displacement is written into the Zionist project of fashioning a landscape marked by trees 
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of a certain sort, a landscape that necessitates sustained erasure. The fieldworkers and 

guides described here are attempting to combat those multiple and daily processes of 

erasure through helping farmers stay on their land, through intervening in Israeli 

narratives of “making the desert bloom” by exposing histories of expulsion and thwarted 

cultivation, and through restructuring international desire. Without requiring displaced 

Palestinians to repeat and repeat their stories (a tenet central to some of the organizing 

work of solidarity tour guides inside Israel’s 1948 borders, as I will explore in the next 

chapter), field workers and guides collect research, gather resources, compile statistics, 

and narrate histories of erasure, and their own stories — from “We inherit the loss” to “In 

Jerusalem, my great grandfathers’ initials are still carved on the building he owned” — 

appear more often as an unscripted sentence here or there, a tangential, yet central, piece 

of the narration of presence in the face of erasure. These organizers are working to 

remind tourists that they are in Palestine to help in whatever limited and truncated ways 

they can (planting on threatened land, harvesting by way of their unrestricted mobility in 

fields West Bank Palestinians can no longer access), to take note of what they see 

(remembering who they meet and what kinds of destruction and rebuilding they witness), 

and to learn (and not to teach). The Olive Tree Campaign, then, is organized around 

exposing the continuity of strategic Zionist displacement in Palestine: a collection of 

similar technologies of uprooting with a set of similar justifications, from “security” to 

“protection,” and a set of similar purposes of foreclosing Palestinian use of the land to 

hasten the possibility that they will not remain. The narration of a singular, contained 

event called The Nakba, obfuscates the underlying consistency these tours lay bare: how, 
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in Hilo’s words, “The situation gets worse by the year in order to force Palestinians to 

leave” – a slow and incremental expulsion in the wake of a series of less subtle ones.  

Through the fraught, unwieldy, and often unpredictable vehicle of tourism, where 

tour guides can plan a tour but can’t plan for tourists’ behavior, and through the equally 

potentially dicey prospect of teaching 50 foreigners at a time how to plant and harvest 

olive trees (and how to do so quickly before the IDF intervenes), organizers, 

fieldworkers, researchers, and guides on the Olive Tree Campaign have managed to craft 

a program that, in spite of the precarious and asymmetrical vehicle through which it is 

delivered, is a small, but significant, pedagogical and material intervention in the erasure 

that makes unchecked Israeli settler colonial expansion possible. While the next chapter 

will analyze the ongoing Nakba within Israel’s 1948 borders, this chapter has taken as its 

subject questions of expulsion, erasure, and continuity in historic and contemporary 

Palestine, specifically through analyzing sustained practices of uprooting in the West 

Bank. Further, this chapter has sought to highlight the work of organizers attempting to 

teach this history, evidence this displacement, and help Palestinians stay where they are, 

from their grove in Al Khader to their shop in Hebron. Through their narrative labor, the 

guides and organizers introduced here have drawn these connections for tourists and have 

traced these histories of afforestation and expulsion, with the olive tree at the center of 

the narration. In this way, the continuity between olive trees razed in 2013 and the “tiny 

wildflowers crushed” in 1948 demonstrates, for tourists, the need for return, the need for 

an end to occupation, and the need for an end to an endless Nakba. The Olive Tree 

Campaign thus works within a deliberately historical tenor in order to ask tourists to 
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reconsider what they thought they knew about the Nakba, what they thought they knew 

about displacement, and what they thought they knew about the ruptures and continuities 

between past and present Israeli occupation.
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Chapter Three 

 
Colonial Ruins and a Decolonized Future: 
Palestinian Narratives, Israeli Audiences, and International Eavesdroppers 
 

In late September of 2012, I joined a tour that was organized by the Israeli NGO 

Zochrot – Hebrew for “Remembering.” The tour was organized to coincide with the 

publication of Zochrot’s guidebook Omrim Yeshna Eretz (Once Upon a Land - a Tour 

Guide), published in both Arabic and in Hebrew. The tour, navigating through the pages 

of the guidebook and translated into an itinerary to commemorate its launch, started in a 

town center in Jerusalem. The tour started late, allowing time for tourists to collect in 

their respective groups of Hebrew-speaking tourists or groups who need simultaneous 

English or Arabic translation, provided by Zochrot volunteers. Even in terms of language, 

it was clear that the audience intended for this tour was Jewish Hebrew-speaking Israelis. 

Those who needed translation functioned somewhat as eavesdroppers on the conversation 

between Hebrew-speaking guides and their tourists. The tour guide, Tamar Avraham, 

first explained that “there used to be vineyards here,” asking tourists to imagine what 

once was. She then gestured in the direction what was once a Muslim cemetery active 

until the 20th century, The Mamilla Cemetery, but where the Wiesenthal Institute is now 

attempting to build its Museum of Tolerance.1 Avraham pointed not only to a chapter of 

                                                
1 See the Wiesenthal Institute’s description of its project, alongside laudatory endorsements from Benjamin 
Netanyahu, Ehud Barak, and Shimon Peres, here: Simon Wiesenthal Institute, Museum of Tolerance: 
Jerusalem, accessed August 5, 2014, 
http://www.wiesenthal.com/site/pp.asp?c=lsKWLbPJLnF&b=5505225#.U-FQ5YBdU34. The Simon 
Wiesenthal Institute was also involved in the de-hiring of Steven Salaita by the University of Illinois at 
Urbana Champaign in 2014. Robin D.G. Kelley, in a recent op-ed in Jadaliyya, expresses his concern that 
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past destruction, describing the palimpsest of the city and drawing attention to what came 

before; she also pointed to destruction-in-progress, the papering-over of yet another 

Muslim cemetery with a museum documenting and working to prevent global anti-

Semitism. Moments later, Avraham pointed toward Gaza Street, Jaffa Gate, and Al-

Khalil (Hebron in Arabic) Gate, pointing to how, at one time, these gates and streets 

actually led to their named designation without obstruction. With the exception of Jaffa, 

checkpoints and borders and warnings against entry render impossible any attempt to 

follow each road to its end. This narrative, spoken on roads that no longer lead to where 

they were constructed to go, recalled the Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions’ 

tours on the Olive Tree Campaign and the Journey for Justice, where tourists stood on the 

East Jerusalem side of the Wall that now blockades the road that used to see Jerusalem 

families travel to Jericho for picnics. These narratives, provided in spaces where their 

content is difficult to imagine, are designed to ask tourists to consider what freedom of 

mobility could – and once did – look like in Palestine. 

 Against an Israeli civic and political sphere that has been marked by increasingly 

public displays of racist vitriol in recent years,2 and against a sea of indifference and 

apathy on the part of the Israeli public, Zochrot works, through tours like these, to turn 

the tide of Israeli public opinion from within Israel. The day-to-day labor of Zochrot is 

                                                                                                                                            
the university’s “decision to summarily fire Professor Salaita had more to do with outside pressure, 
including a strongly-worded letter from the Simon Wiesenthal Center, demanding that the University of 
Illinois rescind its offer because Salaita held ‘aberrational views’ and thus ‘cannot be trusted to confine his 
discussions to his area of study.’” (Robin D.G. Kelley, “Why Did you Fire Steven Salaita?,” Jadaliyya 
August 13, 2014, accessed September 15, 2014, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/18895/why-did-
you-fire-professor-steven-salaita-.) 
2 For more on the shifting and increasingly more authoritarian terrain of Israeli politics, see Max 
Blumenthal, Goliath: Life and Loathing in Greater Israel (New York: Nation Books, 2013). 
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predicated largely on tourism inside Israel’s 1948 borders to villages and urban centers 

depopulated in 1948. This chapter draws from observations of Zochrot’s tours to the 

current sites of Palestinian localities depopulated in 1948 and interviews with the 

organizers in Zochrot who are working with the Badil Resource Center for Palestinian 

Residency and Refugee Rights in the West Bank to practically imagine, blueprint, and 

implement the Palestinian Right of Return. Here, I will detail the content and itineraries 

of Zochrot’s tours within Israel’s 1948 borders and show how they work to expose the 

strategies through which Israel has sought to enact the erasure of Palestine. I will also 

show how Zochrot partners with West Bank organizations in order to imagine a future of 

reparation and moral redress. This fraught process is one through which Palestinians and 

Israelis collectively and radically envision and create blueprints for cities and villages 

that would accommodate the return of Palestinian refugees living alongside Israelis. I 

explore the labor and politics of blueprinting, touring, and narration written into this 

collaboration and focus on the work of imagination not defined by Oslo-era and post-

Oslo narratives of “peace processes” and “coexistence,” nor defined by cyclical 

“ceasefires” between “two sides,” but grounded in a belief in the concrete possibility of 

return. The collaboration between Badil and Zochrot takes the form of symposiums, 

conferences, and presentations on the Right of Return, architects and city planners 

working to imagine decolonized and shared Israeli and Palestinian space, tours to 

depopulated Palestinian localities inside Israel, and joint Badil and Zochrot tours to other 

sites, like Cape Town, South Africa, to determine what may or may not work in 

Israel/Palestine. The villages and city centers imagined in these efforts challenge the 
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exclusions that characterize the contemporary sites of depopulated Palestinian villages at 

the same time that they refuse a nostalgic rendering of a pre-1948 Palestine. Taking 

Zochrot’s multifaceted approach to tourism and the collaborative work between Zochrot 

and Badil as its subject, this chapter asks how tourism, at this historical moment, fits into 

the labor of imagining and implementing return. 

“A Place for the Future:”  
Colonial Debris and the Labor of Imagination 
 
 Earlier in September of 2012, in an air-conditioned office above parking garages 

and cafés in central Tel Aviv, a short cab ride away from the beach where West Bank 

Palestinians — and certainly Palestinians in Gaza — cannot go, I interviewed Umar al-

Ghubari, a Palestinian citizen of Israel and coordinator of tours for Zochrot. He 

emphasized, from the onset of the interview, that, though he helped from the outside, 

Zochrot began with Jewish Israelis in 2002 who were certain that, if they were to talk 

about the future of Palestine, they would necessarily have to go to the sources of the 

conflict in 1948 and 1967.3 The audience for Zochrot, then, has always been Jewish 

Israelis. Zochrot’s work is grounded in consistently remembering — and forcing other 

Israeli Jews to remember — both the Nakba and the Naksa. This remembering, al-

Ghubari explains, is critical and urgent in a context in which the Israeli education system 

fails to teach Israelis “what happened in 1948.”4 In Israeli scholar Nurit Peled-Elhanan’s 

                                                
3 Umar al-Ghubari, Interview by Author, Zochrot, Tel Aviv, September 12, 2012. Transliterations of Umar 
al-Ghubari’s last name are varied and include Igbarieh, Ighbarieh, Ighbariyeh, and Ighbariyye in different 
publications, but here I will privilege his spelling in our email correspondence. 
4 Ibid. 



 141 

assessment, the content and curriculum of Israeli education has everything to do with 

priming Israeli youth for their compulsory military service by first erasing the Nakba and 

then rationalizing the occupation. “One of the aims of the Israeli-Zionist narrative, as of 

every phase of the Zionist project,” she writes as she begins her textual analysis of Israeli 

textbooks in history, geography, and civic studies, “is to create a homogenous identity to 

all the Jewish ethnicities in Israel… while attempting to erase — both physically and 

spiritually — traces of a continuous Palestinian life on the land, so that both Israeli and 

Palestinian memory of it would die.”5 Avner Ben Amos, lecturer in the History of 

Education at Tel Aviv University, recently corroborated this assessment in an op-ed 

analysis of the Israeli Education Minister’s letter to the graduating class of 2014.6 

Education Minister Shai Piron recycled adages like “our wars are wars of no choice” and 

sentiments claiming that Israel has, since its inception, only wanted peace with “its 

enemy.”7 These words, Ben Amos emphasized, were penned during and without 

reference to Israel’s most recent war on Gaza, Operation Protective Edge in the summer 

of 2014. Ben Amos concludes that Piron’s letter “reinforces all those who claim that our 

school system is nothing but an IDF prep course.”8 In response to the erasure of 

Palestinian narratives, coupled with a militarized education system that justifies and 

legitimizes colonial occupation, Zochrot attempts to archive the Nakba via testimonies of 

                                                
5 Nurit Peled-Elhannan, Palestine in Israeli Schoolbooks: Ideology and Propaganda in Education (New 
York: I.B. Taurus, 2012), 15. 
6
 Avner Ben Amos, “Kitsch, Death and God at Israel’s Education Ministry,” September 15, 2014, accessed, 

September 15, 2014, http://972mag.com/kitsch-death-and-god-at-israels-education-ministry/96702/. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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displaced refugees from 1948 and tours to depopulated villages, remind Jewish-Israeli 

audiences of what has happened on the ground on which they walk, and imagine a future 

of reparation in Israel/Palestine.  

 Al-Ghubari describes Zochrot’s work as a mobile pedagogical narrative 

intervention: “Zochrot tries to tell the story through walking, on the ground, visiting the 

places, seeing the ruins, taking testimonies from the refugees of the villages, establishing 

the booklets and material about the village, and inviting people to see the place and hear 

the story from the former residents of the village.”9 Though similar in form to the 

itinerant narration and testimony-gathering of West Bank solidarity tours, Zochrot tours 

differ in that they are (typically) free tours, designed for Israeli Jews, and based on 

refugee testimony and archival research collected to produce pedagogical booklets that 

attempt to archive 1948 and its afterlife.10 Al-Ghubari explains the process through which 

Zochrot works to find expelled residents of the village, who are often internally displaced 

Palestinians inside Israel’s 1948 borders, residents of Jerusalem, or living in the West 

Bank. If they are living in the West Bank, Zochrot works to get permission for them to 

enter Israel and see their former village. Organizationally, Zochrot will record the 

refugees’ testimony and structure their tours based off of the refugees’ memory of the 

village. Al-Ghubari also explains that the degree of participation in the tours is entirely 

contingent on the desire of the refugee; there is no expectation that the village refugees 

will continually narrate their painful history of dislocation to rotating groups of Israelis. 
                                                
9 Umar al-Ghubari, Interview by Author, Zochrot, Tel Aviv, September 12, 2012. 
10 Zochrot’s regularly scheduled tours are free, but they charge a fee for tours they design for other 
organizations, for example when they offer Zochrot tours as part of West Bank organizations’ itineraries 
that cross the Green Line. 
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Instead, the refugees will accompany the tour once, if they choose, and al-Ghubari will 

do the work of translating the content of their narrative for future tours to the same space. 

The involvement on the part of the refugee is thus up to the refugee. There is no tacit or 

contractual agreement that they will lead tours, repeat their story, speak to tourists, or 

otherwise perform their refugee status, unless they choose to take an active role in 

shaping and participating in Zochrot’s itineraries through their village site. Reflecting on 

this process, al-Ghubari explains, “you can imagine if you have 50 or 70 people, most of 

them Israelis, just watching and listening to the refugees telling the story of what 

happened to himself and his village in 1948….” he trails off.11 His laden pause here asks 

for recognition, for a moment, of the way in which these tours demand that Israelis 

reckon with the acts of violence and displacement that have been carried out in their 

name. It’s clear he also wants to emphasize the gravity of this moment, this “contact 

zone,” in the words of Mary Louise Pratt, between colonized and colonizer, a “highly 

asymmetrical” relationship and one that requires the colonizer to listen carefully and not 

speak.12  

 Al-Ghubari, moreover, stresses that this work of touring, even while documenting 

and archiving displacement, is not about the past. It’s about looking, politically, at this 

place “as a place for the future.”13 The two broad goals of the tour, then, are to “learn, to 

have knowledge” and “to look at the future of this place.”14 Each time Zochrot meets 

with a refugee, he explained, they ask how he or she envisions the future of their village, 
                                                
11 Umar al-Ghubari, Interview by Author, Zochrot, Tel Aviv, September 12, 2012. 
12 Pratt, “Art of the Contact Zone,” 34. 
13 Umar al-Ghubari, Interview by Author, Zochrot, Tel Aviv, September 12, 2012. 
14 Ibid. 
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what they think the return should look like. This assessment, of course, depends on the 

reality of the conditions of each village site: “sometimes you will find a place empty, 

with the village destroyed; instead of the village you would see only a forest, or land.”15 

This description recalls not only the vast history of Israeli afforestation detailed in 

Chapter Two, but also the images in the pages in Walid Khalidi’s canonical volume on 

the aftermath of the Nakba on the landscape of Palestine, All That Remains: The 

Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948 (1992). This work, 

coupled with Khalidi’s Before Their Diaspora: A Photographic History of the 

Palestinians 1876-1948 (1984), serves as a pivotal archival resource for understanding, in 

Umar al-Ghubari’s words, “what happened in 1948.” Images like this one, where a 

benign eucalyptus park, equipped with monkey-bars for children and shade for picnics, is 

simultaneously the ruins of a Palestinian cemetery, make up the content of Khalidi’s 

volume (See Figure 7).16  

 

 

                                                
15 Ibid. 
16 Khalidi, All That Remains, xxxix. Image: “Salama 1987” at “Palestine Remembered,” December 19, 
2007, accessed March 28, 2015, http://www.palestine remembered.com/Jaffa/Salama/Picture17574.html. 

Figure 7: “Salama 1987” at “Palestine 
Remembered” (December 19, 2007) 



 145 

 

The image is anchored by the text: “The cemetery of Salam (Jaffa), now a park (May 

1987).”17 Khalidi defines All That Remains as a “call, on the threshold of the second 

century of the Zionist-Arab conflict, for a pause, for a moment of introspection by the 

contemporary engineers of Zionism and their sympathizers. It is a call for, as it were, a 

break in the chain of causation which has, since the beginning of the Zionist colonization 

of Palestine, created the dimensions of the tragedy of the Palestinian people as we know 

it today.”18 Khalidi’s project extends his previous 1984 publication, Before Their 

Diaspora, where, like he meticulously does in All That Remains, he interrogates the 

Israeli “aversion to scrutiny, with all its moral implications, of Zionism’s historical record 

in Palestine since the 1880’s.”19 This aversion, Khalidi maintains, is so debilitating and 

pervasive that it has allowed Israelis and their supporters to convince themselves that 

“…the Palestinians did not exist at all before 1948.”20  

 Zochrot’s project of archiving, in many ways, picks up where Khalidi’s leaves off. 

Published in 1992 and reprinted in 2006, Khalidi’s work documents what depopulated 

villages looked like twenty-two years ago; Zochrot seeks to document what they look like 

today and what they could, potentially, look like tomorrow. Zochrot’s project, like Walid 

Khalidi’s, is chiefly concerned with the “Israeli aversion to scrutiny,” but, unlike 

Khalidi’s work, is born from the endeavor to document a colonial project in which one is 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Khalidi, All That Remains, xxxiv. 
19 Walid Khalidi, Before their Diaspora: A Photographic History of the Palestinians (Washington, D.C.: 
Institute for Palestine Studies, 1984), 14, 15. 
20 Khalidi, Before their Diaspora, 14. 
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deeply complicit. Unlike West Bank tours, Zochrot is not solely – or even predominantly 

– about “witnessing.” It is about standing in spaces with histories (sometimes no longer 

visible) of violence and displacement and imagining alternative futures. It is a project of 

crafting imaginary geographies, blueprinting fantasy villages. Like the British arborist on 

the planting program in the village of Beit Ummar, who wanted to take his time with the 

planting, and unlike the urgency with which the farmers in Beit Ummar had to plant, 

Zochrot — operating from a site of colonial privilege — has the time and space to 

imagine. From tourists in Hebron asked to imagine what Shuhada Street would have 

looked like as a bustling marketplace, to tourists in Jericho asked to imagine what the 

landscape would look like if Palestinians could irrigate their fields, to tourists in 

Jerusalem asked to imagine what the Western Wall Plaza looked like before Palestinian 

homes were torn down to build it, imagination is a sustained undercurrent of solidarity 

tourism in Palestine. Zochrot asks tourists to “imagine,” too, yet, here they want tourists 

to imagine not only what this house/neighborhood/parking lot/coffee shop looked like 

when it was once a Palestinian home or village, but, perhaps more urgently, to imagine 

what it could look like after return, what it would look like as a shared space 

characterized by actual, and not nominal, equality. 

“The Family Never Lived Here:” 
On Tourism, Dispossession, and Evidentiary Weight  
 
 On Zochrot’s September 2012 tour, the tour guide, Tamar Avraham, began the 

walking tour by asking tourists to examine the built environment, bringing to the surface 

the evidentiary weight around which the tours are organized. She asked questions like, 
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“How can we tell this was a Palestinian neighborhood?” and responded with answers 

referencing architectural context, stories of whose house belonged to whom, and 

narratives of when they were forced to leave. She detailed a brief history of the Absentee 

Property Law, wherein anyone, even temporarily, not living in his home lost it 

permanently. As the tour group moved through Jerusalem neighborhoods, Umar al-

Ghubari translated Avraham’s words into Arabic for other Palestinian tour guides and 

organizers, young and old, who I recognized from the solidarity tours they design and 

offer in Jerusalem and in Hebron. They took as many notes as the Israelis and 

internationals on the tours, writing to remember and then translate to their international 

clients. Avraham offered snippets of history: Martin Buber’s home as we passed it, his 

discomfort with the circumstances in which he found himself, how he moved all the 

Palestinian furniture in his suddenly new home to preserve it in case the Palestinian 

family came back, how he held onto it until he died; the Jalat family’s home with the 

elaborate facades, how the family left in 1948 after the Haganah sent in a Jew to the 

neighborhood who announced, in Arabic, that residents should leave for their own 

security; how one Palestinian, Mattusia, a resident of this elite neighborhood — not a 

village, which are now often the only sites referenced in remembrances of 1948 — was 

taken out of his home by force. Umar al-Ghubari interrupted Tamar Avraham’s telling, 

correcting her: “No one left their homes voluntarily.” Avraham, flustered, responded, 

“Yes, but Mattusia was taken out by force.” This interchange — like Baha Hilo’s 

correcting of the tour guide in Aida Refugee Camp — is yet another moment wherein one 

tour guide corrects another and, specifically, wherein one tour guide corrects another who 
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is trying to sanitize the space’s history or the significance of its decolonized future. Here, 

the correction pivots on the question of what constitutes “voluntarily” and what 

constitutes “force.” When the Haganah arrived, telling the residents of the neighborhood 

about the violence one neighborhood over, warning them that they should leave lest they 

subject their family too to this danger, and then, when Zionist settlers took over their 

home in their “absence” via the Absentee Property Law, is this not force? Or does it, as 

Tamar Avraham implied before Umar al-Ghubari corrected her, only constitute force if 

armed gunmen enter your house and push you into the street? Expulsion, dispossession, 

and displacement take many forms, al-Ghubari reminds the group through this act of 

correction. This process of collective/corrective narration demonstrates the ways in which 

tours that seek to enumerate the multiple dispossessions Palestinians have experienced — 

whether in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, or Israel’s 1948 borders — are characterized 

by asymmetrical relationships. These asymmetries are not limited to those between 

tourist and host but, as in this context and as in the context of Aida Refugee Camp when 

Baha Hilo had to remind the tour guide that Palestinian refugees “inherit the loss,” these 

asymmetries are often between one tour guide and another tour guide. This interchange 

speaks also to the ways in which this form of tourism, while scripted, is also always ad-

hoc, responding to statements that urgently need correcting (like the contention that 

Palestinian refugees should “get over” their dispossession), or augmenting (like the 

kuffiyeh-seller’s “electric fences” added to tour guides’ descriptions of the Wall in 

Bethlehem), or re-routing (like when groups can no longer access a farmer’s field from 

the West Bank side of the Wall due to new restrictions and regulations and need to find 
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alternative routes from inside Jerusalem). Here, Umar al-Ghubari, a Palestinian guide, 

reminds Tamar Avraham, a Jewish Israeli guide, what “force” means in the context of 

dispossession and duplicity in 1948 Jerusalem. 

 We walked through what became known as the Talbiyya quarter of Jerusalem, 

passing home after home. We stopped at one house and Avraham explained that this was 

the first house a Jew came to rent in 1943, how he moved here with his library, how, at 

that time, Jews were renters (and not yet settlers) in Palestine. We soon arrive at the villa 

of Hanna Ibrahim Bisharat; there are missing pieces of the façade and the villa name is no 

longer there. Stopping the group to tell the story of this home, the tour guide explained 

how Hanna Ibrahim Bisharat, falling on hard economic times, had leased his home to the 

British, how it was first turned into the headquarters of the British Air Force, how the 

Haganah was very interested in getting the house, and how it then became the house of 

Golda Meir. To tell this history, the guide turned to the narrative provided by Bisharat’s 

grandson, well-known law professor George Bisharat, in his 2003 essay in the San 

Francisco Chronicle. The essay, “Rite of Return to a Palestinian Home,” charts George 

Bisharat’s 1977 visit to the home his grandfather built in 1926. Bisharat writes, 

“Although he was a Christian, Papa named the home ‘Villa Harun ar-Rashid,’ in honor of 

the Muslim Abbasid Caliph renowned for his eloquence, passion for learning, and 

generosity. Painted tiles with this name were inset above the second floor balcony and 

over a side entrance.”21 In his essay, Bisharat describes how his father had consistently 

                                                
21 George Bisharat, “Rite of Return to a Palestinian Home,” San Francisco Chronicle, May 18, 2003, 
accessed August 5, 2014, http://www.sfgate.com/opinion/article/Rite-of-return-to-a-Palestinian-home-
2647312.php. 
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regaled him with stories about running through the surrounding orchards and fields at the 

house his grandfather built, stories of his uncles’ births in the home, stories of how the 

children all went to the Catholic school up the road. He describes how his father’s twin, 

an architect named Victor, designed the wall enclosing the front yard and how his 

grandfather moved to a modest house on the Bethlehem road, with no knowledge, of 

course, that he and his family would never return. Both Bisharat’s father and uncles were 

not in Palestine in 1948, and, as Bisharat describes, Villa Harun ar-Rashid was “picked 

by Zionist armed groups for the commanding view it offered from its roof. No blood was 

shed in taking it, as the British officers simply handed over the keys to the Haganah. Like 

most Palestinian families, we were subsequently stripped of [the] title to our home 

through a law passed by the new state of Israel called the Absentee Property Law.”22 

 Bisharat narrates how the house became divided, with Gold Meir – he reminds the 

reader, “author of the famous quip that ‘the Palestinian people did not exist’”23 – 

occupying the upstairs flat when she was Israel’s foreign minister. Zochrot’s tour guide 

explains, and Bisharat’s 2003 essay reiterates, that Meir gave the orders to remove the 

home’s name from the façade. In Bisharat’s words, “Anticipating a visit from U.N. 

Secretary General Dag Hammerskjold, it is said, she ordered the sandblasting of the tiles 

on the front of the house to obliterate the ‘Villa Harun ar-Rashid’ and thereby conceal the 

fact that she was living in an Arab home.”24 The passage from Bisharat’s essay that 

Zochrot’s guides read out loud that day was this one, although with a slightly different 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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translation, as the English translator from Hebrew explained: “Apologies: this is going 

from English to Hebrew back to English!:”  

When I went to Jerusalem in 1977, I had only a photograph of the home, and a 
general description of its location from my grandmother. It was summer, hot and 
dusty, and I paced back and forth through the neighborhood inspecting each of the 
houses, occasionally asking for directions. All the street names had been changed 
to those of Zionist leaders and figures from Jewish history, and the hospital that 
my grandmother had described as a landmark apparently no longer existed. As I 
was resting against a wall in the shade, I saw a home that resembled Papa’s. As I 
hurried across the street, I could just make out the name in the tile: Villa Harun 
ar-Rashid. I guess Golda’s sandblasters had been a little rushed.25 
 

Zochrot’s tour guides explained how George Bisharat, sad and scared, knocked on the 

door, showed his American passport to the Eastern European woman who opened the 

door, and explained to her who he was. The response he was greeted with was, “Your 

family never lived here.”26 The guides explained how Bisharat conceptualized the 

woman’s incapacity or unwillingness to see the family in whose house she lived. In his 

essay, he wrote, “Later I would understand this as part of a way of rationalizing the 

seizure of our property – easier to swallow, in moral terms, the expropriation of a 

speculative business investment by some rich absentee landlord than to contemplate the 

taking of a family’s home.”27 Zochrot’s guides walked tourists through Bisharat’s essay, 

explaining how he was humiliated at having to plead with this woman from Eastern 

                                                
25 Ibid. The line, “All the street names had been changed to those of Zionist leaders and figures from Jewish 
history, and the hospital that my grandmother had described as a landmark apparently no longer existed,” 
was missing from the English translation of Zochrot’s tour in Hebrew. 
26 Bisharat explains this encounter as follows: “I was immediately flooded with emotion – anger, sadness, 
and most of all – tension, tinged with fear. I walked through the garden toward the front staircase, putting 
my hand on the stone banister, as I knew Papa and my own father must have done countless times. I rang 
the bell. After a long wait, an elderly woman opened the door. I explained my visit by saying that my 
grandfather had built the home, displayed my American passport, and asked if I could briefly see the 
interior. Virtually her first words were: “The family (meaning my family) never lived here.” (Ibid.) 
27 Ibid. 



 152 

Europe to enter his own family’s home. Her husband joined her at the front door and let 

Bisharat into the foyer, but no further because “everything's been changed anyway;” the 

couple explained that the house had needed a multitude of repairs and renovations.28 

Bisharat stood there, Zochrot’s guides explained, sensing everything: feeling the air, 

smelling the atmosphere, trying to hear the sounds of his father’s and sibling’s voices. He 

left five minutes later. Bisharat’s essay explains, further, that the woman’s husband was 

now-retired Justice Zvi Berenson of the Israeli Supreme Court, that some 10,000 Arab 

homes in West Jerusalem were looted and seized in the months before 1948, and that 

Berenson himself, as a Supreme Court Justice, had “upheld laws facilitating Israel's 

acquisition of Palestinian lands through what amounted to legalized theft.”29 

 Zochrot explained that Bisharat returned much later (his essay specifies in 2000) 

and the owners had changed, but he and his family were greeted with the same sentiment, 

yet this time they were let a few steps further into the home than before. Bisharat explains 

the interchange in detail: 

The front door swung open and a man smilingly offered: “May I help you?” 
Somewhat startled, I thanked him for his kindness, and he explained, “Many 
tourists come to see this house. It’s included in walking tours of the city.” The 
man, an American from New York, permitted us to enter, and venture through 
more of the first floor than I had seen before. But when I said that my father’s 
family had lived in the home, he was incredulous. This time, I was not surprised 
as he protested, still congenially: “But the family never lived here.” He had 
gleaned this from a newspaper article, he maintained. Repeatedly, he insisted, it 
seemed a half dozen times: “The family never lived here.”30 
 

                                                
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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This reflection – describing only one “return” to only one of the 10,000 homes taken over 

– reveals much about colonial settlement in Israel by Eastern European, and then 

American, inhabitants, the pillage endemic to this settlement, and the refusal to 

acknowledge any semblance of complicity in this dispossession, from erasing the name 

on the façade to the repeated insistence that “the family never lived here.” This reflection 

simultaneously reveals the politics of Israeli tourism, the way in which tourism, too, in 

Palestine, is occupied by Israel. That “many tourists come to see this house,” that “it’s 

included in walking tours of the city,” and that the narrative espoused is that the family 

never lived there serves as a microcosm for Zionist colonial settlement and its 

relationship to tourism writ large. The tourism in this context serves to bolster and uphold 

the justificatory colonial narrative that Israel took over what was already an empty, 

abandoned space: a “land without a people.” Bisharat also notes that the narrative the first 

inhabitants provided him with, that “everything changed because it was in need of 

repair,” embodied “an urban and smaller-scale version of the myth that Zionists had 

encountered a barren wasteland and ‘made the desert bloom.’”31 Here too, this narrative 

that “the family never lived here” – and the fact that this narrative is circulated through a 

touristic citational practice that consistently returns to this explanatory framework – is 

part of the colonial project that justified expulsion via recourse to the Absentee Property 

Law and then continues to justify the rescinding of any claim to that space, even for a 

fleeting moment, on the basis of an investment in the belief that no one came before.  

                                                
31 Ibid. 
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 Zochrot emphasizes, before moving on, that Bisharat’s story is only one of many 

from the scores of people who came after 1967 to see their houses. One thinks only of 

Ghassan Kanafani’s novella “Returning to Haifa,” his description of peacock feathers still 

in the vase and the frames still on the wall, to recall the violence of the initial 

dispossession, this legalized theft in Bisharat’s words, and the violence of witnessing 

your family home in someone else’s hands.32 In another iteration of the question of what 

else is inherited by Palestinian refugees, Bisharat adds that, in addition to loss, his 

children are “heirs of the truth about Villa Harun ar-Rashid.”33 Basing this section of the 

tour on Bisharat’s narrative as an example of the kinds of dispossession experienced two 

times and three times over by Palestinian refugees, Zochrot attempts to reveal the kinds 

of “truths” obfuscated and denied in the repetition of “the family never lived here,” a 

repetition that begs the question of who, exactly, those repeating this utterance are trying 

to convince. As Zochrot’s tour is directed to a Hebrew-speaking audience that is 

predominantly Jewish Israelis, with international eavesdroppers hearing the tour in 

translation, Zochrot makes it clear that their work attempts to intervene in the obsessively 

repetitive and wholly inaccurate stories Israelis (and here, Americans and Eastern 

Europeans) tell to convince themselves that the homes they inherited were rendered 

“available” via absence and negligence on the part of Palestinians. 

 The tour group stood on the street in front of Villa Harun ar-Rashid, the home 

Hanna Ibrahim Bisharat built, taking in its grandeur, looking, in vain, for any explanatory 

                                                
32 See Ghassan Kanafani, “Returning to Haifa,” in Barbara Harlow and Karen E. Riley, Palestine’s 
Children: Returning to Haifa and Other Stories (Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000). 
33 George Bisharat, “Rite of Return to a Palestinian Home.” 



 155 

plaques, and listening to the snippets of the Bisharat family narrative (See Figure 8). 

George Bisharat’s narrative is rendered not whole, but in fragments. Zochrot does not 

read the entirety of his essay, but provides the citation (San Francisco Chronicle, 2003 

and reprinted in Ha’aretz) and reads specific paragraphs: when Bisharat travels to 

Jerusalem, carrying only a picture and a general description, when he sees the name-

changes to Zionist leaders, when he sees the house itself, when he knocks on the door, 

when they tell him: “Your family never lived here.” 

 

Figure 8: “Villa Harun ar-Rashid” 
Photograph by Author 
(September 21, 2012) 

 
Because of the difficulties of tourism as a vehicle for imparting layered and complex 

histories, tourists do not have access to the entirety of the narrative. The narrative non-
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Hebrew-speaking tourists hear is even more fragmented, as the translator apologizes for 

the messiness of a translation that has gone from English to Hebrew then back to English. 

These fragments are endemic not only to the retelling of Bisharat’s narrative, but also to 

the structure of the tour itself, as it was only within moments that the tour group moved 

on to the next house. Traveling through affluent tree-lined streets in Jerusalem, hearing 

fragmented recitations of dispossession and theft, stopping for five, ten, or fifteen 

minutes at a time, tourists in this context are not meant to “get a sense” of what life is like 

for Palestinians under occupation — one ostensible goal of tours in the West Bank — but 

they are meant to imaginatively consider what it would have been like to have your house 

permanently occupied while you were temporarily living elsewhere, to have the name 

changed on the home your grandfather built, to have an American-accented Israeli tell 

you that your family never lived there. The thread that strings these narrative fragments 

together is the desire to expose a dispossession that has been routinely denied, to provide 

evidentiary weight of dispossession in a space that reveals no traces of it. 

 The group travels from this villa, the site of George Bisharat’s family home, past a 

Greek Orthodox Church in a neighborhood that was once mostly Christian except for one 

Muslim family, past the Greek consulate, past the street Zochrot is trying to get renamed 

Nakba Street (“No Nakba Street yet, but inshallah,” one guide explained), to the home of 

Palestinian author, poet, and scholar Khalil Sakakini. Zochrot’s tour guide explained how 

Sakakini built his house with enthusiasm, time, and energy in the years before 1936, how 

he saw it as a personal project that was also part of a national project, how, when the 

house was finished, the family walked room by room taking it in: “Our house was a 
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world in itself,” the tour guide read lines excerpted from Khalil Sakakini’s daughter 

Hala’s edited volume of her father’s journals and Hala Sakakini’s own published 

memoirs. Zochrot explained how Sakakini’s home was a strategic place for Zionists, how 

it enabled them to stay in touch with other neighborhoods, how this neighborhood — 

Qatamon, translated from Greek to mean “under the monastery” — became a site of 

constant gunfire in 1948 before Sakakini fled to Cairo. After the UN General Assembly 

adopted the resolution to partition Palestine in 1947, and though the resolution named 

Jerusalem a separate international zone, Zionist militias began to target both Palestinian 

civilians and armed members of neighborhoods like Qatamon.34 On January 5, 1948, the 

Haganah blew up the Semiramis hotel, a family establishment in Qatamon, claiming 

(based on mistaken intelligence reports) that the hotel was the headquarters of the 

Qatamon guard.35 18 people died, dozens were wounded, and many went into shock.36 

The next day, many families left Qatamon, but the Sakakini family stayed to defend their 

home. Khalil Sakakini wrote in his journals, sarcastically, “We have turned our 

neighborhood, which is encircled by a road and is a kind of island, into an entrenched 

fortress, compared to which the fortresses of Sebastopol, Verdun, Gibraltar and Malta are 

as nothing.”37 After a night of constant shooting, Hala Sakakini wrote in her own journal, 

“If strong security measures are not taken immediately, our turn of leaving our home will 

come soon. We cannot be expected to wait empty handed for the Jews to come blow us 

                                                
34 Itamar Radai, “Qatamon, 1948: The Fall of a Neighborhood,” Jerusalem Quarterly 46 (2011): 7. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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up.”38 Zochrot recounted Hala Sakakini’s descriptions of how she laid on the ground, 

night after night, waiting for the bullets to stop, and how after the San Simon battle when 

the Zionists conquered the San Simon Greek Orthodox Monastery, she and her family 

finally fled. “Only when we passed the last Jewish town did we feel like we were in a 

free zone,” she wrote, and Zochrot narrated.39  

 In recounting the history of Qatamon through the memoirs of Khalil and Hala 

Sakakini, as well as Ghada Karmi, who narrates her own expulsion from Qatamon in her 

memoir In Search of Fatima: A Palestinian Story (2002), historian Itamar Radai 

describes the tensions between village militants and the barely armed Palestinian middle 

class in Qatamon — a tension absent from the truncated narrative provided by Zochrot, 

but important to underscore the ways in which Zochrot’s tour, in this case, is not one of 

the depopulated villages they are most well-known for exposing, but of the contemporary 

state of sites that were unmistakably middle class. These are not the spaces Walid Khalidi 

details in All That Remains, villages attacked and emptied by Zionist militias in 1948; 

they are, rather, the sites he didn’t include, the sites he explained in the disclaimer at the 

beginning of the text that he would not be focusing on. In the introduction, he wrote that 

urban centers had received at least scant international attention at his time of writing 

(1992), and he would instead focus on villages. Khalidi explained how most of these 

urban centers (with the notable exception of Nazareth) were emptied of their Palestinian 

residents, while “[t]heir immovable assets — commercial centers, residential quarters, 

                                                
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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schools, banks, hospitals, clinics, mosques, churches, and other public buildings, parks 

and utilities, all passed en bloc into the possession of the citizens of the nascent state of 

Israel.”40 “Also appropriated intact by Israelis,” he continued, “were the moveable assets: 

furniture, silver, pictures, carpets, libraries, and heirlooms — all accruements of middle 

class life of the erstwhile Palestinian residents.”41 Taking up only one object on this list 

— libraries — Zochrot’s tour labored to describe, in detail, the theft of Khalil Sakakini’s 

books as his family was forced to leave Qatamon. 

 Zochrot’s tour guide explained how in the months after April 30, 1948, the day the 

Sakakini family — the last Palestinian family in Qatamon — fled to Cairo, Khalil 

Sakakini gave a speech in Cairo lamenting the theft of his books. The speech was titled, 

“No, We Will Not Forget” and was given to the Orthodox Club in Heliopolis, Cairo on 

October 11, 1948.42  “The thing that hurt the most,” he explained in his speech, “was the 

library, the books.” Tamar Avraham continued to read his words, standing on the street 

near his home:  

Live in peace, my library. Live in peace, my house. I do not know what happened. 
Were you burned? Were you moved? Did you end up in a public library? Did you 
end up in a private library? In some market? Live in peace, my books. You were 
my spiritual sustenance. I cherished you. Everyone who visited me, night and day, 
found solace in my books.43 
 

This abbreviated translation of Sakakini’s speech closely approximates the questions he 

actually asked in Cairo. Ibrahim Muhawi and Christopher Tingley’s translation in Salma 

                                                
40 Khalidi, All That Remains, xxxii. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Salma Khadra Jayyusi, ed., Anthology of Modern Palestinian Literature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1992). 
43 Zochrot’s narration of Sakakini’s 1948 speech in Cairo: “No, We Will Nor Forget,” a speech delivered to 
the Orthodox Club in Heliopolis, Cairo on October 11, 1948. 
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Khadra Jayyusi’s edited volume Anthology of Modern Palestinian Literature (1992) 

reads as follows:  

Goodbye, my books! I don’t know what became of you after your departure. Have 
you been looted or burned? Have you been honorably transferred to a public or 
private library? Or have you been carted over to grocery shops so that your pages 
could be used for wrapping onions? … Goodbye, my books!… You’re too 
precious for me to be without you. You’re my spiritual food, which I’ve always 
hungered for and still hunger for. I used to keep you company night and day, and 
it was a rare visitor, by day or by night, who didn’t find me poring over my 
books.44 
 

The fragments narrated by Zochrot are meant to, in Zochrot’s words, “capture the 

moment” of exodus, exile, and dispossession. Reading the words of loss in the aftermath 

of theft, Zochrot compels its audience to imagine that loss. Reading the words in front of 

the contemporary site of relative calm and affluence, Zochrot also attempts to remind its 

audience of what is too easily forgotten with a cursory glance of upper-middle class 

neighborhoods in West Jerusalem. The group stands near, but not directly in front, of the 

Sakakini home, the space that had been the social center of Qatamon during the 

Haganah’s attacks, the space that had housed Khalil Sakakini’s library, the space where 

the family had hosted debates on when to leave and what to take. Google Maps 

coordinates give the viewer this image of the home, which has been turned into a 

Women’s International Zionist Organization (WIZO) nursery and kindergarten with the 

help of American Jewish patrons (See Figure 9).45  

                                                
44 Jayyusi, ed., Anthology of Modern Palestinian Literature, 684. 
45 Screenshot, Google Maps, taken by author, September 1, 2014, accessed September 1, 2014, 
https://www.google.com/maps/@31.762546,35.211008,3a,75y,270h,88.69t/data=!3m4!1e1!3m2!1sK3XSv
R4gceawX8t1wv3Z7Q!2e0!6m1!1e1.  
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Figure 9: Sakakini Family Home  
Screenshot, Google Maps 

Taken by author (September 1, 2014) 
 
 
In it, the viewer can see the preschool’s name, cars parked out front, and the wholesale 

transformation of the space. Zochrot’s 2008 photo-essay, by Haim Hanegbi and Tzachi 

Ostrovsky, accompanying the exhibit “Palestinian Houses in West Jerusalem: Stories and 

Photographs” curated by Norma Musih from November to February 2008-2009, included 

the following image and a narrative detailing the Sakakini expulsion from Qatamon.46 

This image, in black and white, better approximates what the house might have looked 

like when Sakakini lived there, without the clear commercial resonances evident in the 

Google Maps snapshot (See Figure 10). The Zochrot exhibit that housed these pieces is 

dedicated to Faisal al-Husseini, who located the buildings, identified the families, 

collected testimonies, and worked with Palestinian refugees from West Jerusalem who 
                                                
46 “The Sakakini House – Katamon,” Photograph by Tzachi Ostrovosky, in Haim Hanegbi and Tzachi 
Ostrovosky, “Palestinian Houses in West Jerusalem: Stories and Photographs,” October 2008, accessed 
September 1, 2014, http://zochrot.org/sites/default/files/palestinian_houses_english.pdf. 
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had lived in the city for generations. Framing the exhibit, Zochrot explains that they 

listened to the Nakba’s refugees, photographed their homes on “this side of the Green 

Line,” and “tried to capture the moment when they were parted from them.”47  

 

Figure 10: Sakakini Family Home,  
Photograph by Tzachi Ostrovosky (2008) 

 
 
They continued, “The help we received from the staff of the Orient House was what 

enabled us to retrieve the little we were able to recover from the depths of forgetting and 

denial, before Faisal al-Husseini died and his Orient House was captured and looted and 

sealed by Israel.”48 Thus, even in their narration of how only one exhibit and collection of 

testimonies came to be, they continue to describe the ongoing Nakba of theft and looting 

that characterizes the Zionist settlement of Palestine. 

 In their narration of the expulsion of the Sakakini family, Zochrot’s photo-essay, 

authored by Haim Hanegbi, describes who Khalil Sakakini was, how he established the 

                                                
47 Haim Hanegbi and Tzachi Ostrovosky, “Palestinian Houses in West Jerusalem: Stories and 
Photographs.”   
48 Ibid. 
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first Arab national school in the country, al-Madasra al Dustriyya in Jerusalem, how he 

eliminated exams and homework and introduced sports, and how members of the 

Sephardic Jewish community of Jerusalem were among the school’s pupils.49 The photo-

essay describes how Sakakini wrote the leading textbooks for teaching Arabic in 

Palestine and throughout the Arab world, how the royalties from those books allowed 

him to build the family home in Qatamon.50 Sakakini had wanted to call the house “The 

Island,” explaining in a letter to his son Sari, who was in the U.S. studying political 

science, that “After all, the Arabian Peninsula is known as an ‘island,’ and it’s actually 

only a peninsula.”51 He named the homes’ rooms after Arab cities – Sana, Damascus, 

Baghdad, Cairo – and Cordova, in Andalusia. The photo-essay describes how Sakakini 

spoke only of the house when he was asked about himself; he wrote in his diary: “When 

people ask me how I am, I reply that the house is spacious. When they ask where I’ve 

been, I tell them I’ve been at home. When they ask me where I’m going, I tell them I’m 

going home.”52 Eleven years later, Hanegbi writes, “no more than an instant of historical 

time, the country, the city, the neighborhood, the house would all be transformed beyond 

recognition, and people who once were rooted in place would become refugees.”53  

Providing yet another translation of Sakakini’s pleas in Cairo to understand where his 

books went, the essay describes what happened when Hala Sakakini, with her sister 

Domiya, returned to West Jerusalem from Ramallah after 1967, when the Jordanian-

                                                
49 “The Sakakini House,” in Haim Hanegbi and Tzachi Ostrovosky, “Palestinian Houses in West Jerusalem: 
Stories and Photographs,” 2. 
50 Ibid., 2. 
51 Ibid., 2. 
52 Ibid., 2. 
53 Ibid., 2. 
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Israeli border no longer severed them from traveling to Qatamon after Israel occupied the 

West Bank.54 The essay describes how they saw their home, transformed into a WIZO 

kindergarten, and then immediately transitions into a description of the daughters’ visit to 

the Hebrew University National Library to find their father’s books. 

 Zochrot’s tour, however, lingers with the moments – excerpted from Hala 

Sakakini’s memoirs – when they went to see their home. Zochrot narrated Hala and 

Domiya Sakakini’s initial enthusiasm when they came back to visit this house in 1967: 

“We could barely wait. All we could see was a new building and, now, second floors.” 

They came to the street, turned right, and walked toward the house; the shade of the trees 

was familiar. They saw their house – and that of Uwwad, Abu Dir, and a third house 

belonging to their neighbors – and finally they were there. The house looked dark, the 

paint was peeling, the road was dirty and dusty. The beautiful garden, with the jasmine 

tree, was not there; instead, the yard was filled with abandoned furniture. The daughters 

reflected on the loss and disjuncture between what they remembered and what they saw, 

reflecting that it is the people who create a neighborhood and, though their neighbors’ 

houses were there, their neighbors were not. The tour guides continued to describe how 

the sisters went to find their fathers’ books in the National Library and that they were 

given one book to see as a representative example. This time, the photo-essay fleshes out 

what Zochrot’s tour guides skip over. Hanegbi describes:  

When they heard rumors that their father’s large, renowned library was being held 
in the Hebrew University National Library, they went there. We introduced 
ourselves, they said, and were taken to one of the senior librarians. He was 

                                                
54 Ibid., 3. 
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courteous, but what he had to say was harsh. You have no right to claim anything, 
he said, because each volume individually, and all of them together, are 
abandoned property. He may have seen us look amazed, and perhaps also angry, 
they said, for he repeated that since 1948 all Palestinian property, books, 
buildings, fields, villages, towns, has become the property of the state of Israel. 
 
Domiya and Hala asked at least to be permitted to view the books, maybe touch 
them, page through them, but the librarian, obstinate, agreed to show them just 
one book, only one, whichever they chose, whichever they remembered. We 
knew that father didn’t write his name in the books, they said, but would make 
notes on the page margins. We selected “The Beggars,” by Al-Jahdh, a ninth 
century encyclopedist. And, in fact, after some time the librarian returned, holding 
the book. He let us page through it in front of him, as if we were dangerous 
culture robbers, and waited for us to return it.55 
 

Zochrot, in both the photo-essay and its tour, explained that the sisters decided not to try 

again (in the words of the tour) and made no more memory journeys (in the words of the 

photo-essay). Zochrot lingers on the description(s) of Sakakini’s books – the moveable 

assets, in the words of Walid Khalidi, and trappings of Palestinian middle class life in 

Jerusalem. This walking tour, this spending time in front of people’s houses, the slowness 

of this fragmented narration, differs in content and structure to the tours of the West 

Bank. West Bank solidarity tours are often necessarily hurried: getting past a checkpoint 

without detection, eating quickly to miss predicted road blocks on the way home, leaving 

plenty of time to get internationals out of Bethlehem and into Jerusalem in time to meet 

with ICAHD before the sun sets so the group will still be able to see the destruction in 

East Jerusalem. Here, with the slow pace of meandering through wealthy neighborhoods 

in West Jerusalem, the full-day tour Zochrot offers, and the demographic make-up of its 

mostly Jewish Israeli domestic tourists, there is a different, slower, quieter, and more 

                                                
55 Ibid., 3. 
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melancholic tenor to the tour itself. While West Bank tours ask tourists to witness what it 

continues to be like for the families of the farmers and shop owners whose lives and 

livelihoods they are touring, Zochrot’s tours ask tourists to imagine what it must have 

been like for the Sakakini family, for the Bisharat family, and for the countless others 

whose names did not carry so much weight as they traveled. Their focus on books and 

libraries, in particular, asks tourists – in their direct complicity – to imagine what kinds of 

beloved objects made up the lives of those who lived in their own homes before they did. 

As Zochrot moved slowly through this narrative of theft, taking the time to ground the 

tour in literary descriptions of displacement, its focus on the object of books – as a 

microcosm for displacement writ large – was both sustained and deliberate. 

“Abandoned Property” and Official Looters: 
Worn Pages, Coffee Rings, and Reparations  
 
 Zochrot’s specific focus on the theft of Palestinian books does not occur in a 

cultural vacuum; the looting of Palestinian libraries has in fact been the subject of a 

collection of recent cultural productions, films, and art installations. Like the photograph 

exhibit at Zochrot in substance, but unlike it in perspective, Palestinian artists and 

filmmakers have narrated this history not from the space of a field researcher, but from 

the space of a refugee who, like Baha Hilo, has inherited this loss. Palestinian artist and 

filmmaker Emily Jacir, for example, spent two years taking photographs of every book in 

the National Library that was stolen from Palestinian personal libraries, going into the 

archives with her cell phone and taking pictures of every page. In her 2014 show, 

Intervals, at Alexander and Bonin Gallery in New York, she included her installation Ex 
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Libris (2010-2012), which documents the 30,000 books appropriated by the Israeli state 

in 1948 from Palestinian homes, libraries, and institutions.56 At the Jewish National 

Library, where Hala and Domiya Sakakini went to look for their father’s library, six 

thousand of these books are held under the designation “A.P.” (Abandoned Property).57 

As poet Cynthia Cruz writes in a review of the exhibit, “The images of pages of the 

looted books, some with signatures, some with coffee ring stains, don’t say anything. 

They remain silent.”58  

 

Figure 11: Emily Jacir, Ex Libris 2010-2012;  
Installation, Public Project, and Book Intervals, March 1-April 5, 2014  

Alexander and Bonin, NYC; Photograph by Joerg Lohse 
 

Cruz describes a prayer card with a blonde haloed Jesus in one book’s pages, a coffee 

stain in another, a Xerox page from another book in yet another (See Figure 11).59 This 

excerpt from her exhibit, page 24, showcases the owned and loved pages of these books, 

their worn character, the held pages, the traces of how many times they had been pored 

                                                
56 Cynthia Cruz, “Silence is Enough: On Emily Jacir,” Hyperallergic: Sensitive to Arts & its Discontents, 
August 7, 2014, accessed September 1, 2014, http://hyperallergic.com/142225/silence-is-enough-on-emily-
jacir/. 
57 Zochrot, “Palestinian Houses in West Jerusalem: Stories and Photographs,” 3. 
58 Cruz, “Silence is Enough: On Emily Jacir,” 
59 Ibid. 
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over.60 The books’ pages, blown up on stock board, adorn shelves on an otherwise empty 

wall in an otherwise empty room (See Figure 12).61  

 

Figure 12: Emily Jacir, Ex Libris 2010-2012;  
Installation, Public Project, and Book Intervals, March 1-April 5, 2014 

Alexander and Bonin, NYC; Photograph by Joerg Lohse 
 

Some are detailed close-ups of music notes, some are images, some are blank with coffee 

stains, some are lines of text. All belonged to libraries, personal or institutional, that were 

Palestinian before they were designated “Abandoned.” Jacir’s “narrative” here, like that 

of Hala Sakakini, is one that mourns the loss she inherited.  

 Jacir’s work is not the only recent cultural production that advances a sustained 

focus on the theft of books. The 57-minute documentary, The Great Book Robbery 

(2012), directed by Benny Brunner, details the processes through which these books were 

acquired by the state in 1948. Through narratives provided by eyewitnesses, librarians, 

archivists, heirs to these stolen books, authors, and historians, The Great Book Robbery 

                                                
60 “Detail of work in ‘Ex Libris’” (2010-2012), image by Alexander and Bonin, in Cruz, “Silence is 
Enough: On Emily Jacir.”   
61 Emily Jacir, Ex Libris 2010-2012; Photo by Joerg Lohse, Alexander and Bonin, Emily Jacir, Ex Libris 
2010-2012, accessed January 19, 2015, http://www.alexanderandbonin.com/exhibition/182/works. 
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revisits the processes disparately, but collectively, described by Hala Sakakini, George 

Bisharat, and Emily Jacir. The film traces the 30,000 books Israel “collected,” 

systematically, in 1948, from Arab neighborhoods in West Jerusalem. The first shot of 

the film is an image of Sakakini’s elegiac farewell to his books (See Figure 13).62 

 

Figure 13: Screenshot of Benny Brunner,  
The Great Book Robbery, at Al Jazeera “Witness” (2012) 

 
The film goes on to chronicle the looting of middle class Palestinian libraries in 1948, 

beginning with interviews with Gish Amit, the graduate student in Hebrew Literature at 

Ben Gurion University who first discovered the document explaining the state’s 

descriptions of and justifications for the appropriation of these 30,000 books. The film 

moves on to include footage of Ghada Karmi returning to her childhood home and 

describing her father’s library, discussions with Israeli historian Ilan Pappé about the 

history and repercussions of this theft, and justifications offered by Uri Palit, the librarian 

                                                
62 Screenshot, Benny Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012), courtesy of Al Jazeera’s “Witness” 
program, May 24, 2012, Accessed September 3, 2014, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/witness/2012/05/20125915313256768.html. 
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responsible for cataloguing the books, as he describes the process as collecting, not 

looting, and as an act of cultural salvaging. Gish Amit describes how he first found a 

document reporting to the chief librarian during the war about the “book collection 

operation” that had reached Musrara neighborhood in Jerusalem. He didn’t realize he was 

“on to something” until he saw a piece in Tom Segev’s book in which a cabinet minister 

differentiated between the looting done by civilians during the war and the team from the 

National Library that followed soldiers and collected books from abandoned homes in 

East Jerusalem.63 Later in the film, Ilan Pappé corroborates this history, describing the 

thousands of wealthy Palestinian families from whom Israel took “every penny that the 

Palestinians had, every piece of furniture,” how this looting came in two kinds: “the 

partisan looting, the individual looting, where people from different units took whatever 

they wanted, either to their homes, and maybe if you were a university professor you took 

books to the library, and a few hours later would appear the collective looters, the official 

looters.”64 Nasser Nashashibi, journalist and author, describes how he and his family left 

everything, how his private books, his furniture was stolen, but how this theft paled in 

comparison to the treasures of literature stolen from the house of his uncle Isa’af 

Nashashibi.65 Ghada Karmi stands on the front porch of the house she was forced to leave 

at 8 years old, the house whose current owner  — “Should I call him an owner?,” she 

asks — would not allow her to come inside, and marvels, as she begins to describe her 

father’s library, at the fact that the same lemon tree was still standing by its front window. 

                                                
63 Gish Amit, in  Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
64 Ilan Pappé, in Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
65 Nasser Nashashibi, in  Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 



 171 

Turning finally from the lemon tree, reminiscent of the same peacock feathers and the 

same picture frames in Kanafani’s “Returning to Haifa,” Karmi describes her father: 

My father was a book lover. He was a book collector. And, he was very 
concerned with language. He was a linguist. My memory of him in that house, in 
childhood, was of a man sitting at his desk, two bookcases behind him, at an 
angle. He had started to write an English-Arabic dictionary. Now, this might 
sound ordinary, somehow today, but it was anything but ordinary at the time. You 
know, very few people were sitting writing dictionaries, very few Arabs were 
doing it, and anybody who has ever tried to do anything like that will understand 
how much work went into that, how many books he had to have in order to 
compare meanings and so on. And he had gotten some way into that dictionary, 
God knows what it must have meant to him when, in ’48, we left it, we left it. He 
left his books, he left the unfinished dictionary, as we left, of course, everything.66 
 

Karmi describes here the cultural theft of 1948, the ways in which the dispossession was 

not only one of land and territory, but also one of dearly loved objects. Paralleling Jacir’s 

choice to include in her exhibit images of well-worn pages, loved books, weathered 

books, pages with coffee rings and prayer cards, and pages with marginal notes, Karmi 

describes a man whose identity was sutured to his library. Another interviewee, author 

and Palestinian citizen of Israel, Ala Hlehel, describes how, categorized as an “Israeli 

Arab” — a term he loathes: “I am not Israel’s Arab! I am the Arab’s Arab!” — he is 

routinely asked, “Why do you need a Damascus, Cairo, or Beirut?”67 His words are split 

with social historian Mahmoud Yazbak, who describes how deeply connected Haifa was 

with the Arab world, how, before the establishment of the state, “you could board a train 

in Haifa and be in Beirut in two hours.”68 Turning back to Hlehel, we see and hear him 

                                                
66 Ghada Karmi, in  Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
67 Ala Hlehel, in  Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
68 Mahmoud Yazbak, in  Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
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conclude, “This is what the Nakba did to me. It left me without a cultural center,”69 

demarcating yet another separate, but related, theft. 

 In the final moments of the film, Hlehel, along with student Thameena Husary, 

goes to the National Library to check out as many books as they are permitted. They 

check out two stacks of books and head toward the courtyard to pore over them. Walking 

toward the elevator with the stacks of books in his arms, Hlehel jokes, “Liberated 

Palestine!” Sitting, paging through the volumes, he comes across one from Sakakini’s 

library, but first pages through another book and directly addresses the heirs to the 

collection. “This book belonged to Muhammad Nimr al-Khatib. He had a decent library, 

but wasn’t as famous as Nashashibi or Sakakini. We call upon his heirs, wherever they 

may be, the diaspora, the Occupied Territories, this book is your grandfather’s.”70  

Moments later, he points to the label on the binding of each book: “A.P.” for “Abandoned 

Property,” explaining that it should be “S.P.” for “Stolen Property” (See Figure 14).71  

 

Figure 14: Still from the Film, “Project Background,”  
The Great Book Robbery (2012) 

                                                
69 Ala Hlehel, in Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012). 
70 Ibid. 
71 Still from the film, at “Project Background,” TheGreatBookRobbery.Com, accessed September 3, 2014, 
http://thegreatbookrobbery.org/background. 
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This call addressed to heirs, wherever they may be — in the diaspora or in the Occupied 

Territories — from a Palestinian citizen of Israel born in Galilee and living in Acre, is a 

call for reparations, a call for a return of property in addition to place. The film ends with 

multiple calls of this sort, demands to return the books, and, finally, a call from 

Palestinian author and editor Mohammed Battrawi: “Why don’t we simple people come 

together and say, ‘this is our country’ — not ‘our’ with a meaning of ‘national,’ but 

meaning people living on this ground. Let’s make our future, I’m sure, if we live 

together, work together, we’ll do something different.”72 The film, the audience finds in 

the final credits, is produced in memoriam to Battrawi and ends with these words. 

 This plea, addressed to the people living on the ground of Israel/Palestine, is one 

that is echoed in Zochrot’s work, not only in their tours that showcase the stolen property 

of the Palestinian middle class in West Jerusalem, not only in their tours that reveal the 

histories of depopulated villages all over what is now Israel, and not only in their 

exhibits, photo-essays, and direct actions that seek — as they described their recent 

action against Israel’s 2014 attack on Gaza — “to awaken the Israeli public to take 

responsibility of the crimes performed in its name.”73 This venture into cultural 

production works by Jacir and Brunner is not a tangential narrative detour from a 

discussion of Zochrot, but rather makes up the cultural terrain within which Zochrot does 

its work. Zochrot does not work singularly, in a vacuum, but in fact fosters collaboration 

                                                
72 Mohammed Batrawi, in Brunner, The Great Book Robbery (2012), emphasis mine. 
73 Zochrot, “Today (Monday) activists have spread postcards from Gaza in the streets of Tel Aviv, to 
protest Israel’s crimes in Gaza, and to awaken the Israeli public to take responsibility of the crimes 
performed in its name,” Facebook.com, July 21, 2014, accessed July 21, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/Zochrot. 
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with Palestinian activists and organizers not only inside Israel, but also in the West Bank, 

in order to actually imagine — and in fact blueprint — the kinds of reparation(s) Hlehel 

and Battrawi call for at the end of The Great Book Robbery. 

Flowers Instead of Fences: 
Collaborations, Contradictions, and the Leisure of Imagination 
 
 In my interview with Umar al-Ghubari about his work at Zochrot, he described the 

ways in which Zochrot’s tours — mostly to villages depopulated in 1948 — focus not 

only on imagining what once was, but on imagining the potentiality of what could be if 

Palestinian refugees were given back, albeit in radically different form, what was once 

theirs. Israeli audiences, while sympathetic to the plight of Palestinian refugees, often 

cannot take this extra step toward reparations. “Most of the Israelis still have the ability to 

listen, maybe also to remember, if they saw, and even to express how they understand the 

pain of the refugees,” he explains. “But they don’t want to talk about return or see the 

place with Palestinians again. Many of them politically see that as a destruction of the 

Jewish state and they want, they insist, to see the state with a Jewish majority and that’s 

it. So, for this reason, they do not want to allow or accept the return of the refugees.”74 He 

further qualifies that this is not about the right or left of the Israeli state, but that this is 

the stance held by the majority of Jewish Israelis, including many of those who go on the 

tours. Al-Ghubari describes an impasse wherein Israeli audiences are willing to have 

feelings and be moved by narratives about the past, but are unwilling to imagine and 

move toward a different future. He enumerates sentiments that approximate an embrace 

                                                
74 Umar al-Ghubari, Interview by Author, Zochrot, Tel Aviv, September 12, 2012. 
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of an empathetic – and even complicit — look backward, but an unwillingness to 

consider redress. The tourists’ attitudes approximate a refusal to consider an otherwise. 

Al-Ghubari describes a situation wherein Israelis acknowledge how painful this history 

is, but reject return because they believe it means there would then be no place for them 

in the country. He describes tourists who fear the refugees killing them, or fear the 

destruction of the fabric of the society, or fear another Holocaust – fears that foreclose 

even the possibility of talking about “a common future.” Needless to say, he continues, 

this fear is grounded in racism that necessitates that Israelis be stronger, be the majority, 

keep themselves protected, be superior, sentiments that make the destruction of 

Palestinian lives inevitable. He characterizes this impasse as a “border,” still in place, 

“between the past and the future:” a willingness to have feelings about the past, but not to 

move toward the future. “We want the tour,” he continues, “to put the question there.”75 

In other words, Zochrot works to make these multiple histories of displacement 

impossible — at least momentarily — to ignore and to, at the very least, raise the 

question of return. Moreover, he emphasizes the work of clarification that refugees 

(must) do to explain, to Israelis, “I’m not kicking you out. I want us to build the village. I 

want to be your neighbor.”76 Starting from there is very important, he explains, because 

Jewish Israeli fears are so sedimented that, when they hear this answer, it opens a space 

for them to think through the question.  
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 Zochrot’s most sustained collaboration on the question of return is with the Badil 

Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights, a West Bank 

organization dedicated to protecting the rights of Palestinian refugees and internally 

displaced Palestinians. At the time of my interview with Umar al-Ghubari, Zochrot and 

Badil had been working together on a project entitled “The Practicalities of Return” for 

the past three years. Their work to that point had centered on touring, workshopping, and 

mapping. The timeline of the Zochrot-Badil collaboration began in 2009 with a workshop 

on Miska, a Palestinian village in the Tulkarem sub-district of Mandatory Palestine, now 

inside Israel’s 1948 borders approximately 27 kilometers north of Tel Aviv. (Miska was, 

in fact, the site of Zochrot’s first tour on Land Day in 2002.77) After the workshop on 

Miska, attended by internally displaced refugees and organizers from Zochrot, Badil and 

Zochrot began planning return, practically. Together — since organizers at Badil in the 

West Bank cannot enter Israel — members of Zochrot and members of Badil traveled to 

several different international sites for seminars, field tours, and workshops, including 

South Africa and the former Yugoslavia for field tours and Istanbul for workshops. After 

each study tour, comprised of lectures, site visits, and workshops, Zochrot and Badil 

jointly produced documents and, as al-Ghubari explained, each document updated and 

augmented the previous document, creating an archive of “accumulated knowledge.”78 

Al-Ghubari explained this process as trying to learn from other’s experiences with return 

and restitution. He spoke of his most recent tour to Cape Town, South Africa in January 
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and February of 2012. Ten people from Zochrot and ten people from Badil traveled to 

Cape Town to meet with organizations dealing with healing and reconciliation after the 

apartheid era, to hear lectures from experts on restitution and compensation, and to study 

housing in Cape Town and the many problems that remain post-apartheid. Zochrot and 

Badil, in their partnership, he explained, study both what has succeeded in these spaces 

and what has failed. Zochrot learned from the field tours in Cape Town that organizers 

there had decided to begin with one point in the conflict – 1913, when the apartheid 

regime confiscated large swaths of land and kicked Black South Africans out of their 

cities and villages – and start conversations about compensation, return, and restitution 

from that point. From field tours in Serbia, Zochrot learned that there are sometimes 

multiple directions of refugees and returns, that different moments in the conflict 

produced different refugee experiences. In Serbia, they also learned that, even after return 

became a viable option, many refugees did not return or sold the property returned to 

them because they didn’t feel comfortable returning and living alongside the enemy. 

“This is why,” al-Ghubari explained, “we would not call for refugees to come back to the 

Israeli regime.”79 Refugees, he maintained, would not agree to come live in a Jewish state 

under a Jewish government. “The regime, or the political system, would need to be 

changed in order for the refugees to feel like they are coming to their homeland and to 

their state.”80 What Zochrot works toward and advocates in their tourism is not a 
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piecemeal return of a handful of Palestinian refugees as a symbolic overture; what they 

advocate is a wholesale overturning of Zionism, a “fundamental change in the regime.”  

 Al-Ghubari explained this touring, workshopping, and mapping as a long and 

complex process. First, he described the production of the document: “We had a field 

tour and then a workshop and divided ourselves into three sub-groups and each group 

took one title or one subject and drafted a document on how we see the future of this 

place, or this country, and the question of restitution.”81 After Cape Town, Zochrot and 

Badil produced the 25-page “Study Visit to Cape Town,” a report-back of sorts that is full 

of observations, preliminary plans, actions, and proposals, outlines of lessons learned 

from South Africa, shared principles and visions between the two organizations, and 

pages and pages of lingering concerns, disagreements, and unanswered questions. The 

document’s introduction, written by Hazim Jamjum, begins by outlining the work around 

the imperative of return that Zochrot and Badil had been conceptualizing long before they 

embarked on the study tour together: 

For both Badil and Zochrot, it is this aspect of the liberation of Palestine to which 
we have dedicated our efforts for over a decade since our organizations’ 
establishment. Through the course of our work, however, we have found that 
conceptions of “return” have remained somewhat superficial. This is true among 
the settler community that sees it as a calamity to be avoided at any cost as well as 
among the indigenous community that equates return to a reversal of six decades 
of settler-colonialism; the return to a paradise lost.82 
 

Here, Jamjum outlines some of the central difficulties of this work that al-Ghubari also 

reiterated in his interview: first, the fear on the part of Jewish Israelis that return will 
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result in a dissolution of their lives and livelihoods and the fabric of their society as they 

know it and, second, the desire on the part of Palestinian refugees to return to Palestine 

before 1948, a Palestine that no longer exists in that form. Al-Ghubari, in his interview, 

detailed some of the fraught questions that have arisen out of workshops to plan return, in 

Cape Town and elsewhere. “In our case,” he explains, “there are internal Palestinian 

discussions — very interesting ones — regarding the relationship between families inside 

the Palestinian society…before 1948… between the rich people and poor people, rich 

families and poor families.”83 He elaborated, “Some of the refugees, when the Nakba 

started in 1948, they lost thousands of dunams of land. But some of the refugees didn’t 

have anything except their small house. So what does the return mean for this family and 

the return for this family?”84 Jamjum raises a similar question in the introductory words 

of the Cape Town report-back: 

Are the descendants of large landowners to return to bountiful properties, while 
the many more descendants of workers, sharecroppers and tenant farmers to 
return to no property at all? Is what remains of Palestine’s terraced hillsides to be 
turned into concrete jungles of parceled out houses over which present and future 
heirs can differ? What will be the fate of a productive factory that lies on the land 
of Palestinian returnees?85 
 

Or, al-Ghubari asks, “This family, in 1948, was just a couple and two sons. Today they 

are about 50 people — if they don’t have land, what does the return mean? Where are 

they supposed to come back? And, is it just if the rich families come back and are rich 

families again?”86 For his part, Jamjum asks: “How, for instance, is return to materialize 
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to a village whose inhabitants numbered less than two thousand before the Nakba, and 

who now number in the tens of thousands?”87 Zochrot and Badil clarify, in their section 

on principles, that “the purpose of return and reparations is not to return the descendants 

of landlords and peasants to the socioeconomic positions of poverty that they were in 

before the Nakba.”88 These fraught questions detailing, outlining, and mapping the 

contingencies of return in the context of Palestine animate Zochrot and Badil’s 

collaborative workshops, mapping sessions, and study tours. The report-backs they 

produce are less definitive solutions than open-ended uncertainties, raising questions now 

for fear that they may never be raised if return were in fact implemented. 

 Their study tours and workshops raise many questions, only a fraction of which are 

answered. Their questions arise, further, based on the particularity of their experience of 

touring sites of reconciliation where questions about implementation were not asked and 

thus not carefully mapped out. In their report-back, they explain that their work needs to 

be sustainable: it “needs to take place continuously, not only before the return itself, but 

also during and after the return process.”89 They continue: “The point is to avoid what 

happened in South Africa, where all the struggle of civil society against Apartheid was 

focused on bringing about the formal regime change, and when this happened in 1994, 

civil society lost its orientation in the new reality while many aspects of Apartheid 

persisted in different forms.”90 Zochrot and Badil thus work to learn whatever amount of 

truncated knowledge they can while on the ten-day tour (much like those seeking to learn 
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whatever they can on their own ten-day tours of the West Bank), and then use this 

accumulation of collective knowledge to begin workshopping, planning, and blueprinting 

what return would look like.  

 In this way, both organizations are also working against exceptionalizing Palestine. 

They do not position Palestine as uniquely evidencing forced displacement and expulsion 

and want to learn from other sites with similar — but not the same — histories. On the 

first page of their report-back, they write that the case of Palestine is “not the only one in 

which mass forced displacement has been carried out, nor will it be the only one in which 

return will constitute part of a just solution.”91 They explain that there is “much for us to 

learn from cases of expulsion and return stretching from East Timor, the former 

Yugoslavia and Cyprus, to Rwanda, Zimbabwe and South Africa. The idea is not to 

replicate models but rather to try and learn their lessons and incorporate them into our 

thinking of Palestinian return.”92 Modeling their work on the successes and failures of 

other contexts, they envision their goal as practical redistribution rather than a return to a 

frozen-in-time pre-1948 Palestine. They define the justice they seek as restorative rather 

than retributive. Further, they maintain that their approach must be flexible; in the context 

of Israel/Palestine, where the facts on the ground — even inside 1948 borders — change 

daily and where one village’s remains might exist today, but might not tomorrow, the 

mapping must be able to account for sudden changes in geopolitical circumstances. In 
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this way, through their work of touring, they work to draw comparisons and craft a 

flexible, sustainable, and cumulative approach to working toward return. 

 Part of this work, too, is characterized by the profound disparities in citizenship and 

in freedom of movement between the participants from Badil and Zochrot. These 

disparities take the form of settler and colonized, citizen and stateless subject, those free 

to move and those confined to the West Bank, those, in fact, with the leisure to imagine 

return and those without. As one participant from Badil put it on the study tour in South 

Africa, “how am I to imagine a post-liberation future when I am still under 

occupation?”93 Umar al-Ghubari also fleshed out his assessment that Palestinian refugees 

in the West Bank or Jordan are not as free to talk about the issue of return as he is as a 

Palestinian living inside Israel. He explained: 

I interviewed Palestinian refugees in the West Bank, even in Jordan, and this 
question is very far away from them. They are in difficult situations and they are 
just running after the daily difficulties: how are they going to live tomorrow or 
have citizenship in Jordan, or not going to have citizenship, do they have a job, do 
they have bread, do they have money, what donations are UNRWA bringing 
tomorrow, [who is] staying with them, not staying? They are busy with very basic 
issues and they don’t have time or ability to imagine or to plan or to act toward 
return.94  
 

With this, both the unnamed Badil participant in Badil-Zochrot’s report, and Umar al-

Ghubari, in his reflections on Palestinian refugee responses to the question of return, 

underscore the leisure that planning return necessitates. This too, al-Ghubari adds, is 

resultant from decades of occupation and the way that it not only restricts movement, but 

also restricts imagination. “It’s amazing what this Wall is doing,” he surmised. “It’s not 
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only a Wall blocking their movement. It’s also blocking their ideas, their imagination. 

They can’t see beyond the Wall.”95 This sentiment was echoed in interviews I conducted 

with organizers in the West Bank as they reflected on the difficulties of coordinating and 

organizing tours with activists inside Israel’s 1948 borders in the context of such stark 

separation. In the same way that one tour guide told his group it was easier to get to 

Copenhagen than Jerusalem, and in the same way that Zochrot and Badil’s planning 

meetings happen in Istanbul because they can’t meet in Tel Aviv, Israeli allies and even 

Palestinians inside 1948 often feel a world away, in terms of both proximity and 

privilege, from Palestinians in the West Bank. It takes time and space to lay concrete 

plans for an imagined future, let alone concrete plans for possibilities that are both 

contingent and hypothetical. Still, the planning — hypothetical and contingent as it is — 

is urgent for Zochrot and Badil’s organizers because the prospect of return without a plan 

is one that they are afraid would perpetuate the system of inequities that thrives under 

Zionism.  

 The final pages of Badil-Zochrot’s report on Cape Town emphatically and 

simultaneously stress an overhaul of the Israeli education system and a dismantling of 

racialized citizenship. Because memory and trauma are transmitted across generations, 

they maintain, the entire state education system needs to be restructured into one diverse, 

pluralistic, and necessarily bilingual state-funded system.96 They hope, additionally, that 

return will come in the context of a de-Zionized Palestine, a single democratic state with 
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a clear separation of church and state, a context that would support an education system 

that is honest about the history of the Nakba.97 Al-Ghubari also spoke in great detail 

about the importance of education to Zochrot’s work — not only in educating individual 

Israelis, but also in attempting to somehow make their work visible in Israeli schools. 

Because the Israeli education system is so impoverished in terms of any semblance of a 

Palestinian perspective, Zochrot is of course not allowed to deliver lectures or do any 

work inside Israeli schools.98 “So,” al-Ghubari explained, “what Amaya [Galili, 

education coordinator for Zochrot] does is conduct workshops and study days and study 

panels for educators so they can come individually and take part in the lectures and 

workshops.”99 Independent Israeli educators interested in imparting some sense of the 

history of the Nakba to their students will contact Zochrot and Umar al-Ghubari will 

arrange a tour for them, or they will accompany one of the already-planned tours. The 

tour will typically be to the area in which they work: for teachers in Jerusalem, the tour 

will be organized in Jerusalem neighborhoods; for teachers in Tel Aviv, the tour will be 

planned near the city center.100 In this way, he concludes, the teachers can see the places 

around them and tell the students, “If you look there, you can see a Palestinian 

village.”101 Enabling Israeli educators to learn more, through tourism, about 

displacement, the Nakba, and return poses a challenge to the Israeli educational system 

that works to pave over and erase, again in the words of Nurit Peled-Elhanan, “any trace 
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of continuous Palestinian life on the land, so that both Israeli and Palestinian memory of 

it would die.”102 In this way, the “remembering” of Zochrot’s organizational name 

becomes all the more imperative in a context in which that remembering is effectively 

foreclosed by the state, evidenced most explicitly by the Knesset passing, in March of 

2011, the “Nakba Law,” a law that sanctions the withdrawal of state funding from any 

institution that commemorates the Palestinian day of mourning.103 

 It is clear, then, how central tourism is to Zochrot’s work and to Zochrot’s 

collaboration with Badil. Tours are, in fact, central to everything that Zochrot does while 

Badil, as I chronicled in Chapters One and Two, hosts lectures for rotating groups of 

tourists and delegates in the West Bank. The tours that make up Zochrot’s work include: 

regular tours, every two months, to a new site that was depopulated in 1948; the more 

frequent and regular repeat tours to spaces they’ve been before; their closed tours for 

disparate, often West Bank, organizations; their study tours to international sites post-

return and/or post-reconciliation; and, finally, the return tours they do to specific village 

sites after study tours, when they go, with their architects, the Israelis who live at or near 

the contemporary village sites, and the internally displaced refugees from the depopulated 

villages who work with them to imagine and implement return. Like Yazan Al-Zubaidy’s 

descriptions of his own “witnessing” in Hebron, al-Ghubari, as both tour guide and 
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domestic tourist, reflects on the ways in which he enters spaces anew even after having 

been to them many times before. These return tours, al-Ghubari explains, are different 

because they are going to spaces and places they have been many times before, but going 

back to get a new, fuller picture, with a different focus to consider the contours of return 

in that space.104  

 Mid-way through the interview, al-Ghubari asked if I had seen the mapping 

blueprints for some of the return workshops. He stood up, turned around, and shuffled 

through the bookcases behind him to produce stacks of maps from the planning 

workshops, looking for the one in English. His phone buzzed on the table, but he ignored 

it, intent on producing the maps from the field tours. He produced a map of Miska, a 

blueprint, a draft, with a green space cutting through the page, blue sketches emanating 

outward, scattered housing structures, and a town center. The same map, though in 

Arabic, is reproduced here digitally and overlaid atop aerial photos of the landscape in 

Zochrot’s digital archives (See Figure 15).105 The palimpsest of planning visible in the 

photo underscores the labor undertaken at the workshop after Zochrot’s tours to the site 

of the village ruins. The photo archives the collaborative labor between internally 

displaced Palestinians from the village and Israelis who live near it now, working to 

imagine a future of shared space on and around that same site. 
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Figure 15: Zochrot, “Countermapping Miska”  
Photograph by Einat Manof (July 30, 2010) 

 
 

 Umar al-Ghubari traced the village site on the paper and explained that this was a 

case study of one of the villages, Miska, very close to Kfar Saba, a big city near Tel Aviv.  

[The workshop] was for refugees from the village and Israelis who live in the area 
or in Tel Aviv or around the village. They, after discussion, tried to plan the place 
again. They agreed to rebuild the village because the place is still empty, so we 
brought some aerial photos from ’48 and aerial photos from today… and they draw 
just how they want to see the village… So this is the valley and this is the college 
and this is the swimming pool and this is the neighboring kibbutz from Ramat 
HaKovesh and instead of fences they want to open the fence and plant some 
flowers. (You know, people can fantasize things.) And, this is the center of the 
village, they want to make that a public cultural center and the neighborhoods 
should be here. So they ask the questions of really how to plan, how to live, is it 
possible to live there and, if so, how? 106 
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The language of al-Ghubari’s description here reflects the same kind of self-reflexivity 

that went into the Cape Town delegation, the difficult and messy labor of collaboration, 

the fragmented consensus that emerges out of discussions. Drafting atop aerial photos 

from both 1948 and today, the participants in the workshop, after touring the site, begin 

the labor of imagination: a pool here, a college here, the kibbutz in its extant space, 

flowers instead of fences. With his interjection, “you know, people can fantasize things,” 

al-Ghubari acknowledges the way in which thinking flowers in the context of occupation 

can be understood as lofty or frivolous while he simultaneously defends that work of 

imagination. This work of fantasy is one that is grounded in historical context, yet 

mapping onto an unscripted future, so why not propose hypothetical borders of flowers? 

The center of the village — perhaps eventually a public cultural center — and the homes 

that surround it all work to chart out the materialities of what return to this space would 

and could potentially look like. 

 Cataloguing not only the discussions between Israelis and Palestinians about where 

to place which set of houses and where to place the school and where to place the 

community pool, al-Ghubari also described the tensions felt by Palestinians, those 

architects and organizers displaced from the village itself but still living inside Israel. 

“It’s not easy for them either,” al-Ghubari explains, “They ask, what is my mandate to 

plan the village when I didn’t talk with the other refugees on the outside?”107 This 

question again highlights the profound differences in access and mobility experienced by 

Palestinians inside Israel’s 1948 borders and those in exile in the West Bank or beyond. It 

                                                
107 Ibid. 



 189 

further indexes the impossibilities of including Palestinian refugees “on the outside” in 

tours of the village sites, as they are not allowed any semblance — even temporarily — 

of reentry into Israel. Because of these proliferating tensions and difficulties, like the 

posed but not answered questions in the Cape Town report-back, al-Ghubari explains that 

the workshops always set out not to propose the only perfect solution, but to propose 

ideas people can react to, improve, and augment. Lingering with Miska as a case study, 

he explained, “For example, with Miska, this village, they offered different cases or 

different ways of return. Sometimes they took the center of the village for a cultural 

place, sometimes they took it for the old people of the village, or the refugees who are 

still alive and deserve to live inside the village.”108 Still, he emphasized, “They have 

different ideas, but all the ideas are based on the acceptance of the Right of Return.”109 

Taking return as their starting point, Zochrot facilitates these tours and workshops with 

village architects, Israeli architects, planners, organizers, Palestinian refugees, and Israeli 

nearby residents and then meets with Badil to exchange research, collaborate further, and 

continue to brainstorm return. This mapping — contentious but coterminous on the 

question of return — and the simultaneous and multiple uses and sites of touring written 

into the process are reflected not only in al-Ghubari’s descriptions, but also in the (many) 

documents produced about each mapping project. 

 In the magazine Sedek: A Journal on the Ongoing Nakba, a publication of Zochrot, 

a Jewish and Palestinian art collective called the Parrhesia Group,110 and the Pardes 
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Publishing House,111 architect and environmental designer Ahmad Barclay describes a 

project that developed out of the Decolonizing Architecture Art Residency (DAAR) in 

Beit Sahour.112 DAAR’s work, through art, architectural intervention in the present, 

projected urban planning blueprints for the future, and collaborations with a multitude of 

artists, architects, scholars, researchers, writers, and activists, proposes a “subversion, 

reuse, profanation, and recycling of the existing infrastructure of colonial occupation.”113 

Barclay’s piece in Sedek, documents four stages of “re-emergence” specifically in the 

village of Miska: symbolic interventions on the site of the village, a token return to Miska 

by Palestinians living in Israel, an actual return by a handful of families “who begin to 

recreate the urban fabric,” and a “solidification of the urban fabric” as remaining families 

return.114 Barclay begins with an account Umar al-Ghubari published on Miska in 2009:  

In April 2005, on the evening of the 57th anniversary commemoration of the 
Nakba, a group of young people, members of the Nakba’s third generation who 
lived in Tira, not far from their village, established the Committee of Miska’s 
Uprooted. They decided to document the story of their village and their ancestors’ 
suffering in order to defend their future. 
 
That April initiative continued with a visit to the village by a large number of 
people, including dozens from the village and their supporters as well as members 
of Zochrot. The participants planted olive and fig saplings. A few days later the 
authorities uprooted the saplings and blocked the roads leading to the village 
school, barring its door. 
 
The initiative continued. The committee reopened the school building and turned 
it into a cultural center. The first cultural evening was held on May 11, 2005. 
Salman Natour, the author, was the guest; he presented his play, Memory. The 
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authorities reacted quickly. They surrounded the school building with barbed 
wire. 
 
Two more cultural evenings were held in July, 2005. The guest at the first was the 
Iraqi-Jewish writer, Sami Michael. The second involved artistic and political 
activities in which dozens of artists, activists and villagers participated. The fence 
was turned into a huge protest display. The nervous authorities responded 
stupidly, tearing down the art works. 
 
A year later, on May 3, 2006, on the 58th anniversary of the Nakba, Lutf Nuweser, 
the actor, presented “Uncle Matta,” a story of the Nakba for children, amidst the 
remains of the village. This time the response bordered on the insane. The regime 
sent bulldozers to destroy the school building, and planted orange trees to hide the 
criminal act. Our response was to mark on the ground the location where the 
school had stood before the Nakba. 
 
In May, 2007, we held the first commemoration of the Nakba without the school 
building. But we nevertheless planned a special children’s activity – drawing a 
huge wall mural. This time, after the regime finally understood that the 
destruction failed to stop us, it didn’t respond.115 
 

This anecdote, like those that animate the second chapter of this work, details the history 

of Israeli afforestation, the punitive uprooting, and the deliberate planting to cover up 

state destruction that have accompanied Israeli statecraft. This anecdote simultaneously 

reflects collective labor that is contingent on the repurposing of colonial ruins, the 

construction of a new relationship to the “all that remains” of Palestinian life and 

livelihoods from before 1948.  

 Since their first tour in Miska, when Zochrot tours a depopulated village, they 

signpost the presence of the village, marking the ground with plaques and posters, 

reminding passersby of the history of the sites they refuse to see. Barclay’s piece maps 

out the possibility of return to Miska, beginning with this signposting: “laying markers to 
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reappropriate the site of the village.”116 The second phase represents the symbolic return 

of Palestinian citizens of Israel who have physical access to the site but are denied any 

rights to it, a process he calls “planting catalysts.” Next, returning villagers from outside 

Israel, post-return, will begin to “‘densify’ the original grain of the village as the original 

family plots start to expand vertically and consolidate into dense urban blocks.”117  The 

image that accompanies this phase is one of the returned refugees beginning to build 

overlaid atop black and white shots of the village site as it stands (See Figure 16).118  

 

Figure 16: Image by Ahmad Barclay, in “Exile and Return to Miska” (2011) 
 
Again, the method employed to index expulsion, erasure, and return is one of a 

palimpsestic layering that does not disappear that which currently exists but leaves it 

visible to show both history and process. Barclay further explains that the “densified 

architecture of presence juxtaposed with the landscape of erasure continues to mark the 

families whose futures are undecided or who are still unable to return.”119 In this way, he 

                                                
116 Ibid., 5. 
117 Ibid., 7. 
118 Ibid., 8. 
119 Ibid., 8. 
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wants to leave some of the “colonial debris” evident not only as a reminder of what came 

before, but as an homage in remembrance to those who have yet to return or whose 

futures are uncertain.120 In the fourth phase, every exiled family that wanted to return will 

return and the “voids of absence become protected communal spaces within the fabric of 

the village.”121 The concluding words of his piece explain that these absences in the 

urban fabric become “public spaces with an architecture composed of a dialogue between 

the layers of memory, erasure, and presence.”122 Here, Barclay writes history into his 

urban planning. Refusing the kinds of erasure that accompanied Zionist settlement in 

Palestine and sustained Israeli occupation, Barclay proposes a vision of the Miska that is 

predicated on remembering. Moreover, it is also predicated on making the village urban. 

In an abstract accompanying a recent DAAR exhibit at the Delfina Foundation in 

London, participants Alessandro Petti, Sandi Hilal, Eyal Weizman, Ismail Shek Hassan, 

Muhammed Jabali, Shourideh Molavi, Gautam Bhan, Ruba Saleh, and Umar al-Ghubari 

penned a statement outlining return as a political act that is both practiced in the present 

and projecting into an uncertain future. In it, they ascertain, “The right of return is the 

right to the urban, to a condition of heterogeneity and multiplicity that may already 

distinguish the sites of origin.”123 In this way, participants of Zochrot and DAAR, in 

addition to and in collaboration with individual artists and urban planners, assert a 

                                                
120 I am influenced in my thinking on colonial debris by Ann Laura Stoler’s work on imperial ruination. For 
more on imperial debris and processes of ruination, see her book Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination 
(Duke University Press, 2013) and the essay that came before it: “Imperial Debris: Reflections on Ruin and 
Ruination,” in Cultural Anthropology 23.2 (2008): 191–219. 
121 Barclay, “Exile and Return to Miska,” 8. 
122 Ibid., 10. 
123 DAAR, “DAAR/Studio in Exile: 01 Present Returns,” July 2, 2014, accessed September 5, 2014, 
http://www.decolonizing.ps/site/. 
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Palestinian right to return broadly, but specifically a right to a return that is marked by a 

right to the urban, a right to heterogeneity and multiplicity.  

 At Zochrot’s September 2013 conference, “From Truth to Redress: Realizing the 

Return of the Palestinian Refugees,” participants screened short videos of sites post-

return, amalgamations of the old and new, superimposed with images of a profound 

multiplicity and heterogeneity: animated students strolling university sites, some women 

in hijab, some in tank tops, aerial views of bustling social spaces of Muslims, Christians, 

and Jews, families peppering the landscape, multiculturalism evident in each setting.124 

The multiculturalism proposed (even demanded) here is not one that functions, as Hazel 

Carby wrote in 1992 in the context of the U.S., as an alibi or “convenient substitute” for 

actual structural change and desegregation;125 instead, it is a multiculturalism — and an 

urbanism — that is entirely contingent on reparation, restitution, desegregation, and 

return. Multiculturalism would ring hollow, here, without concrete, material 

decolonization characterized not by a return to a pre-1948 Palestine, but by a return to an 

urban, decolonized, genuinely shared heterogeneous space, perhaps even one that 

replaces barbed wire fences and bulldozers with flower banks and open universities. 

 

 

                                                
124 For more on the conference, including videos of individual presentations, see: Zochrot, “Truth and 
Redress,” accessed September 5, 2014, http://zochrot.org/en/content/conference-programfrom-truth-
redress-realizing-return-palestinian-refugees. See more press coverage and panel videos from the 
conference at: Zochrot, “The Second Return Conference – 2013,” accessed April 28, 2015, 
http://zochrot.org/en/keyword/45338. 
125 Hazel Carby, “The Multicultural Wars,” Radical History Review 54 (1992): 13. 
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Conclusion:  
Blueprinting Return with Ruins that Remain 
 
 In one of Zochrot’s recent projects, they have created an app called iNakba for 

individual tourists to navigate depopulated villages on their own and learn about the sites 

under their feet. This product/project continues the work of the first signpost in Miska; it 

assumes the character of a digital signposting, a 21st century technology to enumerate the 

contours of events in 1948. In Zochrot’s description of the app at the iTunes store, they 

characterize their work as equal parts promoting Israeli Jewish society’s 

acknowledgement and accountability for the Nakba and positioning return both as the 

“imperative redress of the Nakba” and as a central condition for shared life in the 

country.126 The app itself, with its title meant to conjure images of iPhones, iTunes, and 

iMessages spliced with remembering the Nakba, is free and works by individual domestic 

or international tourists entering the GPS coordinates of village cites and city centers and 

pulling up descriptions of the depopulation of the space on which they stand. Like some 

of Zochrot’s tours, the app is trilingual, available in Arabic, Hebrew, and English. It 

provides coordinates and maps of Palestinian localities that were demolished, partially 

demolished, or remained standing but were depopulated during the Nakba or as a result 

of it. Navigating the app reveals archival images, videos, and historical information on 

each locality. Moreover, the pictures and information provided in the app come not only 

from Zochrot, whose archive is indebted largely to Walid Khalidi’s research in Before 

their Diaspora and All that Remains, but also from users who can send in photographs 

                                                
126 “iNakba,” Apple iTunes Store, accessed September 15, 2014, 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/inakba/id864050360?mt=8. 
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and information to add to the historical picture given. Zochrot explains that some of the 

information may be incomplete or incorrect and solicits augmentation from its users in 

the form of additional information, clips, photos, or updates to be sent via email. For each 

site, the interactive app provides the district, population in 1948, occupation date, 

occupying unit (for example the Irgun), the Jewish settlements, if any, that were on the 

land before 1948, the Jewish settlements built up on the area of the village after 1948, and 

the Jewish settlements on village land after 1948 (See Figure 17).127  

 

Figure 17: Screenshots from the app, iNakba, Apple iTunes Store (September 15, 2014) 
 
 
Built into the interface on each village site are tabs to access photos, videos, directions to 

the village, and profiles of app users who follow the fate of said village. The photos 

include images of tours to the site Zochrot has led, pre- and post-1948 maps, photos of 

                                                
127 Screenshot, “iNakba,” Apple iTunes Store, accessed September 15, 2014, 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/inakba/id864050360?mt=8. 
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the village remains, and pre-1948 photos. Videos include footage of Zochrot tours, 

interviews with village refugees, and news footage of the site’s history. 

 Each of the brown location bubbles in the screenshot above indexes a Palestinian 

locality that came before. A screenshot of those localities alone reveals the volume and 

breadth of the Nakba, with users’ knowledge that each location on the map contains 

within it a history of depopulation, theft, and ruination. Zochrot’s app does what most of 

their tours also attempt to do: it provides free and easy access to the history of Israeli 

colonization, supplies evidence of that ruination in a form that can be circulated and 

shared, and makes this information first readily available to Israelis who would rather 

ignore it, and, second, as a byproduct, available to both Palestinians, who want to learn 

more about the spaces from which their families were expelled, and internationals, who 

want to understand the historical context of the sites they are touring. In a May 2nd, 2014 

article on the development of the app shortly before its release, journalist Ian Black 

described the ways in which the app — like Zochrot’s work more broadly — works to 

put Palestine back on the map, but also works to connect Palestinian refugees with the 

contemporary status of the villages from which they were expelled. In Black’s interview 

with Raneen Jeries, Zochrot’s media director, Jeries explains, “There is an app for 

everything these days, and this one will show all the places that have been wiped off the 

map. It means that Palestinians in Ein Hilweh refugee camp in Lebanon, say, can follow 

what happened to the village in Galilee that their family came from – and they will get a 

notification every time there’s an update. It’s amazing.”128 Again, while Zochrot’s work 

                                                
128 Ian Black, “Remembering the Nakba: Israeli Group Puts 1948 Palestine Back on the Map,” The 
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is aimed to force a confrontation between Jewish Israelis and the histories they choose to 

ignore, with iNakba they also draw from Palestinian narratives and interactive archival 

work to connect Palestinians, especially those who cannot (yet) return, to the spaces that 

were stolen from them as well as provide information, in English, to internationals 

willing to either “tour” Israel/Palestine on foot or learn more from afar. The app also 

enables increased accessibility and anonymity as it allows tourists — domestic or 

otherwise — to learn more about these spaces without the accountability and/or visibility 

of being part of a tour group: internationals who don’t want to navigate simultaneous 

translations, Israelis who don’t want to confront these histories as part of a group, 

internally displaced Palestinians who don’t want to visit their former villages alongside 

the Israelis who may or may not live nearby, and Palestinian refugees who have no other 

choice than to virtually visit their villages. The app works to virtually and/or physically 

“tour” contemporary colonial ruins, and spaces — like George Bisharat’s grandfather’s 

villa — that are not conceived of as ruins because they remain standing, in order to 

enumerate the displacement that characterized the Nakba and in order to simultaneously 

position the Nakba as inevitably ongoing until the redress of return. 

 iNakba, much like Zochrot’s other projects and much like their collaboration with 

Badil, thus reconfigures tourism to serve the interest of return. Zochrot draws from the 

tours they have been providing since 2002 to animate the need for redress, positioning 

tourism as part of the project of addressing historical wrongs in order to work toward 

                                                                                                                                            
Guardian, May 2, 2014, accessed September 15, 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/02/nakba-israel-palestine-zochrot-history.  
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reparation. From advocating returning stolen books housed in national libraries, to 

touring Cape Town to understand how to centralize equality in return, to explaining that 

return does not equal an expulsion of another sort, to a multifaceted tourism that educates 

Jewish Israelis, internally displaced Palestinians, Palestinian refugees, Palestinian tour 

guides, and international observers, journalists, activists, and curious eavesdroppers, 

Zochrot uses tourism as a means of exposure of histories that are too often relegated to 

the past and as a means of combatting the kinds of erasure Israel has attempted to traffic 

in since its inception. Zochrot’s work, alongside that of Badil and, in some ways, the 

Joint Advocacy Initiative and the Alternative Tourism Group, uses tourism strategically, 

despite its often sordid and macabre voyeurism, to detail histories of displacement and 

demand that tourists ask the uncomfortable questions of what came before and what 

decolonized future they can imagine as coming after. Occupying the in-between space of 

now, Zochrot’s tours refuse to consign the Nakba to 1948 at the same time that they 

refuse to envision a pre-1948 future. They take stock of the damage that has been done 

and attempt to imagine and blueprint a return that is contingent on decolonization and 

predicated on a future of shared space. In this way, what Zochrot works toward is a 

tourism in the present that is grounded in the past and working toward a different future: 

a utopian vision, perhaps, but one that takes up the necessary preparatory work for a 

return that is positioned not as impossible, but as imperative.
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Chapter Four 

 
Witnesses In Palestine:  
Imperfect Analogies and Multiple Acts of Translation  
 

“I never thought there would be hanging out in Palestine,” Addis Green mused in 

an interview.1 Green had traveled to Palestine to express solidarity with the Palestinian 

people, as a Black queer anti-prison activist from Chicago, and also to counter the 

disparate challenges to their2 legitimacy to speak about Palestine: the repeatedly invoked 

question “Have you been there?,” always asked in a combative, and not curious, tenor. 

Green came to Palestine with the Freedom Bus, a 10-day tour that negotiates the 

fragmented terrain of the West Bank via bus by stopping in villages and city centers 

where Palestinian actors from Jenin’s Freedom Theater act out the narratives told to them 

by the Palestinian residents of the spaces in which they are touring. Green’s surprise that 

there had been “hanging out” in Palestine brings to the surface some of the multiple 

dissonances of solidarity tourism in Palestine. Green’s reflection first speaks to what they 

did expect: not hanging out, but its opposite, toil and suffering. Further, Green’s 

reflection reveals the ways in which (some) solidarity tours are more than merely 

exercises in “Occupation Bootcamp,” or tours that try to make sure internationals 

“experience” the difficulties of Palestine life. Like Green, many of the solidarity tourists I 

interviewed described the moments they stole away from the organized tour as the 

moments that were the most meaningful: moments of unscripted conversations, moments 
                                                
1 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
2 Addis Green’s preferred pronoun is “they” and, as such, will be used accordingly in reference to their 
interview and work for the remainder of this chapter. 
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where the schedule was ruptured by laughter and “hanging out.” Green elaborated that, 

“in the fragments between scheduled events,” you saw a Palestine that wasn’t defined 

only by its status as being “always under attack,” where “everything is fucked up and 

bad,” where the only way one is expected to relate to the place is as an activist.3 

“Hanging out with people” resonated, Green would later explain, “because I felt like we 

weren’t ‘witnessing’ them, because it wasn’t like a safari adventure through a war zone. 

It deviated from that.”4 Here, Green positions leisure – a staple of most forms of tourism5 

– as having the potential to disrupt witnessing; for Green, leisure, and forging 

relationships through hanging out, is what makes solidarity possible on what would 

otherwise be a “safari adventure through a war zone.” 

These moments of hanging out are sometimes defined by sharing recipes, talking 

about favorite movies or bands, having tea, smoking, drinking, telling jokes. In his 

interview, Yazan Al-Zubaidy, organizer and guide for the Olive Tree Campaign detailed 

in Chapter Two, indeed referenced these post-tour, end-of-day moments as necessary for 

the functioning of the tour, a needed detox, for tourists, from the overload of information 

and excess of stories and exhaustive planting, and an imperative reprieve, for him, from 

his near-endless recitation of state violence.6 Green continued, stressing that “hanging 

out” is complicated, though, because if people enjoy themselves on a solidarity tour, it 

weakens their argument about the brutality of Israel’s occupation. With solidarity 

                                                
3 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
4 Ibid. 
5 See Dean MacCannell’s classic The Tourist (1976/1999) for an extended meditation on the ways in which 
leisure structures tourism. 
6 Yazan Al-Zubaidy, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 6, 2012. 
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tourism, tourists are expected to be witnesses to state violence while, at the same time, 

the relationships they are forging with people are not solely defined by those people’s 

subjugation and their responses to it. Green concluded, “you have to honor the thing,” a 

nod toward being honest about what is taking place, toward calling hanging out hanging 

out, and toward not wanting or needing the entire tour to be a performance of subjection 

met with a performance of witnessing.7 In this way, for Green, solidarity tourism in fact 

offers a critique of disaster tourism, a critique of the process of witnessing a war-torn site 

and seeing its people as defined solely by their subjection. 

This chapter navigates the way tourists articulate the politics of their presence in 

Palestine, from their relationship to “hanging out,” to the imperfect analogies they 

employ, to assumptions they make about race, to their struggles to assimilate what they 

witnessed with how they were expected to respond. I draw from my interviews with U.S. 

tourists to examine how they experienced the tours they went on, how they understood 

the ethics of their tourism in Palestine, how they articulate and envision their solidarity, 

and the processes through which they translate the material of the tours for their work in 

the U.S. In what follows, I analyze my interlocutors’ varied responses, ranging from 

interviewees naming their experience in Israel/Palestine as the first time they saw overt 

racism to opposite endeavors of trying to connect the daily anti-racist work they do in the 

U.S. to the struggles they witnessed in Palestine. I cluster my analyses around several 

themes that surfaced in each interview I conducted: witnessing and leisure; tourism and 

race; mobility and privilege; diaspora and return; imperfect analogies and translation; and 

                                                
7 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
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questions of veracity and narration. In these comparative analyses of tourists’ reflections, 

coupled with report-backs from more widely publicized delegations to Palestine, I pay 

close attention to the language through which solidarity tour alumni describe and 

articulate their understanding of solidarity. I ask how solidarity tourists and delegates 

negotiate and reconcile what they saw with what they were asked to do, especially in that 

their work is framed by guides and organizers as not in Palestine, but rather in educating 

their own colleagues, coworkers, friends, and families and putting pressure on their 

governments to change their foreign policy. I thus examine how solidarity tourists 

respond to these initiatives that attempt to educate them on the contours of occupation 

and dispossession while simultaneously highlighting their complicity in the very 

processes they are asked to witness, raising important questions about U.S. foreign 

policy, stark global inequalities, and the asymmetrical politics of solidarity.  

I interviewed solidarity tourists to Palestine from multiple different demographics 

in the U.S.: activists of color, white Presbyterian youth group leaders, Palestinians living 

in the diaspora visiting Palestine for the first time, curious internationals touring both 

Palestine and Israel, scholars who work on Palestine on return visits to the region, and 

queer anti-occupation organizers. This selection of interviewees is not meant to provide a 

“representative” sample, pulling interview subjects in comparable numbers to the 

demographics of those who go on tours. Indeed, the vast majority of the solidarity tourists 

I encountered in my research were white, retired activists from Europe and the U.K. on 

repeat trips to Palestine, while the majority of volunteers I met in Palestine were 

European young adults on their “gap year” between high school and university. In this 
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chapter, instead, I specifically ask why U.S. tourists go to Palestine, what animates their 

choices of travel, what resonates from their trip(s), and what, if any, “material” they use 

to do solidarity work once they are back home in the States. Rather than impart what 

solidarity tourists — as one coherent group — do in and for Palestine, I instead discern 

how solidarity tourists from the U.S. are differently positioned, disparately motivated, 

have dissimilar politics, and use their time in Palestine for radically different purposes.8 

The content of the interviews I conducted disrupts reductive assumptions that treat 

solidarity tourism as a wholly exploitative project and solidarity tourists themselves as 

merely disaster tourists and occupation voyeurs; I highlight the movement-building and 

movement-shifting work that solidarity tourists often do in the wake of their time in 

Palestine and I delineate the self-reflexivity of solidarity tourists in their own analyses of 

the ethics of their presence in Palestine. At the same time, this chapter disrupts any notion 

of solidarity tourism as a wholly redemptive project and solidarity tourists as doing 

invariably important work; sometimes, solidarity tourists do absolutely nothing, at best, 

and do harm, at worst, and this chapter seeks to find out why. In sum, this chapter turns to 

the tourists themselves — not, of course, all of them, but a telling sample that points to 

the incoherence of “solidarity tourist” as an organizing category at the same time that it 

                                                
8 As will become clear, my research in this chapter is mostly limited to my interviews with tourists and, for 
reasons of scope and manageability, does not extensively detail the voluminous literature to be found in 
blog report-backs, memoirs, and speeches delivered by solidarity tour alumni. The book project that 
emerges from this dissertation research will include close reading of the genre of “report-back” texts that 
U.S. tourists have authored after participating in solidarity tours or organized delegations. I will explore 
how these texts differently articulate urgency in the face of occupation and how they disparately take up 
questions of U.S. complicity in the state practices to which the authors position themselves as witnesses. 
Since my inclusion of tourists’ voices in the dissertation is largely limited to interviews I conducted, this 
chapter in my book will broaden my analysis of the varied forms of literature solidarity tour alumni 
produce. 
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points to the importance of considering the phenomenon of solidarity tourism, especially 

in terms of its consequences for U.S. organizing, as a subject worthy of both analysis and 

critique. 

“Real Time:” 
Reflections on Comportment and Hanging Out as a Tourist 
 
  On the Freedom Bus, internationals join Palestinian actors from Jenin and travel 

from city center courtyards in Hebron to village living rooms in At-Tuwani to watch 

actors perform testimonies from randomly selected Palestinian audience members at each 

site. The performances are in Arabic, with simultaneous translation via headphones for 

U.S. and European tourists. Addis Green chose this tour because they had previously met 

Ben Rivers, director of the Freedom Bus troupe, when he toured the U.S. with Theater of 

the Oppressed and because the Freedom Bus could accommodate what Green jokingly 

called their “batmobile situation,” in reference to their wheelchair.9 Green explained that 

part of what motivated their trip to Palestine was to push back against the romanticized 

conceptions of “on-the-ground work” in Palestine. Though seemingly counterintuitive, 

Green discovered, work in Palestine was far less urgent than work in the U.S. Reflecting 

on what they learned from their time in Palestine, Green emphasized: “You think you 

need to go to Palestine to do solidarity work, but with all the various liberties that we 

have here [in the U.S.], there is more to be done here, at least foundationally.”10 Here, 

                                                
9 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
10 Ibid. 
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Green’s narrative underscores, yet again, that one of the central messages sent to tourists 

is that their work is not in Palestine. 

 The tour, Green explained, did not, however, give them any tools to do their work 

in the U.S. They explained, “I don’t feel like I was given any tools on how to do my work 

here. But it created a sense of urgency around the idea of Palestine solidarity as a 

whole.”11 While solidarity tour promotional materials, including those of the Freedom 

Bus, often emphasize the set of advocacy tools they provide for tourists, Green’s counter-

narrative that the tour did not in fact provide tools, but did provide a sense of urgency, 

gets at an undercurrent of what these tours often do. Rather than telling tourists what to 

do when they get home, aside from relatively vague references to letter-writing 

campaigns and BDS actions, solidarity tours often showcase urgency and place their faith 

in tourists’ capacity to think creatively and capaciously about how to assimilate and 

translate the content of the events and places they saw and people they met while in 

Palestine for mostly U.S. and European audiences. Green’s sentiment that they did not 

receive tools is not entirely a critique; rather, it reflects, in some ways, a generative 

component of solidarity tools, an abdication on the part of tour guides of the 

responsibility to “tell tourists what to do” and instead an incitement for tourists 

themselves to, in the words of Ayman Abu Zulof, “feel responsible” and think creatively 

about how to use their own skills to contribute to already extant Palestine solidarity 

movements in their home countries. 

                                                
11 Ibid. 
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 Green further explained that their perceptions shifted radically upon arriving in 

Palestine; the “grandiose images of the place” that had previously animated Green’s 

perception of Palestine — what Edward Said calls the “imaginative geographies,” or 

“median category” that “allows one to see new things for the first time, as versions of a 

previously known thing”12 — were disrupted by the multiple realities they encountered 

and were supplanted by new imaginings of Palestine, new memories of their time there. 

Green described the trip as distinctly non-scholarly. By “non-scholarly,” they meant that, 

rather than taking notes, they were propelled by the “emotional intensity of the actual 

trip.”13  While the playback theater was edifying, Green explained, after ten performances 

it “lost its charm,” and it was the conversations with people – the unscripted moments of 

the tour, the meeting children in Jenin and Bethlehem, and the connecting with 

Palestinians on a one-to-one level that were far more important than anything else. Green 

explained, “The stories you’re least familiar with about this place under siege, like the 

families and children, the specific elements of the space, the details: the roads, stories, all 

these things I never thought to conceptualize.”14 Here, Green describes the details they 

didn’t think to think about at the same time that they describe wanting to be surprised, 

wanting to be greeted with the unfamiliar – an expectation that is, itself, routinely 

referenced in analyses of tourism.15 Green continued, “you will remember what you’ve 

rarely experienced,”16 evidencing John Urry’s understanding of the tourist gaze as 

                                                
12 Said, Orientalism, 58. 
13 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
14 Ibid. 
15 As one canonical example, see John Urry’s work in The Tourist Gaze. 
16 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 



 208 

defined, in large part, by seeing “unfamiliar aspects of what had previously been thought 

as familiar.”17 

 At the same time, Green identified ways in which Palestinians experienced and 

expressed unfamiliarity with Green. Green spoke particularly of children in Palestine: the 

kids, they explained, were fascinated with Green’s hair, ukulele, watch, wheelchair; kids 

would gather around, taking in the newness. Even though they were “living in a war 

zone,” in some ways “impervious to everything around them,” they “weren’t fazed,” 

Green remarked.18 Green positioned moments like these – this stilted, yet expansive, 

dialogue with kids in Jenin – as “the most [they] could do” in Palestine. “It was the most 

I was capable of doing. I felt helpless… but I can play with children.”19 Here, Green 

describes the anxiety tourists feel about doing something in Palestine and the palpable 

limitations tourists sense in their presence in the West Bank. Notwithstanding the push 

back against volunteerism and voluntourism on the part of Palestinian organizers and 

their allies, tourists still feel like they are in Palestine in order to effect some sort of 

change not just once they are home, but while they are there. In many ways, the Olive 

Tree Campaign that animated Chapter Two attempts to resolve this anxiety by both 

helping Palestinian farmers and simultaneously giving tourists something to do, 

something they can feel good about having done. Solidarity tours in Palestine, then, are 

inextricably wrapped up in the feelings of tourists: the apolitical ugly feelings, to borrow 

                                                
17 Urry, The Tourist Gaze, 16. 
18 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
19 Ibid. 



 209 

from Sianne Ngai,20 of boredom (the playback theater having “lost its charm”), 

discomfort (with tour guides working to make sure tourists don’t feel like tourists), and 

inefficacy (with tour guides making sure that tourists feel like they have a purpose), 

alongside the “feel good” feelings of having done something and “made a difference.” 

The preoccupation with tourists’ feelings is not only endemic to “occupation tourism,” 

but is characteristic of tourism writ large as it correlates the success of the tour in direct 

relationship to the feeling of satisfaction on the part of the tourist. While Green’s 

narrative does not traffic in the language of consumer/consumed, it does reveal the deeply 

felt effects of solidarity tourism, the ways in which the phenomenon itself is characterized 

by multiple, competing, but ultimately unequal, anxieties, preconceptions, and 

preoccupations on the part of both the tourists and the “toured.” 

 Green also reflected on the dangerous way in which the egregious somehow 

became the quotidian during their ten days in Palestine. They explained how the 

infrastructure of the West Bank became part of the everyday, how they (somehow) 

became accustomed to seeing the Wall, how they “fell into that:” viewing the Wall as 

“just there,” seeing the soldiers as just part of the landscape.21 Green considered how, the 

first time they saw the Wall they were shocked, but then “it saturated so much that I 

barely noticed it.”22 It was only when Green went to Tel Aviv and then re-entered the 

West Bank that the contrast was jarring, the subtle and insidious “war zone” revealed in 

the absence of things Green was exposed to in the West Bank. Here, Green’s comment 

                                                
20 Sianne Nai, Ugly Feelings (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
21 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
22 Ibid. 
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recalls Yazan Al-Zubaidy’s sentiment that he gave solidarity tours because they allowed 

him to resist the Wall becoming part of his everyday, a mundane piece of the landscape 

that he just accepted and no longer thought twice about. In his daily labor, he repeatedly 

explained the Wall, its construction, its illusory justifications, and its predatory route in 

order to not allow it to become normal and routine, in order to continually remind himself 

that there is nothing normal and routine about a “separation barrier,” nothing normal and 

routine about scores of people having to wait hours at checkpoints at 4 a.m. to be allowed 

entrance if a teenaged soldier feels like it.23 In this, both tourist and guide, at different 

moments and in reference to different tours, sound cautious alarms about the 

insidiousness of the mundane. 

 Green spoke often about working to neither objectify Palestinians, nor appropriate 

their struggle. Green cautioned against “taking notes” on the tour, worried that the 

process of note-taking served to further objectify Palestinians. “The abandonment of 

taking notes was crucial,” Green explained. “Activists objectify Palestinian people 

because you want so badly to capture everything and take notes about people to construct 

a narrative that supports the solidarity work that you do.”24 Instead, Green explained, they 

wanted to be in “real time.” “[I wanted to be] less concerned with working time and 

taking notes so I could come to terms with how I was feeling.”25 Simultaneously, Green 

wanted to resist a savior mentality; they attempted to shift their feelings of helplessness 

around doing something in Palestine away from a focus on what Palestinians need. A 

                                                
23 Yazan Al-Zubaidy, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, September 6, 2012. 
24 Addis Green, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, July 31, 2013. 
25 Ibid. 
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savior narrative, Green intimated, would have positioned Green as an American with 

answers ready to provide to Palestinians who eagerly awaited direction. Instead, Green 

sought to translate the experience of the tour into concrete action back home, without 

collapsing the narrative Green circulated upon return into one only about “what 

Palestinians need.” Green explained that you “treat people like animals by only 

addressing what they need: those tangible resources. What about mothers, children, 

hospitality, kindness, warmth, humanity?”26 In their efforts to do this work of translation, 

without resorting (solely) to a conversation about resources, Green sought to draw 

parallels between what they saw in Palestine and what they witnessed daily in Chicago: 

“I wanted to draw connections between Palestinian youth and Chicago youth, not to 

compare them, but to demonstrate they ways in which they are victimized by a larger 

system of systemic racism and structural inequality.”27  

 Green continued, critiquing the lack of understanding of privilege in Palestine 

solidarity circles in the U.S., explaining: “My relationship to Palestine as a person of 

color is very different than the activists around me.”28 This sentiment is often echoed in 

report-backs by activists of color who travel to Palestine. In a recent Electronic Intifada 

podcast covering the Interfaith Peace Builder’s third African Heritage Delegation, which 

took place in October of 2014, Trina Jackson, a social justice organizer in Boston, and 

Ajamu Baraka, founding executive director of the U.S. Human Rights Network and 

editor and columnist with Black Agenda Report, spoke of the particular vantage point 

                                                
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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shared by African-American delegates and tourists to Palestine, a way of seeing that is 

not shared by tourists who have not experienced race-based oppression in the U.S. 

Baraka characterized the connections between anti-racist organizing in the U.S. and anti-

occupation organizing in Palestine as “somewhat obvious for both of us who were part of 

the delegation and for Palestinians who had taken an interest and had an understanding of 

the struggles of African people in the U.S.”29 Like Green, he explained, “…Unlike some 

who may visit and have a sympathetic position on the position of Palestine, there was 

something deeply moving for us who come out of situations where we are directly 

oppressed. There’s a feeling there that I think the Palestinians also picked up [on].”30 

Green explained that white solidarity activists often want to appropriate other people’s 

struggles and/or exceptionalize Palestine and, therefore, fail to see the structural 

equivalents to Palestine in the U.S. Again, Baraka echoes Green’s words: “our struggles 

go beyond just our immediate struggles for our own liberation….[T]hose forces that are 

conspiring to deny us our humanity are the same forces that are conspiring to deny the 

humanity of peoples all over this globe.”31 The white activists who fail to see the 

structural equivalents of Israeli racism in white supremacy in the U.S., Green argued, 

miss opportunities to draw connections and fail to see that they would, in fact, strengthen 

their activism in both spaces – the U.S. and Israel/Palestine – by contextualizing each site 

and simultaneously refusing to isolate inequity to a certain geographic location.  

                                                
29 Nora Barrows-Friedman, “‘Common Bond’ Found in African Heritage Delegation to Palestine,” 
Electronic Intifada, November 16, 2014, accessed November 16, 2014, 
http://electronicintifada.net/blogs/nora-barrows-friedman/common-bond-found-african-heritage-delegation-
palestine. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
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 Green then returned to their meditation on “hanging out” in Palestine and the 

prospect of having fun on a solidarity tour. Green argued that, like “hanging out,” 

circulating images and narratives of Palestinian people living – and enjoying – their lives 

does not weaken the cause for Palestinian liberation. Green explained, “people want to 

put the most horrific images out there to create the urgency and to vilify the occupation, 

but there aren’t enough images of Palestinian people, framed in a way that doesn’t 

mitigate Israel, images of the hospitality, kindness, images that aren’t about witnessing 

them.”32 Here, Green constructs witnessing as a voyeuristic relationship to images of 

horror, one in which Green – as a “witness” in Palestine – is very much implicated. Green 

then positions time spent, relationships forged, and “hanging out” as a partial and 

inadequate, but necessary, way to work against the epistemic violence of witnessing and 

an endeavor to disrupt the tendency of those who witness to craft a narrative that is 

wholly about subjection and victimhood. 

 This social life of Palestine is rarely – if ever – the subject of report-backs in the 

wake of solidarity tours and delegations. Palestinians hanging out and living life does not 

incite the kind of outrage and impetus for movement-building that thick descriptions of 

the Wall and settlers in Hebron do. This preoccupation with images of downtrodden, 

oppressed Palestinians that circulate so frequently in news media outlets is precisely what 

has led photographer Tanya Habjouqa to recently embark on a photography project 

entitled “Occupied Pleasures.” In her project, she seeks to capture Palestinian pleasure 

and the humor Palestinians use to make visible and manageable the daily indignities of 

                                                
32 Ibid. 
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occupation.33 She works against the “visual narrative of Palestinians in the West Bank” 

that has been circumscribed to images of “stone-throwing teenagers confronting Israeli 

soldiers, refugee camps, mothers mourning children killed in conflicts, and long lines at 

border crossing points.”34 In a New York Times piece about her project, interviewer James 

Estrin adds: “Particularly dramatic variations on these visual tropes make the front pages 

and win awards.”35 Here, Estrin points to what one international tour guide in the West 

Bank referred to in an interview with me as the tendency for artists, like photographers, 

to come to Palestine to make their own work more meaningful by taking pictures of 

stone-throwing youth or despondent children. Yet another tour guide – a West Bank 

Palestinian – rolled his eyes in an interview as he explained watching scores of tourists 

snap non-consensual photographs of poor Palestinian children in refugee camps. “What, 

you don’t have babies in your country?,” he wanted to ask them. 

 Habjouqa wanted to “find another way to tell the story.”36 From photographs of 

women practicing yoga on a nature walk, who “go to nature spots Jewish settlers try to 

intimidate Palestinians from accessing” (Figure 18), to Al Quds University javelin 

practice near the Wall (Figure 19), to teenagers getting ready for a school dance in 

Ramallah (Figure 20), to a parkour troupe in Gaza propelling off buildings damaged from 

Israeli incursions (Figure 21), Habjouqa’s work resists the narrative of a Palestine that is 

                                                
33 See: James Estrin, “Palestinian Pleasures,” an interview with Tanya Habjouqa on her series, New York 
Times: The Lens, January 7, 2014, accessed November 18, 2014, 
http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/07/palestinian-
pleasures/?module=Search&mabReward=relbias%3Ar. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid.  
36 Ibid.  
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defined solely by occupation, a narrative that can be understood only through the visual 

cues of checkpoints and the Wall and crying children.  

       

Figure 18:                Figure 19: 
Tanya Habjouqa, Occupied Pleasures (2013)                   Tanya Habjouqa, Occupied Pleasures (2013) 

 

             

Figure 20:       Figure 21: 
Tanya Habjouqa, Occupied Pleasures (2013)      Tanya Habjouqa, Occupied Pleasures (2013) 

 
Instead, her work intervenes in precisely the climate that led Green to surmise, “I never 

thought there would be hanging out in Palestine.” Habjouqa shows that of course there is 

hanging out in Palestine, dancing in Ramallah, javelin and yoga in the West Bank, and 

parkour in Gaza. In taking the social life of Palestine as her subject, Habjouqa pushes 

back against the well-worn images of a stateless people under siege. Addis Green, too, 

wants to interrupt the similarly well-worn themes of the solidarity tour report-back genre, 
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the ways in which the images tourists circulate are a carefully curated selection that 

paints a picture of a besieged people who aren’t afforded the privilege of “fun.” Instead, 

Green positions “fun” as a potential disruption and/or alternative to “witnessing.” While 

these disruptions of an image of a solely besieged Palestine do not necessarily reflect the 

activism solidarity tours seek to catalyze, they do intervene in both the Israeli state-

sanctioned narrative that Palestinians “never lived here” – by all definitions of “living” – 

and the narrative, circulated by those attempting to be in solidarity with Palestinians, that 

Palestinians can only be understood in the context of the occupation and its effects. 

 Placing hanging out, fun, tourism, and occupation in the same analytic frame not 

only asks when and if tourists derive pleasure (or a sense of adventure) from touring the 

occupied, but also asks to what extent “hanging out in Palestine” has the potential to push 

back against the image of a perennially occupied people. Focusing not only on the 

content of the tours, but also on – in Yazan Al-Zubaidy’s words – the reprieve from them, 

allows for a prismatic understanding of solidarity tourism, one that looks at the 

phenomenon from multiple angles. At the same time that Green’s interview critiqued the 

voyeurism of witnessing – and their part in it, they also underscored the self-reflexive 

ways in which tourists also attempt to resist that formulation. Additionally, at the same 

time that Green’s interview, taken in the context of other kinds of report-backs, reflected 

the unwillingness of white tourists to see the structural parallels of racism between settler 

states like the U.S. and Israel, their interview also revealed the discrepancies between 

tourists and the differently positioned ways in which they relate to, understand, and re-

narrate Palestine. 
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“I’ve Seen More of Palestine than Many Palestinians:” 
Itineraries of Privilege and Mobility  
 
 Most report-backs from solidarity tour alumni begin with a vivid description of the 

Ben Gurion airport in Tel Aviv. To enumerate the tropes of this genre is not to evacuate it 

of meaning or import, but to underscore the ways in which particular narrative tropes are 

deemed most effective and translatable to U.S. audiences, most able to generate the kind 

of outrage report-backs are meant to elicit. Solidarity tour alumni most often begin their 

narratives by describing their own anxiety, their nervousness at approaching passport 

control, their awareness of the racialized differentials in treatment between travelers, their 

cognizance of the ways in which people of color routinely are pulled out of the line and 

taken in for questioning. They will talk about how they experienced either relief in 

assuming their whiteness would allow them entry or, alternatively, fear that their 

brownness or blackness would guarantee a much longer interrogation, detention, or 

deportation and a ten-year ban on entering Israel. The first night of most solidarity tours, 

where participants meet each other and learn what their week will look like, is replete 

with tourists trading stories of how they each got in: what lies they told, how they acted, 

what truths they omitted, and what hotel they said they were staying at in Tel Aviv.  

 Many of my interviews with tourists began the same way: with detailed 

descriptions of arriving in Israel/Palestine, most often not knowing what to expect, and 

recounting trepidation, anxiety, and shock at what read to them as such a blatantly racist 

screening process upon arrival into Israel. Maggie Geoff, a white anti-occupation activist 

from Ohio, who, like Green, also took part in the Freedom Bus, but did so as part of an 
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observational research project for her undergraduate degree, described the disparities 

between when she went to Israel/Palestine on an organized trip with her high school in 

2007 and when she went on her own for the Freedom Bus in 2012. She explained, “In 

2007, it was all fully organized by my school. We were an American student group, so it 

was super easy, super fast…. Israeli customs was really easy. It was fine.”37 

Alternatively, “Coming in for the Freedom Bus felt much different; it was obviously a 

much different context. I had a complete cover story.”38 She continued, explaining that 

she was “dressed kind of like a tourist;” “All I had with me was my notebook and my 

iPad and I didn’t bring anything that would be suspicious.”39 Suspicious, in this context, 

would be anything that indexed solidarity with Palestine (from books to T-shirts to key 

chains) or anything that suggested she might be anything other than a summer tourist to 

Israel. “When I was going through customs, I got a different gate pass than other 

people… and I was pulled aside for additional questioning. I didn’t tell anyone where I 

was going or what I was doing. I said I was there for vacation,” adding, later, “They 

didn’t ask me anything about Palestine.”40 These stories all differ in tone and emphasis, 

mostly depending on the racial presentation of the tourist and/or their history of activism. 

European volunteers told me stories of hours of questioning because they had been to 

Malaysia, suspect for having spent time in a “predominantly Muslim country;” Muslim 

Dutch and English women who wear the hijab recounted hours of questioning and near-

deportations; Palestinians living in the U.S. described relentless questioning about their 
                                                
37 Maggie Geoff, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, September 14, 2013. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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families and friends in Palestine; solidarity activists with an online presence recounted 

having to empty their phone of their Palestinian contacts and citing Israeli addresses as 

their only contacts in the region; white tourists described heightened anxieties but 

eventual smooth passage through customs by “acting like a tourist” or, alternatively, 

seeming bored and annoyed with the process. Along those lines, everyone describes the 

process of leaving: mailing back their kuffiyehs, sending home any books they bought, 

scanning their field notes, putting all their photos in cloud storage, erasing the content of 

their phones. These tales of exit and entry are part of the ways in which solidarity tourists 

narrate and translate fragments of the restricted mobility they either experienced or 

witnessed. The narratives of exit and entry that bookend solidarity tours thus form the 

lexicon of solidarity tourism in Palestine: they are part of the ice breakers through which 

solidarity tourists connect with one another and they are part of the material from the trip 

that gets translated and circulated for international audiences once solidarity tourists 

return home.  

 For U.S. tourists, these moments resonate in their ostensible difference from 

entering and exiting the U.S., which, in its tacit comparison eclipses the restricted 

mobility experienced by many in the U.S. and reveals a vision of U.S. customs decidedly 

not from the vantage point of, for example, the undocumented in the U.S. in terms of 

their incapacity to travel and/or likelihood of deportation under the Obama 

administration. The comparison also eclipses the experience of Palestinian activists who 

have attempted, either unsuccessfully or with huge amounts of difficulty, to enter the 

U.S. In February of 2013, for example, Emad Burnat, director of 5 Broken Cameras, the 
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Palestinian film on resistance against the Wall in the village of Bil’in, and brother of Iyad 

Burnat, who gives weekly solidarity tours of the village, was threatened with deportation 

at Los Angeles International Airport when he arrived in the U.S. to attend the Oscars for 

his nomination for best documentary feature. In a reversal and reiteration of how many 

solidarity tourists explain the restriction of their movement at the airport as only a 

fragment of that which Palestinians experience, Burnat used his detention at LAX to 

highlight the quotidian detention of Palestinians at the more than 500 checkpoints that 

fragment the West Bank. He explained,  

Although this was an unpleasant experience, this is a daily occurrence for 
Palestinians, every single day, throughout [t]he West Bank. There are more than 
500 Israeli checkpoints, roadblocks, and other barriers to movement across our 
land, and not a single one of us has been spared the experience that my family and I 
experienced yesterday. Ours was a very minor example of what my people face 
every day.41  
 

This question of (im)mobility in Palestine – whose mobility is foreclosed entirely, whose 

mobility is foreclosed temporarily, whose mobility is unrestricted – animates narratives 

of being in Palestine, from stepping off the plane to getting back on it.  

  If one ostensible goal of tourism — solidarity tourism included — is to sightsee, 

part of the work solidarity tourism in the West Bank is to see Palestine, and much of this 

seeing, tourists come to understand, is far more capacious and expansive than that which 

can be seen by the Palestinians who are guiding them through these spaces. When asked 

about what resonated most with her about her ten days in Palestine in 2012, Maggie 

                                                
41 Jorge Rivas, “LAX Officials Threaten to Deport Palestinian Filmmaker on his Way to the Oscars,” 
Colorlines, February 20, 2013, accessed November 20, 2014, 
http://colorlines.com/archives/2013/02/lax_officials_threaten_to_deport_palestinian_filmmaker_on_his_wa
y_to_oscars.html. 
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Geoff responded: “As an American who grew up in the Midwest, just the overwhelming 

amount of militarism, and military presence, in the West Bank was really shocking. And 

the idea that I’ve seen more of Palestine than a large portion of the Palestinian 

population. We were in ten different cities and refugee camps….”42 Geoff's narrative of 

ten cities within ten days, wherein she saw more of Palestine than many Palestinians are 

able to, is one of the things that most stuck with her, second only to the militarized space 

of a territory under occupation. For other tourists I spoke to, the disparity between their 

own movement and that of the Palestinian guides and organizers orchestrating their 

movement is the starkest and most immediate memory they have of their time in 

Palestine. Yvonne Lory, a U.S. tourist with YMCA Vermont who came to Palestine with 

the Journey for Justice, describes her freedom of mobility at Checkpoint 300, separating 

Bethlehem from Jerusalem, and in Hebron as throwing into sharp relief both “the benefit 

and shame” of being an American citizen in Palestine: “Because it was like, when I was 

on my own, I could get waived through while all the Palestinians were being pulled aside, 

and being yelled at, and things like that, and I would just get a smile and get passed right 

on by because of my passport.”43 In Hebron, she describes the “shock” of “blatant 

segregation.” She detailed the experience of Shuhada Street in Hebron, where 

international tourists are allowed access and their Palestinian counterparts are held back. 

In her words: 

And, then, of course Hebron. I mean, that experience alone was just…. I’ve never 
seen anything like that before. Just blatant segregation. That was really weird. 

                                                
42 Maggie Geoff, Interview by Author, Recorded Skype Interview, September 14, 2013, emphasis mine. 
43 Yvonne Lory, Interview by Author, Recorded Skype Interview, October 4, 2013. 
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And not even, I mean, even after the trip. I felt like there was so much 
camaraderie within the group, and I think, especially in the United States, your 
friends would just come along or whatever, and the fact that they literally could 
not leave an area to join you, or to join me. That was really hard. That was really 
difficult. Like: you literally can’t cross into Jerusalem. You literally can’t go to 
Haifa. I can’t imagine that kind of limitation.44 

 
She characterizes the Palestinian guides and organizers, along with the Palestinian 

domestic tourists and participants from Jerusalem, Nazareth, Nablus, and Ramallah, as 

people she had come to see as friends, a relationship she describes as characterized by 

“camaraderie” and one certainly crafted through “hanging out in Palestine.” She then 

describes her surprise, confusion, and shame at her freedom of mobility in comparison 

with theirs. The tone of this kind of narration — characterized predominantly by shock – 

is one common to most solidarity tour report-backs, but not common to all. Addis 

Green’s narrative, for example, focused far more on the commonalities they saw between 

racism in contemporary Palestine and racism in contemporary Chicago. Lory’s narrative, 

further, pivots on shock around the question of mobility and access that she embodied 

more than discrimination that she witnessed. When she describes Hebron, for example, 

she devotes most of the narrative space of her interview to remembering how her friends 

could not walk with her down Shuhada Street rather than mentioning the grates above 

Palestinian marketplaces to catch the debris settlers throw or the heightened military 

presence protecting settlers and their families. The moments of truncated Palestinian 

mobility in contradistinction to her expansive mobility resonated more with her, as 

something she participated in as a complicit subject, than anything else she saw that day.  
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 Lory further described this discrepancy between her own movement and the 

Palestinians who had hitherto guided her around Palestine as a “horrible feeling” given 

her relationship to Israel/Palestine as an American citizen. She elaborated, “You’re 

hearing all these awful stories about what our American tax dollars are doing to support 

the Israeli military, or just the occupation. I mean, it’s a horrible feeling. Because you’re 

like: ‘Oh, my hard-earned money is going to make your life a living hell.’”45 In this 

reflection, Lory describes her experience as a both a privileged and complicit subject. She 

describes her experience of this “horrible feeling,” as one characterized by the benefit of 

unchecked movement in the Occupied Territories and the shame of funding the 

discrimination that enables that movement. The frequency with which tourists use the 

word “shame” to describe their experience in Palestine is notable; the shame they index 

often refers to their tax dollars and subsequent complicity in the occupation (in Lory’s 

formulation, her hard-earned money going to make Palestinian life “a living hell”) 

coupled with the shame they felt at the differential treatment they experienced and 

embodied as U.S. citizens in Palestine (in Lory’s formulation, the fact that your friends, 

“literally,” cannot go with you). In this way, while Lory would, later in the interview, 

elaborate more on her experience of racism in Israel/Palestine as someone who identifies 

as mixed-race, she began her reflection, as many solidarity tour alumni do, not with 

stories about the kinds of disparities between Israelis and Palestinians that she witnessed, 

but with stories about the kind of disparities she represented and reenacted as a U.S. 

tourist in Palestine. In Paul Gilroy’s Postcolonial Melancholia, he distinguishes between 
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“paralyzing guilt” and “productive shame.” Writing of the work of decolonization, he 

suggests that, in order to confront one’s complicity in imperial projects, one must take up 

“the painful obligations to work through the grim details of imperial and colonial history 

and to transform paralyzing guilt into a more productive shame that would be conducive 

to the building of a multicultural nationality that is no longer phobic about the prospect of 

exposure to either strangers or otherness.”46 While the tourists I interviewed don’t, 

themselves, distinguish between the guilt and shame they felt, they do articulate the ways 

in which their experiences of guilt and shame on the tours were resonant turning points in 

their understandings of settler colonialism in Palestine – moments that not only catalyzed 

their outrage, but ignited an urgency that disallowed any sense of apathetic complacency 

in imperial projects. In this way, they begin to take up the work of transforming 

paralyzing guilt into productive shame – not as Israelis reckoning with building a 

multicultural nationality, as is reflected in the work of Zochrot, but as U.S. citizens 

rejecting U.S. imperial interests in maintaining the status quo in Israel/Palestine.  

A Fleeting, Precarious, and Contingent Return:  
Palestinian-American Movement in Palestine 
 
 Sarah Alzanoon, a Palestinian-American tourist who was on the same tour as 

Yvonne Lory, also narrated shock at her unhindered (or less hindered) capacity to move 

throughout these spaces simultaneously with what she continuously described as her guilt 

and shame for her comfortable lifestyle as an American and her tax dollars funding the 

occupation. However, though touching on the same thematic resonances, employing the 
                                                
46 Paul Gilroy, Postcolonial Melancholia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 99. 
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same analogies, and describing (some of) the same experiences, Alzanoon’s narrative, as 

a Palestinian-American tourist in Palestine, differs markedly from Lory’s. Alzanoon, too, 

describes the most jarring moment of her trip as one in which she experienced mobility at 

the expense of the Palestinians sharing her space. First, she, like Maggie Geoff, narrated 

her entrance into Israel and her several-hour detention at the airport. Unlike Yvonne 

Lory, who had admittedly no knowledge of Israel/Palestine before her arrival and no 

familial connection, and unlike Maggie Geoff and Addis Green, Palestine solidarity 

activists with no familial connections to Palestine, Sarah Alzanoon described her 

experience as the first Palestinian in her family — scattered across Jordan, Kuwait, 

Canada, and Sacramento, California — to see Palestine, outside of her relatives in Gaza 

who she has never met and who haven’t been able to leave Gaza. She described how, in 

her first year of college, her campus had erected a “Before I Die” Wall, the global art 

installation of a chalkboard with scores of unfinished sentences that read: “Before I die, I 

want to….”47 Alzanoon finished the sentence with “see Palestine,” years before she was 

able to make the trip.48 She described how she was eventually able to make the trip to 

Palestine, detailing her flight to Israel and how she was questioned even in the U.S. about 

her intentions before she boarded her plane, in her words “before [she] was even 

expecting it.”49 She explained how, because she was born in Kuwait, since she came from 

                                                
47 “Before I Die” is a global art project that began with Candy Cheng creating the first installation on the 
wall of an abandoned building in New Orleans in 2011. It has since grown into a project of more than 400 
walls in more than 60 countries. For more, see: Emanuella Grinberg, “‘Before I Die’ Wall Turns Dreams 
into Words,” CNN, December 2, 2013, accessed November 20, 2014, 
http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/29/living/before-i-die-walls-book/. 
48 Sarah Alzanoon, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, November 22, 2014. 
49 Ibid. 
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a family of Palestinian refugees, her birthplace read as a “red flag” to the Israeli 

authorities in Tel Aviv. Alzanoon described being detained at the airport for “somewhere 

between five and seven hours.”50 She narrates her experience, explaining: “So they 

automatically sent me into a room where they ‘randomly’ check people, but I just saw a 

bunch of Muslim people there – I think there were pretty much just Palestinian people – 

and anyone “suspicious,” but, honestly it was just brown people like me.”51 The Israeli 

authorities held her there for three to four hours and then brought her into an office where 

she spoke to a male soldier who asked her what she was going to do there. She answered 

that she was going to learn more about the history of Jerusalem and Bethlehem, and she 

was sent back to the waiting room for another hour, and then back to another office 

where a female soldier asked her more of the same questions but in a different tone and 

register. Eventually a third person entered, asked her who she was staying with, looked 

through her phone, and called her contact in Israel (a family friend in Jerusalem) to verify 

her story. The authorities asked her for her family friend’s first and last name, but, not 

expecting to need to know and thrown off by the barrage of questioning, she kept calling 

him Ammo, Uncle in Arabic, paired with his last name, and couldn’t place his first name. 

Finally, she was able to pull up his name, they were able to call him, and he was able to 

corroborate her story.  

 She narrated being terrified that her contact from Journey for Justice would have 

left without her and that, even if she were let through, she was going to be lost and 
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confused and alone. She recalled thinking, “I’m in a country I’ve never been to, these 

people are mean to me, I don’t know if I have a ride, I don’t know what to do at all, so… 

I already wanted to go home,”52 and laughed awkwardly at her narration of the 

experience. Alzanoon’s narration of her first moments in Palestine both sets her 

experience apart from many of the other participants on solidarity tours like the Journey 

for Justice at the same time that it echoes countless other narratives documenting the 

discriminatory and racist policies at Ben Gurion Airport. For Alzanoon, the “random” 

search resulting in sitting in a waiting room with “brown people like her” and the five to 

seven hours (the experience too hectic and nerve-wracking, she explains, to even know 

how long it was) were jarring enough to make her just want to go home, even after 

having listed seeing Palestine as the one thing she wanted to do before she died and even 

with the knowledge that she was the first of her family to see Palestine. “No one has been 

back,” she explained multiple times during the interview, after her grandparents were 

expelled in 1948 from the Majdal Asqalan area, north of Gaza, in what is now an Israeli 

city called Ashkelon.53 “Not even my father, who’s a Palestinian refugee!” she repeated 

several times.54 Alzanoon’s relationship to Palestine as a tourist, then, is connected to 

both her brownness and her identity as a Palestinian-American coupled with the weight 

of being the emissary of return, if only a fleeting and temporary one, for her family. This 

“return,” of a sort, was precarious from its inception, contingent only on being let in, and 
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dependent on a stranger happening to pick up his phone and happening to tell the third 

Israeli interrogator what he wanted to hear. 

 Arriving in Israel/Palestine, Alzanoon’s capacity for movement differed from her 

white peers with U.S. passports, but, once in Palestine and outside the airport, her 

mobility approximated their movement more than it did the Palestinians with whom she 

identified and felt a shared a lineage. She describes, as one of the most resonant moments 

from her time in Palestine that continues to haunt her, taking the bus from Bethlehem into 

Jerusalem on a side trip apart from the group: 

There’s one story that resonates with me and it was when I was going … into 
Jerusalem on this bus. And, um, at one point the bus stopped and he asked all of 
the Palestinians to get off the bus so they could search them. So they had to go off 
the bus and go on line so they could be, like, strip searched, or whatever, and 
there was a guy there. He was a soldier, and he had a big AK-47 on him, and all 
this kind of stuff. So they all get off the bus and then I get off the bus, too, 
because I’m [a Palestinian]. And this Palestinian lady looks at me, with this strong 
look, and she’s like, “you don’t have to get off; just stay,” is what she was pretty 
much telling me, like “you don’t have to go through this.” So I just stayed. So 
they all have to get strip-searched, pretty much all the Palestinian people, with 
Palestinian I.D.s, but because I was a foreigner — even though I’m just as 
Palestinian as them — but I have my American passport, I get more rights than 
the people that have lived there, and their ancestors who have lived here for 
hundreds of years, and they pay taxes, to Israel, you know?55 
 

Here, Alzanoon describes the checkpoint, this one only for cars and buses, that separates 

Bethlehem from Jerusalem. She again describes her fear and anxiety, her confusion about 

her place as a Palestinian-American in Palestine, and her inability to comprehend the 

level of movement this time not restricted by her brownness but granted by her 

citizenship. When a Palestinian woman on the bus reminds her, and mostly with a look, 
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since Alzanoon doesn’t speak Arabic, that she doesn’t have to get off the bus, Alzanoon 

doesn’t know what to do other than marvel at the inequity she embodies in her 

Americanness. She continued, narrating this in terms of feelings of guilt and shame for 

being a U.S. citizen: “So I just felt, that’s another thing, where I get these feelings of guilt 

and shame, that these Palestinians who are rightfully here, I get more rights than them, 

from being a tourist, even though I’m just as much a Palestinian.”56 Alzanoon thus 

attributes the rights she is granted in Palestine to both her Americanness and her role as a 

tourist in Israel/Palestine. Her position as a tourist, and not as a Palestinian, is sedimented 

in moments like this as much as it is troubled by moments like her detention in the 

airport. Notwithstanding her temporary detention at the airport, she described her 

experience in Palestine as “feeling like a Palestinian in the U.S. and an American in 

Palestine.”57 She explained that this disjuncture was due not only to experiences that 

reminded her of her foreignness – like getting to stay on the bus – but also to her inability 

to understand Arabic, to know the right things to do or wear, and to be familiar with 

cultural customs in Palestine. Yet, she also articulated that she never felt “like an 

American in the U.S.”58 There, she was a refugee, she had “a weird last name,” and she 

was routinely called a foreigner.59 Alzanoon moves through spaces in the U.S., then, as 

someone “out of place,”60 yet describes her movement through Palestine as characterized 

by an expansiveness made possible by her particular experience of diaspora, as a 

                                                
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Edward Said, Out of Place: A Memoir (New York: Vintage, 2000). 
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Palestinian-American with the freedom to move around Palestine, and at the expense of 

the West Bank Palestinians surrounding her, whose movement is foreclosed at worst and 

surveilled at best.  

 In recounting her experience, Alzanoon also gets at the crux of what, in many ways, 

differentiates her experience of Palestine from that of some of the other internationals on 

the tour. In Alzanoon’s words:  

Another thing I felt, kind of, in the group, is that this stuff really resonated with 
me more because I know that I have family that live here and they live in even 
worse conditions, in Gaza, so it really hurt my feelings a lot. I felt like, with the 
international communities that come, they get to go back to Germany or they get 
to go back to Japan and they don’t really need to internalize their feelings as much 
as I did.61  
 

She rephrased the distance between her and the other tourists, explaining, “I feel like, 

because I’m Palestinian, that impacts me a little bit more…. I feel like maybe they were 

fine when they got back, but it still impacts me and I still feel a sense of guilt. A lot.”62 

Again, Alzanoon’s narrative centers in large part on her own guilt at what her country 

does and what she has in comparison with her family in Gaza, who she has never met and 

doesn’t imagine she ever will meet. Alzanoon is not wrong in assuming that her 

understanding of Palestine is radically different from others on her tour; Yvonne Lory, 

for example, admitted, that, prior to her arrival in Palestine, she balked: “I don’t even 

know where Palestine is,” and asked: “Do I have to wear a headscarf everywhere?” She 

described the discordance between her expectations of Palestine and Palestine itself with 

                                                
61 Sarah Alzanoon, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, November 22, 2014. 
62 Ibid. 
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the exclamation: “I was literally expecting tents.”63 Alzanoon did not come to Palestine 

expecting tents; still, she described everything she saw as “100 times worse” than she had 

imagined. She knew about the Wall, but she didn’t expect it to be so big. She knew about 

the transit system, but she didn’t expect the racialized segregation to be so stark. She 

knew about apartheid, she says, but she didn’t expect Palestinians to actually be asked to 

get off the bus and be searched. These kinds of clashes between expectations and 

realities, and these kinds of barometers of delineating “how bad” it really is, populate the 

genre of solidarity tour alumni report-backs. The surprise Alzanoon indexes here, the 

“100 times worse” she couldn’t have imagined even as a Palestinian raised in the 

diaspora, is also marked by her surprise at being on a tour with internationals who, in her 

assessment, both knew little about Palestine and would not internalize the material of the 

tour in the same way that she, as “a Palestinian in America and an American in 

Palestine,” would. 

 Alzanoon further tethered her feelings of guilt and difference from other tourists to 

her capacity to return home. She repeatedly invoked the sense of guilt and shame she 

experienced at being a Palestinian who lives in the U.S., which she articulated both in 

terms of the U.S. funding Israeli occupation and in terms of her comfortable lifestyle in 

California, how she can “go home and not face the kinds of trials and tribulations that my 

family, or that my people, face.”64 She continued, “I get to go back and not worry that 

there’s going to be an intifada the next day.”65 On the Fourth of July, she explained, she 

                                                
63 Yvonne Lory, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, October 4, 2014. 
64 Sarah Alzanoon, Interview by Author, Recorded Interview via Skype, November 22, 2014. 
65 Ibid. 
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can hear fireworks exploding and know she’s safe, but Palestinians in Gaza cannot.66 She 

again repeated, “I get to go there, sympathize with these people, and then I get to go 

home and I don’t have to deal with the struggles and the challenges that they face every 

day.”67 While, earlier in the interview, Alzanoon articulated her struggle to enter 

Palestine as a mark of her otherness in Israel, here she positions her capacity to leave as 

that which indexes her privilege. Alzanoon’s ability to “go back” and “go home” 

punctuates her ambivalence about her position as a Palestinian in Palestine; her freedom 

to leave and her home elsewhere mark her as both a member of the Palestinian diaspora 

and as a U.S. citizen with a comfortable lifestyle while her freedom to leave and her 

home elsewhere simultaneously mark her distance from Palestinians she considers her 

people. Thus, at the same time that Sarah Alzanoon narrates her distance/difference from 

the other internationals on tour, she also narrates her distance/difference from the West 

Bank Palestinians she meets. Her time in Palestine reminds her of her foreignness from 

those tourists who, like her, came from the U.S.; at the same time, her time in Palestine 

serves as a painful reminder that, while she can see more of Palestine than the 

Palestinians who live there, she is not recognized as Palestinian enough – by either 

Palestinians or the Israelis who police them. In this way, even her mobility in Palestine is 

a reminder of her exile.68  

                                                
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68

 I am grateful to Bisan Salhi for helping me think through the experience of diaspora Palestinians in 
Palestine, and the reminders of their exile that they experience, after I presented pieces of this chapter, and 
Sarah Alzanoon’s narrative, on our shared panel, “Spaces Under Construction: Building Towards an 
Anthropology of Contemporary Settler Colonialism in Palestine-Israel,” at the American Anthropological 
Association’s annual meeting in Washington, D.C. in December 2014.  
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On Making Sense: 
Imperfect Analogies in the Work of Translation 
 
 The story Alzanoon tells touches on many of the problems that inhere in solidarity 

tourism: she describes the process of solidarity tourism as a truncated visit, premised on 

sympathy and exposure to someone else’s narrative of struggle, and then a return home, 

with each tourist burdened differently (or not at all) by the material of witnessing and 

well aware that their task is to translate it for U.S. audiences. In an effort to do this work 

of translation, solidarity tourists most often turn to analogy. Sarah Alzanoon, for her part, 

articulated moments of “feeling” the occupation’s effects, like her confusion on the bus, 

as moments only understandable though analogy. She reflected: 

So I kind of felt like there was Black and white people on the bus, and the Black 
people have to leave the bus to get searched, and the white person… you know? 
Like I kind of felt like it was a situation like that, where it’s just like you have a 
people with more rights than others, who are first class and second class. That’s 
something that really… I was crying on the bus behind my sunglasses, because I 
was just like, this is so wrong.69  
 

She explained how she uses this moment, and the analogy of the Jim Crow South, when 

she translates the material of what she saw in Palestine to the report-backs she gives for 

both Palestinian audiences at cultural events back home and mixed audiences on college 

campuses. In an effort to help audiences better understand the racialized uneven 

distribution of rights and resources in Palestine, she explains, she gives them a contextual 

grounding that might read as more familiar to them. For her part, Yvonne Lory spoke 

about gauging audience responses in her own process of translating the materials of the 

tours. In her experience, she explained, she found that “only the people who have done 
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Civil Rights work in the United States or, somewhere else, like if they’ve been to South 

Africa or somewhere like that, those are the only people who kind of understand without 

having been there, until you describe the situation, or show pictures even.”70 For Lory, 

only the people who have done civil rights work or “been to South Africa” can 

understand Palestine without having been there, people whose own experience, in her 

estimation, renders racialized segregation legible without any further explanation. Once 

you describe Palestine, or show someone pictures, she ascertains, then they can 

understand it, but until that moment it is illegible. The only touchstones to get people to 

understand Palestine, then, for many tourists, are to draw upon the analogies of the Jim 

Crow South and Apartheid South Africa. 

 Both Alzanoon and Lory used the analogy of the Jim Crow South as a shorthand 

descriptor of what life is like in Palestine: in Lory’s case, as a way to describe the 

everyday violence of segregation to U.S. audiences; in Alzanoon’s case, as a way to 

understand and assimilate what she was witnessing — and embodying — on the bus. 

This shorthand is common to the genre of solidarity tour report-back texts, speeches, and 

interviews, from activists to curious tourists to public intellectuals and scholars upon 

return from solidarity delegations or fact-finding missions to Palestine. These analogies 

typically center on: 1) comparisons between the contemporary West Bank and the Jim 

Crow south; 2) comparisons between Apartheid South Africa and contemporary 

Palestine; and 3) less frequently, comparisons between Native American genocide in the 

U.S. and settler colonialism in Palestine. These almost scripted turns to analogy raise 
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many questions: what are the limitations and the political expediency of these analogies? 

Why do solidarity tour alumni repeatedly invoke them? How do solidarity tourists invoke 

them differently? What political purchase do these analogies provide in the act of 

translating the material of the tour and what gets lost in translation? Addis Green’s 

comparisons between racialized violence and its effects on youth in contemporary 

Chicago and contemporary Palestine, for example, read in a very different register than 

Yvonne Lory and Sarah Alzanoon’s comparisons between contemporary Palestine and 

pre-Civil Rights Movement U.S. The Jim Crow and South Africa analogies that animate 

the genre of reporting back, as well as analogies to early settler colonialism in the 

Americas, on the one hand resist the exceptionalizing of Palestine, drawing connections 

between different sites of colonial rule. On the other hand, these analogies can also serve 

to relegate racialized violence outside of Israel/Palestine to the past and position Israel’s 

occupation as a last colonial outpost or a space where — shockingly — racist vitriol still 

exists. In a moment where racialized violence against Black youth, men, women, and 

children in Ferguson, Missouri and across the U.S. in the wake of Michael Brown’s 

murder by Darren Wilson makes it impossible to consign anti-Black racism to the past,71 

and, in a moment where Idle No More protests animate the daily indigenous struggle 

against land theft in North America, in the form of the Keystone XL Pipeline as only one 

example of several, it is worth examining how these comparisons might give historical 

                                                
71 As only one example chronicling this violence, see Robin D.G. Kelley’s “Resisting the War Against the 
Black and Brown Underclass: Why We Will Not Wait” CounterPunch, November 25, 2014, accessed 
November 25, 2014, http://www.counterpunch.org/2014/11/25/75039/. 
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texture to solidarity tour alumni’s speech acts, but also inadvertently position the struggle 

for democracy and decolonization in the U.S. as a “finished project.”72  

 In Lory’s words, the only people who could understand Palestine without having 

seen it are those who have done Civil Rights work in the U.S. or been to South Africa. 

Her nebulous reference to time (when might they have done Civil Rights work?) and 

space (where and when might they have gone to South Africa?) positions both pre-Civil 

Rights segregation and Apartheid South Africa as touchstone — and tacit — references 

that both allow for an explanation without witnessing and need no further explanation. 

Without this experiential reference, Lory maintains, one needs to witness. Both Lory and 

Alzanoon also describe these acts of witnessing as participatory ones, one in which the 

“witness” is enacting segregation rather than merely observing it. Lory describes walking 

down Shuhada Street in Hebron without the Palestinian participants and guides she had 

come to understand as friends. In the U.S., she had explained, “your friends would just 

come along,” but, in Hebron, “they literally could not leave an area to join you, or to join 

me.” The shock of this experience is palpable in her retelling, even almost two years after 

the tour. Further, her correction, at the end of her sentence, from the collective “you” of a 

wide audience to the circumscribed “me” of her memory also indexes her complicity in 

the acts of segregation she witnessed, particularly with her repeated descriptions of the 

“feeling” as a horrible one. Similarly, but differently, when Alzanoon describes staying 

on a bus while West Bank Palestinians get searched on the street outside, she turns to an 

                                                
72 I borrow this formulation from Nikhil Singh in his work, Black Is a Country: Race and the Unfinished 
Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
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equally nebulous Civil-Rights-Era segregated transit system to understand what she was 

not only witnessing, but embodying. 

 More often than not, these are the references solidarity tour alumni use to translate 

their experience in Palestine for U.S. audiences. While these are the references of young 

tourists and activists, elsewhere they are the words and analogies of renowned scholars, 

writers, musicians, and activists. Writer Alice Walker, for example, upon visiting 

Palestine in advance of her participation in the New York session of the 2012 Russell 

Tribunal, described the situation in Palestine as “more brutal” than the Jim Crow South.73 

Similarly, historian Robin D.G. Kelley, after a tour organized by the U.S. Campaign for 

the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (USACBI), described witnessing in 

Palestine “a level of racist violence [he] had never seen growing up as a black person in 

the States,” even after having experienced police brutality.74 Achille Mbembe describes 

                                                
73 The Russell Tribunal describes its work as having no legal status, but acting as a court of the people, to 
“examine violations of international law, of which the Palestinians are victims, that prevent the Palestinians 
People from exercising its rights to a sovereign State.” See more at Russell Tribunal of Palestine, 
http://www.russelltribunalonpalestine.com/en/, accessed November 25, 2014. Alice Walker made this 
statement on a segment of Democracy Now!. The entirety of her quote was as follows: “Well, my family 
was a poor farming family, and we lived under absolute segregation. Although, even though, you know, all 
of the hotels and the motels and the restaurants and the water fountains, all those things were segregated, 
we didn’t have segregated roads, which you do have in the Occupied Territories, roads that only Jewish 
settlers can use, and the Palestinians have these little tracks, you know, these little paths, often, you know, 
obstructed by boulders. And that is how they’re supposed to move around, for the most part. And the 
unfairness of it is so much like the South. It’s so much like the South of, you know, I don’t know, 50 years 
ago, really, and actually more brutal, because in Palestine so many more people are wounded, shot, killed, 
imprisoned. You know, there are thousands of Palestinians in prison virtually for no reason.” (Juan Cole, 
“Alice Walker: Palestinians Face Oppression Much Worse than Jim Crow of Old South” Informed 
Comment, September 29, 2012, accessed November 25, 2014, http://www.juancole.com/2012/09/alice-
walker-palestinians-face-oppression-much-worse-than-jim-crow-of-old-south.html.) 
74 Alex Kane, “A Level of Racist Violence I Have Never Seen: UCLA Professor Robin D.G. Kelley on 
Palestine and the BDS Movement,” Mondoweiss: The War of Ideas in the Middle East, February 16, 2012, 
accessed November 20, 2014, http://mondoweiss.net/2012/02/a-level-of-racist-violence-i-have-never-seen-
ucla-professor-robin-d-g-kelley-on-palestine-and-the-bds-movement. Kelley explained, “We went to 
Ramallah, met the president of Birzeit University, we met with other faculty, the founders of PACBI 
[Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel]. We went to East Jerusalem to visit 
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Palestine as worse than the South African Bantustans, far more lethal than Apartheid 

South Africa, and approximating a “high-tech Jim Crow cum Apartheid.”75 More than 

determining the historical (in)accuracies of these analogies, or tallying up their veracity, I 

am interested in asking: In a time of egregious human rights violations within and outside 

the U.S., in a time of mass incarceration in the U.S. and in Israel, state-sanctioned torture 

in both countries, escalating deportations in both countries, accelerated U.S. and Israeli 

drone attacks, and both country’s military occupations, what do we gain from positioning 

the occupation of Palestine as the “biggest moral scandal of our times?”76 What are the 

implications of imagining a Palestine whose violence is so egregious, it is worse than 

lynching, worse than Jim Crow, and worse than apartheid South Africa? I am interested 

in asking what is communicated through these analogies, what is gained and lost in this 

positioning, and why it is that solidarity tourism so frequently traffics in these kinds of 

comparative and hierarchical analogies.  

                                                                                                                                            
Sheikh Jarrah and some of the families that have been dispossessed from their own homes. We went to 
Hebron, and visited and talked to Palestinian merchants, and witnessed a level of racist violence that I 
hadn’t even seen growing up as a black person here in the States (laughs), I have to say, and I’ve been beat 
by the cops. The level of racist violence from the settlers is kind of astounding. We visited Aida refugee 
camp just north of Bethlehem, and we went to Bethlehem as well. On my own, I went to Nablus and visited 
the Balata refugee camp. We also went to Haifa, and we met with a group of Palestinian-Israeli scholars 
and intellectuals to talk about the boycott.” 
75 John Soske and Sean Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a Country, Apartheid Israel: The Politics of an Analogy, 
November 2014, accessed November 26, 2014, at https://africaisacountry.creatavist.com/apartheidanalogy. 
Mbembe’s poem “On Palestine” reads, in part: “I am willing to bet it is worse than the South African 
Bantustans. / To be sure, it is not Apartheid South African style. / It is far more lethal. / It looks like high-
tech Jim Crow cum Apartheid.” His poem continues: “The occupation of Palestine is the biggest moral 
scandal of our times, one of the most / dehumanizing ordeals of the century we have just entered, and the 
biggest act of cowardice of / the last half-century.” 
76 Ibid. 
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 The blog and collective Africa is a Country recently published an e-book devoted 

entirely to the question of the South Africa/Israel analogy.77 Troubled by what has too 

often been a comparison used for purposes of efficacy and not an actual engagement with 

the history of apartheid in South Africa, the editors sought to probe the politics of the 

analogy itself. In their introduction to the edited volume, John Soske and Sean Jacobs 

argue that the analogy between South Africa and Israel is, in many ways, apt: both sites 

of conquest and settlement are predicated on religion and ethnic nationalism; both 

instituted discriminatory laws based on racial and ethnic grounds; both displaced 

previous inhabitants from their land and homes.78 They continue to flag the ways in 

which leading members of the anti-apartheid struggle, like Archbishop Tutu, have stated 

that the “conditions in the West Bank and Gaza are ‘worse than apartheid.’”79 While 

some of the volume’s authors look toward South Africa in order to glean lessons from the 

anti-apartheid movement for the anti-occupation movement, others caution against using 

South Africa as an example for what liberation looks like. Much like how the 

collaboration between Zochrot and Badil looked to Cape Town not to provide a model, 

but to reflect on potential limitations of that model, Soske and Jacobs conclude, “In 

pursuing the comparison, there may be as much to learn from the questions of liberation 

                                                
77 Published in the wake of the American Studies Association (ASA)’s February 2014 endorsement of a 
boycott of Israeli academic institutions — itself made possible by organizing on the heels of the U.S. 
Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (USACBI)’s own solidarity tour of Palestine that hosted members 
of the ASA’s National Council — and in conjunction with the November 2014 African Studies Association 
meeting in Indianapolis, Indiana, the e-book Apartheid Israel: The Politics of an Analogy was meant to 
begin discussion and encourage the African Studies Association to also endorse the academic boycott of 
Israeli universities. (Ibid., 1.)  
78 Ibid, 1. 
79 Ibid.,1. 
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that the South African struggle failed to answer fully.”80 The essays include analyses of 

South Africa’s role in Israel’s arms trade,81 cautions against the sectarianism of the anti-

apartheid struggle,82 comparisons of neoliberal post-apartheid South Africa and the 

neoliberalization of the West Bank, focusing on post-1990 transitions in both spaces,83 

analyses of the power of the analogy and the simultaneous ways in which it flattens 

historic differences,84 discussions of what complexities the analogy doesn’t sustain and 

what settler logics it illuminates,85 and arguments in hopes that BDS will shake Israeli 

universities to the extent that it shook the Afrikaner elite and university administrations in 

South Africa.86 In his essay, Robin Kelley uses his USACBI solidarity tour of the West 

Bank as a refutation of the claim that the South Africa/Israel analogy doesn’t hold, citing 

how he witnessed the path of “Apartheid Wall” carving up the landscape, how he 

witnessed house demolitions and checkpoints, uprooted olive trees, segregated pristine 

Israeli settlements and dilapidated refugee camps, and how he heard stories of state-

sanctioned theft through the Absentee Property Law and narratives of generations of 

dispossession.87 Kelley’s choice to foreground his essay with his experience as part of a 

delegation speaks to the affective resonance of these trips, as well as the ways in which 

                                                
80 Ibid, 1. 
81 Salim Vally, “From South Africa: Solidarity with Palestine,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a 
Country, Apartheid Israel. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Andy Clarno, “Neoliberal Apartheid,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a Country, Apartheid Israel. 
84 T.J. Tallie, “The Historian of Apartheid,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a Country, Apartheid 
Israel. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Shireen Hassim, “Academic Freedom and Academic Boycotts,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a 
Country, Apartheid Israel. 
87 Robin D.G, Kelley, “Apartheid’s Black Apologists,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a Country, 
Apartheid Israel, 31. 
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solidarity tour alumni and public intellectuals alike use analogy to both understand their 

own experiences and render what they witnessed legible for U.S. audiences.  

 While the most readily used analogies center on questions of similarities between 

the West Bank and Jim Crow South and/or Apartheid South Africa, another analogy that 

often undergirds the genre of solidarity tour alumni report-backs is an analogy that 

compares the experiences of Palestinians with the experiences of First Nation peoples in 

the Americas. T.J. Tallie’s essay complicates the analogy between South Africa and 

Israel by pointing to Israel’s settler logic, which positions Palestinian death as lamentable 

but necessary for Israeli safety, as neither new nor unique to either South Africa or Israel. 

Tallie argues: “As Chickasaw scholar Jodi Byrd has addressed, my own country, the 

United States, is built upon a history of the ungrievable Indian, a necropolitics that 

decides that while unfortunate, the death and clearing of indigenous peoples is a 

regrettable necessity for securing the settler state.88 Tallie continues, reflecting not only 

on shared settler logics, but also on the naturalization of settler violence in the United 

States that is often either disappeared or relegated to a distant past: 

This intersection is where I find myself as an African-American scholar of South 
African history, viewing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I am intellectually struck 
by the similarities of settler logics in Israeli repressive measures against 
Palestinians, the simultaneous fear and resentment of peoples who are themselves 
locked in cycles of repression and violent occupation, to those I have spent much 
of my career reading about in colonial South Africa and more aptly in its 
apartheid iteration. Yet I remain profoundly aware of the privilege provided by 
both distance from both South Africa and Israel and by the naturalization of our 
own settler violences here in the United States. As a non-native person of color, I 
understand very well the constant and disproportionate violence meted out to 
nonwhite peoples within the United States. Although these moments of repression 

                                                
88 Tallie, “The Historian of Apartheid,” in Soske and Jacobs, ed.s, Africa is a Country, Apartheid Israel, 16. 
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are still shaped by complicated relationship to a settler nation-state; the very 
claims I make to belong to a body politic, to push against oppression, are often 
done through recourse to an American identity that exists only through the 
oppression and marginalization of indigenous North Americans.89 
 

Tallie wants to trouble the distance not between past oppression of indigenous people in 

North America and Palestine, but between contemporary marginalization of Native 

Americans in rights appeals to the U.S. state by U.S. citizens, including people of color. 

More than solely a factual comparison between settler logics in North America, South 

Africa, and Israel/Palestine, Tallie wants to raise questions about a present, and not a 

past, of oppression of indigenous people and U.S. scholar/activist/citizen complicity in it. 

 Focusing on the question of settler colonialism, scholars, activists, and organizers 

will often draw comparisons between the U.S. and Israel/Palestine. However, much of 

this comparative work inadvertently functions to position the U.S. as a colonialism that is 

“settled,” while Palestine is positioned as a colonialism “we” can still do something 

about. This logic is frequently at work in the analogies solidarity tourists and tour guides 

alike make, which position Palestine as a “last colonial outpost” and caution that, if “we” 

don’t act, “what happened to the Native Americans will happen to Palestinians.” This 

formulation assumes that colonialism elsewhere, outside of Palestine, is “over,” that 

native peoples and their land no longer exist, and that Palestine is in danger of becoming 

“settled” in the way that the U.S. ostensibly is. These kinds of shorthands and signposts 

for displacement traffic in erasure and exceptionalize Palestine in the same way that 
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declarations of Palestine as the “worst” colonialism and “most brutal” racism similarly 

do.  

 Still other works circulated by solidarity tour alumni tacitly co-sign the 

disappearance of First Nations people by way of not making the comparison or analogy at 

all. In a panel in the genre of “reporting back” at the American Studies Association’s 

annual meeting in November of 2014, Palestinian American Research Center Faculty 

Development Fellows spoke about their own solidarity delegation to the West Bank, East 

Jerusalem, and inside Israel’s 1948 borders. English scholar Katie Kane spoke about her 

experience in Hebron, the segregation she saw in Jerusalem, and the destruction of olive 

trees she witnessed. She used this image (Figure 22) – an infographic by the collective 

Visualizing Palestine on the effects of Israel’s uprooting of olive trees – to signal the 

kinds of destruction she witnessed, though admitting, offhandedly, that the image itself 

was reductive and problematic, but still potentially useful.90  

                                                
90 Visualizing Palestine, “Uprooted,” with image by Polypod and Philippe Ghabayen and statistics drawn 
from Oxfam’s 2011 Olive Harvest Fact Sheet, Central Park’s official website, and UNOCHA’s 2012 Olive 
Harvest Fact Sheet. See: Visualizing Palestine, “Since 1967 Israel has razed over 800,000 Palestinian olive 
trees, the equivalent to destroying Central Park 33 times over,” Mondoweiss: The War of Ideas in the 
Middle East, October 10, 2013, accessed December 5, 2014, http://mondoweiss.net/2013/10/palestinian-
equivalent-destroying. 
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Figure 22: “Uprooted,”  
Visualizing Palestine (2011) 

 
The image, made by Visualizing Palestine, attempts to render Israeli uprooting legible to 

U.S. citizens by crafting an image of bulldozers uprooting Central Park alongside 

information about the destruction to Palestinian farming families during harvest and 

planting seasons in Palestine. In its efficacious analogizing, however, the image – which 

was also circulated by the Olive Tree Campaign detailed in Chapter Two – enacts its own 

erasure of native histories on the island of Manhattan. Audience member J. Kēhaulani 

Kauanui — herself a delegate, with Robin D.G. Kelley, on USACBI’s solidarity tour of 

Palestine — intervened in this conversation to raise questions about the Lenape people 

for whom the uprooting of what is now Central Park was not hypothetical, but, in fact, 

very real and very much still a part of the lived memories of the trauma of settler 

colonialism in the U.S. This conversation, much like the disparities between solidarity 

tourists Addis Green and Yvonne Lory, or Sarah Alzanoon and Maggie Geoff, troubles 
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the coherence of the category “solidarity tourist.” Solidarity tourists see Palestine 

differently, “use” their material from Palestine differently, draw connections differently, 

and, like tour guides in Israel/Palestine, contradict one another. As has unfolded in this 

chapter and others, solidarity tourists, like the guides and organizers who facilitate their 

movement, can enact their own forms of erasure as they organize against the erasure of 

Palestine; they can critique voyeurism as they tour refugee camps; they can rehearse the 

segregation they are seeking to upend; and they can advance some colonial logics while 

they are trying to deconstruct others. 

 Palestine solidarity organizing more broadly has also been criticized for the same 

kinds of erasure, particularly in the form of memes and infographics like the “Uprooted” 

one above, that traffic in violences of their own as they attempt to do anti-colonial work. 

One salient example came in the wake of Israel’s latest bombardment on Gaza, when 

images circulated rapidly on Twitter, Facebook, and other social media sites with 

photoshopped shrinking land masses on maps of Canada, the U.S., Australia, and 

elsewhere, under the caption: “How would you feel?” In one tweet – among countless 

others like it – Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East asked “If  #Canada  

were  #Palestine , how would you feel? ” with this image (Figure 23).91 Their tweet 

met with the response: “That’s pretty much how the indigenous people of Canada do 

feel.”92 This eleven-word response encapsulates the sentiments shared across the 

blogosphere in reaction to these maps of different settler colonial sites, which eclipsed the 
                                                
91 See: Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East, Twitter, accessed December 5, 2014, 
https://twitter.com/CJPME/status/530074712618323969. 
92 Xero (@LMoiseiwitsch), Twitter, accessed December 5, 2014, 
https://twitter.com/CJPME/status/530074712618323969. 
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histories of erasure in those spaces in efforts to shore up Palestine advocacy. These maps 

have their corrective analogue in the map frequently circulated by Palestinian and 

indigenous activists to highlight their shared legacies of past and present settler 

colonialism (Figure 24), which attempts to highlight land grabs in both contexts while 

relegating neither to the past.93                                                                                                                              

  

Figure 23: How Would You Feel?”   Figure 24: Comparative Map of 
            @CJPME, Twitter (2014)          Israel/Palestine and the U.S. (1990) 

 

When the solidarity tour “report-back” genre functions through a logic that positions 

Palestine, either tacitly or explicitly, as a “last colonial outpost,” it positions colonialism 

elsewhere as “over.” It positions indigenous people elsewhere as no longer grieving, 

relevant, or resisting, and it erases the past and present of native resistance to U.S. 

colonial projects, not to mention the vibrant anti-colonial movements in both former and 

                                                
93 Comparative Map of Israel/Palestine and the U.S. (1990), accessed December 5, 2014, 
https://antiimperialism.files.wordpress.com/2012/08/palestine-reduction-native-american-conquest.jpg. 
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contemporary sites of U.S. overseas expansion. Similarly, when solidarity tour alumni 

position Palestine’s racialized state and settler violence as legible only in comparison 

with a past of racialized aggression, police violence, lynching, and racial inequality in the 

U.S. or a past of race-based segregation in South Africa, they eclipse the structural 

inequality that characterizes the contemporary moment in those spaces and they render 

present racial inequity as both settled and no longer urgent. These kinds of analogies, 

endemic to the report-back genre, exceptionalize Palestine even as they purport to do the 

opposite. 

“You Almost Can’t Believe it Until You See the Tears in Their Eyes:” 
Disbelief, Veracity, and the Performance of Suffering in Palestine 
 
 For solidarity tourists and solidarity tour alumni, the turn to analogy functions to 

reconcile an experience of witnessing that so many – from tourists to activists to public 

intellectuals94 – describe as so egregious that they could not believe it until they saw it. 

While some tourists will anchor their witnessing in the books that they read, asserting 

that no amount of research could have prepared them for what they saw on the ground, 

other tourists will root their experience of witnessing in the incapacity for U.S. media and 

its representation of Israel/Palestine generally, and Palestinians in particular, to prepare 

them for what they saw in Palestine. Still other tourists will position their disbelief as 

something reconciled only by seeing another’s suffering. As one tourist bluntly put it, 

“You almost can’t believe it until you see the tears in their eyes.” This statement smacks 

                                                
94 These categories can, and often do, overlap in solidarity tours and particularly in solidarity delegations, 
where specific activists, organizers, and scholars are invited to Palestine to participate in an organized 
solidarity tour in hopes that they will bring the information they learn to bear on their work more broadly. 
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of exploitation and epitomizes the inequity and asymmetry in power and privilege that 

inheres in “occupation tourism.” Grounded in both skepticism and spectatorship, it 

demands a performance of suffering that is deemed necessary to demonstrate veracity.  

 Meanwhile, this incredulousness, this incapacity to believe it until it is seen, is 

echoed in multiple other forms and genres of reporting back. Alice Walker, for instance, 

in an interview with Democracy Now! in 2009, walking in Gaza in the aftermath of 

Operation Cast Lead stated, “It’s shocking beyond anything I have ever experienced and 

it’s actually so horrible that it’s basically unbelievable even as I am standing here and 

I’ve been walking here and looking at things here.”95 Multiple tourists, both on tours and 

in follow-up interviews, explained that they could not believe what they saw in Palestine 

until they saw it. For some, this incapacity to believe is predicated on unfamiliarity, as in 

Yvonne’s exclamation that she expected to see a landscape peppered with tents and did 

not even know where Palestine was. For others, this incapacity to believe is based on 

decades of reckoning with media representations of Palestine and Palestinians; as one 

interlocutor put it, “When I thought of Palestine, I thought of hijacking airplanes and the 

Achille Lauro; I thought of the Palestinians murdering an old Jewish man in a 

wheelchair.”96 Still other interlocutors, like Sarah Alzanoon, knew from familial 

narratives the brutality of Israeli occupation but still found it “100 x worse” than they 

expected. Academics often referenced the number of books they had read that could not 

                                                
95 Cole, “Alice Walker: Palestinians Face Oppression Much Worse than Jim Crow of Old South,” emphasis 
mine. 
96 Olga Négron (pseudonym), Interview by Author, November 25, 2014. Here, she refers to the 1985 
hijacking of the Italian MS Achille Lauro and the murder of Leon Klinghoffer by the Palestine Liberation 
Front. 
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prepare them for what they witnessed. Other scholars have argued that they experienced a 

shock at the similarities between the colonial situations they studied and what they saw in 

Palestine. For example, on a panel called “Anthropologists and Controversial 

Engagements: The Boycott of Israeli Academic Institutions” at the 2014 American 

Anthropological Association’s annual meeting, organized to mobilize support for the 

Association’s endorsement of BDS, Ann Laura Stoler explained that she supported the 

boycott because, as a scholar of colonialism, having studied the constitution of colonial 

situations for decades, she experienced in Palestine a “shock of recognition” that she 

could no longer ignore or deny.97 This collection of adjectives describing a state of shock 

— incredulousness and disbelief, recognition and misrecognition, expectations and their 

disjunctures — upon witnessing in Palestine, of which this is just a small sample, 

demonstrates the multiple ways in which, and reasons why, working on behalf of 

Palestine has become so sutured to witnessing its effects.  

 First, this incredulousness indexes the ways in which Palestinians have routinely 

and historically been cast as narrators that are not truth-telling subjects. In 1984, Said 

wrote, “There have been refugees before. There have been new states built on the ruins of 

old. The unique thing about this situation is Palestine’s unusual centrality, which 

privileges a Western master narrative, highlighting Jewish alienation and redemption – 

with all of it taking place as a modern spectacle before the world’s eyes.”98 Said, here, 

raises the question of refugees and the question of erasure, but underscores the 
                                                
97 Ann Laura Stoler, Panelist, “Anthropologists and Controversial Engagements: The Boycott of Israeli 
Academic Institutions,” American Anthropological Association Annual Meeting, Washington, D.C., 
December 4, 2014. 
98 Said, “Permission to Narrate,” 258.  
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exceptionality of the spectacle of Israel’s colonization of Palestine, the ways in which it 

has unfolded before the world to an applause that highlights Jewish redemption at the 

expense of Palestinian narration. While the exceptionality of Israel/Palestine’s situation is 

not a foregone conclusion — one could argue, for instance, that Manifest Destiny was 

equally celebrated as a story of redemption at the expense of native narration — the 

spectacle of Israeli redemption narratives is clearly evidenced in everything from the 

worldwide celebration of its afforestation initiatives that papered over Palestinian villages 

to the vision of Israel as “the only democracy in the Middle East.” Said explains, “when 

Palestinians are told to stop complaining and settle elsewhere like other refugees before 

them, they are entitled to respond that no other refugees have been required 

systematically to watch an unending ceremony of public approbation for the political 

movement, army, or country that made them refugees and occupied their territory.”99 

Again, though many of those who have been subject to both settler colonialism and 

military occupation could similarly argue that, at different moments, their occupier has 

been unduly celebrated, what Said points to here is the very public commemoration of 

Israel as a beacon of modernity and progress and the simultaneous failure to position 

Israel as an illegal occupier. He continues, “To top it all, Palestinians are expected to 

participate in the dismantling of their own history at the same time.”100 This last piece of 

his explanation, wherein Palestinians are expected to dismantle their own histories, is 

reflected in how solidarity tour organizers in Palestine frame their work. As Baha Hilo 

                                                
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid. 
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explained in Chapter Two, with the tourist industry and historical narrative appropriated 

by Israel, “The Palestinian is the problem in the story. The Palestinian is the scary in the 

story. So, what has emerged today is that you find Palestinian people who are under 

Israel’s control trying to take over this job by themselves, trying to correct the story that 

the state of Israel sells about ourselves.”101 In Hilo’s formulation, solidarity tour 

organizing is a refusal to ask permission to narrate. It is a circumvention of Israeli tour-

guide licensing in order to refuse to parrot the narrative advanced by the state. Further, it 

is a refusal to capitulate to the occupier’s storytelling through collective and corrective 

narration on the part of Palestinian guides and organizers. This narration is pitched, 

essentially, to an audience that is sometimes already skeptical, doubting the veracity of 

the claims, at worst, and unfamiliar with them, at best. Moreover, this narration is 

material that will, in turn, be translated for other skeptical audiences. This narration, then, 

on the part of tour guide and tourist, is also about the work of translation — the process 

of assimilating the “raw material” of witnessing and making it “believable” for U.S. 

audiences. Alice Walker illustrates this point, when, following her statement about the 

unbelievable nature of Gaza’s destruction, she says:  

It still feels like, you know, you could never convince anyone that this is actually 
happening and what has happened to these people and what the Israeli 
government has done. It will be a very difficult thing for anyone to actually 
believe in, so it’s totally important that people come to visit and to see for 
themselves because the world community that cares about peace and that cares 
about truth and that cares about justice will have to find a way to deal with this. 
We cannot let this go as if it’s just ok, especially those of us in the United States 

                                                
101 Baha Hilo, Interview by Author, Joint Advocacy Initiative, Beit Sahour, July 23, 2012. 
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who pay for this. You know, I have come here, in part, to see what I’m buying 
with my tax money.102 
 

Walker’s words, like those of other delegates and solidarity tourists, point to a pattern 

that is endemic to many forms of reporting back: first, a declaration of incredulousness 

(“basically unbelievable even as I am standing here”), then, a discussion of translating 

this witnessing into forms of storytelling for U.S. audiences (“you could never convince 

anyone that this is actually happening”), third, an endorsement of solidarity tourism (“it’s 

totally important that people come to visit and to see for themselves”), and fourth, a call-

to-action based on complicity as a member of the U.S. body politic (“I have come here, in 

part, to see what I’m buying with my tax money”). This series of ways through which 

solidarity tourists assimilate the information they are confronted with is repeated so often 

it is almost a formula: disbelief, reconciliation of shock and strategizing on how to share 

this information, endorsements of witnessing in Palestine, and outrage as a U.S. citizen. 

To highlight this formula is not to lessen its political import, but rather to call attention to 

both the stages through which solidarity tourists attempt to understand what they are 

witnessing, to delineate what resonates with solidarity tourists, and to convey how they 

interpret and articulate their work in, and after, Palestine. In this formula, we see clearly 

that what Palestinians confront is a question of epistemology – in spite of the volumes of 

work produced by and about Palestinians, despite the many times Palestinians have 

narrated and re-narrated their stories of displacement and dispossession, and 

notwithstanding the extensive cultural production centered on the Nakba and its 

                                                
102 Cole, “Alice Walker: Palestinians Face Oppression Much Worse than Jim Crow of Old South.” 
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aftermath, the more broadly circulated knowledge produced about Israel/Palestine 

invalidates a Palestinian perspective before it is even uttered.103  

 In tourists’ grappling with how to believe Palestinians in Palestine and how to be 

believed once they return home, a steady pattern emerges wherein Palestinians (and often 

their allies) labor to construct themselves as truth-telling subjects against an audience 

that, sometimes in spite of itself, remains skeptical until it is convinced. I asked each 

tourist I interviewed to reflect on the work of translating what they witnessed into the 

narratives they share when they “report back,” whether to family and friends in their 

social circles, in churches, in university settings, or in community spaces. More often 

than not, they pulled out meaningful moments from their time in Palestine that they 

believed would resonate or “hit home” with U.S. audiences. Maggie Geoff shared stories 

of conversations she had had with Palestinians who lived near the Wall, which had 

separated them from their relatives and strangled their businesses. Addis Green shared 

stories of spending time communicating with children through gestures and fragments of 

English and Arabic. Sarah Alzanoon shared stories about the Israeli state-sanctioned theft 

of West Bank water — something tangible that people in California, who themselves 

know the fallout of drought, could wrap their minds around. Olga Negrón, a New Yorker 

visiting Palestine for the first time, explained that it was her pictures from her trip that 

most affected those with whom she spoke. Marietta Macy, originally from rural Indiana, 

shared stories with her community about the farming communities she worked with, and 

                                                
103 I am grateful to A. Naomi Paik encouraging me to clarify this point in her comments on earlier drafts of 
this chapter. 



 254 

the land she saw destroyed, confident in the knowledge that a shared understanding of 

agriculture would help them better understand Palestine. In each of these moments, 

tourists narrated the reasons for the choices they made in curating the content of their 

“report-back.” 

 Marietta Macy, in particular, narrated the varied approaches she takes with 

audiences of disparate spatial and economic demographics. As a Presbyterian youth 

minister living in Louisville, Kentucky, but from rural Indiana, she explained how the 

narratives she shared differed dramatically depending on who she was talking to. She 

explained that she grew up on a farm in Indiana, and began doing Palestine solidarity 

work while still living there. She explained that her audience in Indiana had an 

experiential understanding of what it means to be a farmer, with their land routinely 

threatened by corporations and crop mandates. Her audience back home, then, knew what 

it meant to have their land and livelihood in danger. Having participated in the Olive Tree 

Campaign’s planting program, she described planting olive trees in Jab’a and watching 

Palestinian kids play on the tractors as their parents drove through and around the fields. 

“City folk [on the tour],” she laughed, “were super worried about the kids, but I knew 

they were fine because that’s what my childhood looked like.”104 She described speaking 

in her report-backs to rural Indiana farmers, explaining not only these vignettes, but also 

the details of the land theft. In her narration of her reporting back, she emphasized the 

role her own positionality played in her legitimacy to speak and the political purchase it 

carried in making sure her audience believed her. “I had a personal attachment to them,” 

                                                
104 Marietta Macy, Interview by Author, Recorded Skype Interview, October 14, 2014. 
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She explained. “Me — a white girl they know and trust is talking to them about people 

they’ve been told are terrorists and deserve everything that is happening to them.”105 In 

this one sentence, Macy raises questions about white privilege, rural America, the politics 

of youth, the proliferating narratives that construct Palestinians as terrorists, and the 

layered issues of translation and legibility. As a white, rural, young girl from an Indiana 

farming family, she reads as trustworthy to her audience. Specifically, as a white, rural, 

young girl from an Indiana farming family, she reads as able to tell them about a people 

who they otherwise already have contempt for, at worst, and indifference toward, at best.  

 Macy further described how this narration vastly differs in the church setting of 

Louisville Kentucky, where she currently lives and works, and where church members 

are wealthy, white, Republican, and deeply connected to conservative Jewish 

synagogues. While in Indiana, she explains, people had more of a “Fox News mentality,” 

were less likely to know a Jewish person at all, and felt that, as Christians, by default they 

should support Israelis, in Louisville, her audience was far more likely to be connected to 

the Republican party, have conservative Jewish friends, and support Israel for non-

theological reasons. For these audiences, she explained, she relied more on examples 

rooted in the Bible, connecting church members back to scripture, explaining the multiple 

ways in which, if Jesus tried to ride a donkey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, checkpoints 

would obstruct his path at every turn. Macy thus describes the task of translation not only 

of the “raw material” of tours to U.S. audiences, but also of the material of the tours to 

disparate U.S. audiences, asking what will resonate for rural Indiana farmers vs. elite 

                                                
105 Ibid, emphasis mine. 



 256 

Kentucky Presbyterians. In both instances, she describes building her own legitimacy and 

legibility, as a youth minister in Kentucky and as a white farmer’s daughter in rural 

Indiana. This work, then, on the part of solidarity tourists — and, specifically, the ones 

who do formalized report-backs — is about tourists’ own attempts to reconcile what they 

saw not only with what they were asked to do, but specifically with how to assimilate this 

information and, in turn, how to impart it in a way that will read as “true” to varied 

audiences in the U.S. 

 Tourists also describe grappling with their own skepticism and working to reject the 

“truths” about Palestinians that they brought with them to Palestine. Olga Negrón, for 

example, described her experience in Palestine as clashing with her expectations of a 

suffering, destitute, and hostile Palestine. She narrated the disjuncture between what she 

has been conditioned to believe about Palestine, and what she witnessed during her time 

there, as follows: 

Having the opportunity to live in Palestine for a week, go on the tours, and meet 
all different types of Palestinian people made me realize that (except for Hebron), 
most of the Palestinians are trying to live their lives and take care of themselves 
and their families. Visiting Ramallah and seeing a busy and commercial city like 
made me wonder what Palestine would have been, and could be like, without 
occupation. I couldn’t help but admire the ability of the Palestinians to not only 
endure the suffering they experience through the occupation, but thrive 
nevertheless. I would have to say that meeting various Palestinians throughout my 
stay there made me realize I had preconceived and probably even biased ideas. 
For example, I didn’t realize that there were Palestinian Christians, I didn’t realize 
that the women would dress very differently based on their religious beliefs and 
personal inclinations. I expected to find more commonality between myself as an 
American and the Israelis, but in fact, I found myself much more at ease with the 
Palestinians and more comfortable in Palestine – so much for the danger and 
terrorist spin given to Palestine.106 

                                                
106 Olga Negrón, Interview by Author, Emailed Response to Interview Questions, November 25, 2014. 
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Negrón’s last turn-of-phrase, “so much for the danger and terrorist spin given to 

Palestine,” underscores the ways in which her time in Palestine disrupted narratives that 

constructed Palestinians as dangerous, hostile, and irrationally violent. Instead, she found 

Palestine hospitable and full of people going about their daily lives. Later, Negrón 

described a moment when the Israeli Committee Against House Demolition’s tour took 

tourists to a recently demolished house, reduced to rubble because the owner built an 

additional floor on their home without a permit from the Israelis. She saw a woman 

walking past the house to her own home with a bag of groceries. Incredulous, Negrón 

explained: “That scene stays with me because it showed not only how a family’s home is 

destroyed and the family is displaced, but that this happens in someone’s community. 

What must it be like to see that happen to your neighbor and to worry that that may 

happen to you or someone you know?”107 Again, a solidarity tourist describes the scene 

that most resonated as one not scripted by the tour, not a lecture given by a community 

organization or a meeting with an individual whose home was demolished, but the 

quotidian and unexceptional daily terrain of life in Palestine, the otherwise background 

noise of solidarity tourism itself. In her next thought, echoing scores of other solidarity 

tour alumni’s descriptions of their experience of Palestine, Negrón again returned to the 

question of the (surprising) kindness, generosity, and hospitality she experienced as a 

tourist in Palestine: “We witnessed the extreme kindness, generosity, and friendliness of 

the Palestinian people. It was actually quite startling to me that even though living under 
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years and years of the occupation, people wouldn’t be hardened or bitter towards 

outsiders, especially Americans.”108 Here, Negrón touched on yet another frequently 

repeated expectation on the part of solidarity tourists: that Palestinians would “hate” 

Americans, even if understandably so. At times during her tour, she recalled having 

jarring memories of scenes of Palestinians dancing in the street all over U.S. news 

sources when the planes crashed into the Twin Towers on September 11th, 2001, and she 

described feeling surprised, during moments on the tour, that the Palestinians she met 

were able or willing to separate the U.S. government from U.S. citizens when dealing 

with U.S. tourists. She continued, “I realized that the Palestinians, although portrayed 

often as not human, were very much in fact one of the most welcoming people I have 

ever visited.”109 Here, again, Negrón positions Palestinian hospitality — a given, for 

those familiar with Palestine (as the activist’s aforementioned designation “Occupation 

Bootcamp” also served to index the culturally insensitive way some non-Palestinian tour 

guides and organizers planned their hurried and harried tours in Palestine to give tourists 

a sense of “what occupation is like” without allowing any room for Palestinians to 

actually host, prepare food, and welcome guests) — as a surprise, not in keeping with her 

understanding, from U.S. media sources, of Palestine as a hostile place essentially full of 

dangerous potential terrorists who especially hate Americans. Instead, Negrón found a 

place that welcomed her far more than Israel did, a place more nuanced, diverse, and 

varied than she could have imagined, a place that didn’t match with what she had been 
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told she would find. Unlike the many who use Palestine to confirm their “imagined 

geography,”110 where somewhere seen for the first time becomes a “version of a 

previously known thing,” instead, Negrón, and many other tourists like her, found a 

version of Palestine that they couldn’t reconcile with the “previously known” site of their 

imagination. That this previously known site of her imagination was one populated by 

images of senseless acts of violence and constructions of Palestinianness as synonymous 

with terrorism speaks, again, to the ways in which tour guides describe their daily labor 

as pushing back against narratives that position Palestinians as inherently violent and as 

incapable of truthfully narrating their own histories. The labor of solidarity tourism, as a 

profession and as an organizing strategy, is thus predicated on debunking the 

dehumanizing stereotypes tourists bring with them to Palestine and replacing them – they 

hope – with a vision of a multifaceted people subject to generations of displacement and 

who are living their lives in spite of repeated attempts to subject them to premature death. 

That, for some tourists, believing Palestinians necessitates traveling to Palestine is what, 

as we saw in the first chapter, makes solidarity tourism equal parts “necessary” and 

“sad,” a project wholly limited by its own starting point. 

 In an interview in a Tel Aviv cafe with an Israeli anti-Zionist and anti-occupation 

activist and tour guide, I asked if she ever grew tired of having to explain to tourists what 

they should already know. She looked at me and stopped talking, taken aback. “Why 

should they already know?,” she asked. “Their media tells them nothing.” This generosity 

in reading U.S. tourists, who she in fact characterized as the most engaged, resists the 

                                                
110 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 58. 
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trope of the “ugly American,” notwithstanding the role of U.S. foreign policy in 

Israel/Palestine and notwithstanding the ubiquitous presence of U.S.-born settlers in 

Israel/Palestine, particularly in Jerusalem and Hebron. U.S. tourists, she differentiates, at 

least the ones who come on her tours, are engaged and doing corrective work against a 

media apparatus that has consistently constructed Palestinians as terrorists and Palestine 

itself as Israel. While young tourists with whom I spoke sometimes referenced 

stereotypes they had before coming to Palestine, and most often a conception of Palestine 

as nebulously dangerous, older tourists described their experience in Palestine as shaped 

by their previous understanding of a Palestine characterized by hijackings and irrational 

violence: a vision that came to be supplanted by an understanding of the breadth of 

nonviolent movements in Palestine, on the one hand, or an understanding of Palestinian 

acts of violence as acts of anti-colonial resistance, on the other. In other words, they tried 

to shift their understanding from U.S. newsroom sound-byte-ready descriptions of 

“cultures of violence,” to an understanding of a colonized people trying to live their lives 

under occupation and resisting colonial rule in the shifting and malleable ways available 

to them depending on the historical moment in which they live. 

 The “friendliness” and “hospitality” tourists find in Palestine, however, is also, of 

course, in keeping with the tourist tropes that animate colonial forms of tourism. Works 

by Jamaica Kincaid, Derek Walcott, and Jacqui Alexander, among many others, remind 

us of the innumerable ways in which the “friendliness of the native” is expected to outdo 
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the friendliness of any space in the U.S. or Europe.111 At the same time, in a context in 

which the structure of an “Occupation Bootcamp” would — and does — preclude the 

possibility for Palestinians to express either friendliness or hospitality, in a context in 

which tourists’ work is structured by tour guides intervening in tourists’ imagined 

geographies of Palestinian hostility, and in a context in which “hanging out in Palestine” 

is, in fact, integral to both the relationships constructed through the tour and the 

disruption of tourists’ expectations of witnessing endless suffering on the part of 

Palestinians, “friendliness” on the part of Palestinians can be understood as both endemic 

to a colonial form of tourism that demands generosity and yet, simultaneously, reflective 

of an anti-colonial praxis that resists performing subjection and challenges the isolation 

that the Israeli state has sought to sediment. 

Conclusion: 
Solidarity Tourism and the Incoherence of the Category Itself 
 
 As an alternative spatial practice in Palestine that is both embedded in and working 

against histories of sustained displacement, solidarity tourism is an embodied practice, a 

viable organizing strategy, and an income-generating business. It is enacted and 

performed, sometimes similarly and sometimes differently, by famous activists, curious 

tourists, privileged internationals, and students on scholarships. One tour will host, 

simultaneously, an international who “didn’t even know where Palestine was,” who 

asked if she had to wear a headscarf everywhere, and who explained that she was 

                                                
111 See, for example, Kincaid’s 1988 A Small Place, Walcott’s 1988 What the Twilight Says, and 
Alexander’s 2005 Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations of Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the 
Sacred. 
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expecting a landscape populated by tents, and a diaspora Palestinian, the first in her 

family to return to Palestine, if only for a fleeting moment. The tourists that animate this 

chapter went on tours as varied as day tours organized by Israeli Committee Against 

House Demolitions, weeklong tours organized by the Alternative Tourism Group, multi-

city tours affiliated with the Jenin Freedom Theater, olive planting programs, olive 

harvesting programs, and independent alternative tours. The tourists’ own affiliations 

included anti-prison organizing, anti-racist organizing, Christian youth activism, queer 

anti-occupation activism, YMCA employment, familial ties to the land, and no identified 

affiliations at all. Their relationship to Palestine ranged from having family in Gaza and 

the West Bank to having never seen Palestine on a map. The landscape of their 

expectations varied dramatically and what surprised them varied even more. At the same 

time that some tourists expressed surprise at blatant racism, others compared the racism 

they witnessed, enacted, or encountered to the segregated spaces in their own 

neighborhoods. Where some tourists were surprised by Palestinian hospitality, others 

were shocked when tour guides didn’t allow opportunities for hospitality. For some 

tourists, the work of analogy further exceptionalized Palestine, where, for others, the 

work of analogy allowed them to draw comparisons without collapsing material 

differences. Some U.S. tourists, somehow, believed that they never saw racism at work 

until they were in Palestine. Others, when they did talk about racism and the U.S., 

consigned racism in the U.S. to Jim Crow, and, particularly Jim Crow South, ignoring 

contemporary racialized segregation in the U.S. and ignoring historic racial inequality in 
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the U.S. North and/or West. Still other tourists articulated a visceral understanding of 

contemporary racial inequality in the U.S.  

 Tourists also had a shifting and different relationship to mobility in the West Bank, 

East Jerusalem, and Israel, with some cognizant of their own capacity to move in and 

around Palestine and others experiencing different levels of mobility depending on where 

they are and who they are, from Palestinians at checkpoints, to white U.S. tourists at bus 

stops, to mixed-race activists at the airport. Some diaspora Palestinian tourists are trying 

to enact, with their presence, an impermanent, abridged, and fleeting Right of Return — a 

return animated by their capacity to see spaces their families have never seen since they 

were expelled. Still other tourists demand a performance of suffering from Palestinians 

and some seem disappointed when the suffering is not as pronounced — one tourist, in 

Nablus, once shrugged with disappointment after she asked whether a black spot on a 

wall was “from a bomb” and was told that it was just the residue from someone spray-

painting their bed frame. Some tourists come to Palestine with an imagined geography of 

tents and refugees, others with an imagined geography of terrorists and hijacked planes, 

and still others with an imagined geography of romanticized olive harvests and 

picturesque babies (mocked in the tour guide’s aforementioned hypothetical quip, “What, 

you don’t have babies in your country?”). Some solidarity tourists come to Palestine 

because they are confronting what they have been unwilling to confront, recognizing, as 

Ann Stoler described, the comparisons with other colonial contexts that they could no 

longer ignore or deny, and taking responsibility for their complicity in Israeli occupation. 

They come to Palestine to see, in Alice Walker’s words, what they’re “buying with their 
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tax dollars.” Still other tourists articulate their responsibility to describe, in detail, what 

they see as a moral (or religious) obligation to those Palestinians who shared their space 

and their stories.  

Even in this sharing of stories, this “reporting back,” tourist approaches vary, 

from those who focus on the unscheduled fragments in between organized tours, to those 

who focus on the water theft specifically to pin down one facet of occupation around 

which to organize, to those who craft BDS actions based on models offered to them in 

workshops in Palestine, to those whose witnessing works as a corrective only for their 

friends and family, to those who employ their white privilege to lend veracity to their 

words, those who appeal to farmers by speaking mostly of agricultural work, those who 

make their case to Christians by speaking mostly of Christian Palestinians, or those who 

work to make Palestine relevant to queer communities by speaking mostly of gay 

Palestinians. At the same time, there are those who refuse to organize around single-issue 

politics and work, instead, toward a global anti-colonial and anti-racist solidarity 

movement. At a conference in 2013 dedicated to questions of pinkwashing, 

homonationalism, and queer solidarity with Palestine, for example, Haneen Maikey, 

director of AlQaws for Gender and Sexual Diversity in Palestine, a Palestinian grassroots 

LGBTQ anti-occupation organization whose members have taken part in facilitating 

solidarity delegations, asked the conference participants, “Are you in solidarity with 

queer Palestinians or are you in solidarity with Palestine?”112 In her provocation to the 

                                                
112 Haneen Maikey, Keynote Speaker, Homonationalism and Pinkwashing Conference, The Graduate 
Center, City University of New York, April 10, 2013.  
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audience of eager, but potentially myopic solidarity activists, she called out queer 

organizers on their unwillingness to read Israel/Palestine outside of their own lens of 

understanding. In doing so, Maikey reminded an audience of queer anti-occupation 

activists, many of whom were themselves solidarity tour alumni, of the profound 

limitations of a politics of solidarity predicated on identity, legibility, and proximity, and 

instead underscored the necessity of a politics of solidarity predicated on a shared 

commitment to transnational anti-colonial work. 

This chapter, in total, demonstrates that there is no one “solidarity tourist.” 

Solidarity tourists who come to Palestine have significantly different relationships to race 

and witnessing, tourism and pleasure, mobility and privilege, diaspora and return, 

analogies and translation, and notions of truth-telling and narration. Resisting an exposé 

on “what solidarity tourists do,” this chapter instead asks how solidarity tourists are 

differently positioned and how they disparately view and use their time in Palestine. As a 

practice, solidarity tourism cannot be reduced to either wholly exploitative or wholly 

redemptive; it does not stay put on one side or the other of a good tourism/bad tourism 

binary. Instead, it demands that we think through the contradictions of movement and 

investigate what our analogies enable and what they foreclose, what our examples reveal 

and what they erase, who we imagine as tourist and who we imagine as toured, and how 

we think through the politics of both pleasure and performance in the context of occupied 

Palestine.
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Conclusion 

 
On Futurity, Failure, and Precarious Hope 
 

In February of 2015, guerilla graffiti artist Banksy went to Gaza to create three 

new pieces there to indict Israel’s most recent assault on Palestinians in the coastal 

enclave. Upon his return, he released a mini-documentary – a satirical touristic 

promotional video, naming Gaza as a hot, new tourist destination “nestled in an exclusive 

setting.”1 The mini-documentary, at just under two minutes, begins with a shot of clouds 

from a plane window, interpellating the viewer to “Make this the year YOU discover a 

new destination” followed by the words: “Welcome to Gaza.”2 Alongside the words, 

“Well away from the tourist track,” we see a figure who we are led to believe is Banksy 

crawling through tunnels. New words appear in parentheses: “(Access is via a network of 

illegal tunnels).”3  A door opens and we see Gaza: cement blocks and destroyed buildings 

alongside children playing. New words appear: “The locals like it so much they never 

leave,” and then, again in parentheses: “(Because they’re not allowed to).”4  Strangely, 

we then see a shot of Qalandia checkpoint in Ramallah and Israeli soldiers gathering 

there, ostensibly for an incursion. It is unclear why the West Bank is included in this 

Gaza montage, perhaps to show the Wall, perhaps to show soldiers in repose, perhaps 

because, for Banksy’s viewers, Gaza can be easily collapsed with the West Bank, perhaps 

the videos’ creators (or Banksy himself?) didn’t recognize the differences between 
                                                
1 Banksy, Banksy.co.uk, February 25, 2015, accessed March 20, 2015, http://www.banksy.co.uk/index5.asp.  
2 Ibid.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid.  
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Ramallah and, for example, Rafah. The images return to Gaza, with the words: “nestled 

in an exclusive setting,” and, in parentheses: “(Surrounded by a Wall on three sides and a 

line of gunboats on the other)” and “Watched over by friendly neighbours (In  2014, 

Operation Protective Edge destroyed 18,000 homes).”5 More lines from the mock 

advertisement include “Development opportunities are everywhere” followed by “(No 

cement has been allowed into Gaza since the bombing)” and “Plenty of scope for 

refurbishment.”6 We see no words as the camera pans over his art pieces: an image of the 

Greek goddess Niobe weeping on the still-standing wall of a demolished building, 

ostensibly symbolizing the bereaved mother; an image on the side of another building of 

a military surveillance tower transformed into an amusement park swing; and an image of 

a cat with her arm extended to play with what looks like a ball of yarn, from afar, but it 

actually coiled up debris (See Figure 25).7 A Palestinian man interviewed in the mini-

documentary comments, “The cat found something to play with. But what about our 

children?”8  Children play in the street as he speaks. (Banksy later explained the inclusion 

of the cat as a commentary on how he wanted to show the destruction of Gaza on his 

                                                
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
7
 Banksy, Banksy.co.uk, February 25, 2015, accessed March 20, 2015, 

http://www.banksy.co.uk/index1.asp, http://www.banksy.co.uk/index1.2.asp, and 
http://www.banksy.co.uk/index3.asp. The piece featuring Niobe painted on a still-standing door of a 
demolished home is at the center of a dispute in Gaza because Bilal Khaled, identified in different sources 
as, respectively, a freelance journalist and a local Gaza artist, purchased the piece from the Darduna family 
who owned the demolished home and, thus, the still-standing door. Khaled paid Rabieh Darduna only 700 
shekels (approximately $180) for the door, when collectors have paid more than a million dollars for 
Banksy pieces, and Darduna filed a complaint against Khaled for appropriating the door under false 
pretenses. Gaza police have since seized the door. For more, see: “Gaza Police Seize Banksy’s Disputed 
Weeping Goddess,” Ma’an News, April 10, 2015, accessed April 28, 2015, 
http://www.maannews.com/Content.aspx?id=760407. 
8 Ibid.  
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website, but on the Internet people only look at pictures of kittens.9) The final shot of the 

mini-film shows writing on a wall, red and in all caps: “If we wash our hands of the 

conflict between the powerful and the powerless we side with the powerful – we don't 

remain neutral.”10  Chickens roam among shrubbery and piles of trash under the words. 

          

 

 

Figure 25: Banksy, Graffiti Art in Gaza, February 2015 
 
Banksy’s work here, perhaps inadvertently, tells us much about tourism in occupied 

Palestine. With its tunnel access and juxtaposition of tourist tropes and scenes of 

devastation, his satirical advertisement demonstrates the impossibility of tourism in Gaza. 

                                                
9 Jenni Ryall, “Banksy goes undercover in Gaza, releases a mini-documentary,” Mashable, Februrary 25, 
2015, accessed March 20, 2015, http://mashable.com/2015/02/25/banksy-gaza-documentary/. 
10 Ibid.  
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Yet, it simultaneously mocks forms of disaster tourism, pointing to the search for 

authenticity and forms of tourism “off the beaten track.” With its inaccuracies, however, 

it points to how scenes of subjection11 in Palestine – the Wall, destroyed buildings, 

soldiers at checkpoints, and other forms of imperial debris and colonial ruination12 – fold 

into one another, become collapsible and interchangeable, fungible shapes and forms that 

signify Occupation, with a capital O and without specificity. I am reminded here of 

tourist Addis Green’s incitement to “honor the thing,” to “hang out” in Palestine rather 

than, necessarily, search for the evidentiary weight of colonial rule. I am also reminded of 

Ann Stoler and Karen Strassler’s critique of anthropological work on colonialism that 

“casts for the colonial” in every interaction with the colonized.13 Banksy’s mini-

documentary, positioned within the same analytic frame as the tourists and tour guides 

described throughout this work, raises the question of whether or not the refusal to define 

Palestinians as solely occupied, while simultaneously traveling to Palestine as a tourist 

specifically to learn more about the occupation, constitutes a refusal to be a disaster 

tourist, a refusal to see Palestine as “a new destination to discover.” 

 Immediately after the release of Banksy’s promotional mock tourist invitation, the 

Gaza Parkour Team responded to his video with one of their own: “After Banksy: The 

Parkour Guide to Gaza.” In it, they show, like Tanya Habjouqa, that there is more to 

Gaza than falling bombs and destroyed buildings and, instead of taking Banksy’s 

                                                
11 I borrow this phrase from Saidiya Hartman in her work Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-
Making in Nineteenth Century America (1997). 
12 Here, I borrow from Ann Laura Stoler in her work Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination (2013). 
13 Ann Laura Stoler and Karen Strassler, “Casting for the Colonial: Memory Work in New Order Java,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 42: 1 (January 2000): 4-48. 



 270 

mockery of the inconceivability of tourism in Gaza as the joke he tries to make it, they 

treat tourism seriously and treat his video as a provocation to instead detail why tourism 

in Gaza has been rendered so impossible. The video begins with the words, overlaid on 

top of Banksy’s kitten, “Banksy says make Gaza your destination” (Figure 26).14 

 

Figure 26: Still from “After Banksy: The Parkour Guide to Gaza” (2015) 
 
British Palestinian hip-hop artist Shadia Mansour’s music begins and a Palestinian youth 

does back flips in an open space with Israeli bombs exploding in the background.15 The 

words “so meet your tour guides” appear over his backflips. As the Parkour Team walks 

through Gaza, we see close-ups of their sneakers. The camera eventually settles on the 

team as Abdallah AlQassab, one of the team’s members, takes up where Banksy leaves 

off by explaining, “Nearly 50% of us are unemployed and we are very available to show 

you around.”16 The camera then pans to multiple shots of the Parkour Team scaling walls, 

                                                
14  “After Banksy: The Parkour Guide to Gaza,” Archinect News, March 11, 2015, accessed March 23, 
2015, http://archinect.com/news/article/122663096/after-banksy-the-parkour-guide-to-gaza. 
15  Ibid. 
16  Ibid. 
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jumping off partially demolished buildings, doing backflips and front flips off exposed 

pipes, and scaling Banksy’s own art pieces (Figure 27).17 

 

Figure 27: Still from “After Banksy: The Parkour Guide to Gaza” (2015) 
 
In the image above, the team’s critique of Banksy emerges; while Banksy wants, in his 

art, to foreground the inconceivability of play in Gaza (the impossibility of a military 

surveillance tower turned into an amusement park ride), both the children playing in 

Banksy’s own video and the teenagers training off the wall where he left this image bely 

that claim. They disrupt the notion that Palestine can be defined solely and entirely by its 

status as stateless and occupied; projecting images of, in Tanya Habjouqa’s words, 

“Occupied Pleasures,” the Parkour Team intervenes in both Israeli state-sanctioned 

narratives that seek to erase the past and present of Palestinians living in Palestine and 

“disaster tourist” narratives that position Palestinians as besieged and nothing more. 

This parkour montage is followed by a chorus of “Welcome to Gaza” on the part 

of the team. Directly addressed invitations to the viewer follow, over scenes of AlQassab 

narrating and the Parkour Team training in the background, transforming the landscape 

                                                
17

 Babakjoy2014, “Parkour and Intifada in Gaza,” Mary Scully Reports, March 15, 2015, accessed March 
23, 2015, http://www.maryscullyreports.com/parkour-and-intifada-in-gaza/. 
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from the detritus of military incursion to a training course for their team. AlQassab 

explains, “I’m sure we can find a place for you to stay, but there are around 12,000 

people here in Gaza needing homes and needing houses. But with no construction 

materials coming in, here in Gaza we can’t rebuild.”18 By candlelight because “Electricity 

comes and goes,” and because “Gaza’s single power plant shut down last week,” the 

viewer sees a plate of tomatoes, bread, and olive oil; AlQassab narrates, “We can offer 

you bread and water, but actually most of the water here isn’t drinkable and bottled water 

is too, too expensive, but we are happy to share with you.”19 As the camera pans to the 

team as they walk along the sea, the words “90% of all water in Gaza is undrinkable” 

appear on the screen.20 AlQassab explains, as they walk, that the team is at the seaport of 

Gaza because many in Gaza come to the sea: “they want to go out;” “they want to see the 

world.”21 He transitions back to the team: “We want to go out, we want to see the parkour 

teams, we want to see everything. We want to do a lot of things and we dream a lot.”22 A 

parenthetical interruption explains: “Seeing the world will remain a dream until the 

borders open.”23 The video closes with what reads as an earnest plea: “But with all of this 

happening in Gaza, we are here, and alive, and our sprit is very strong. So come, and 

discover us, and make Gaza your destination.”24 The final shots of the mini-documentary 

                                                
18  Ibid. 
19  Ibid. 
20  Ibid. 
21  Ibid. 
22  Ibid. 
23  Ibid. 
24  Ibid. 
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show the team, again, performing in the open space that began the mini-film and doing 

back handsprings and aerial twists, again, as bombs explode in the distance.25  

In “After Banksy: The Parkour Guide to Gaza,” Gaza’s Parkour Team not only 

“plays” with the landscape of loss they have inherited. They also “play” with the 

impossibilities of tourism in Gaza, taking up the role of informal tour guides, correcting 

the lens of sole unfathomable devastation that animated Banksy’s video, and detailing the 

multiple ways in which they would be happy to host, happy for the employment, and 

happy to share their food and, if they could, water. The Parkour Team in Gaza makes it 

clear that Banksy’s installation pieces, like his art on the Wall in the West Bank (and 

most of the art on the Wall in the West Bank), are by internationals and for internationals 

though they are in Palestine. That is not their critique, however: their video, too, is in 

English, a direct address to a very specific and particular audience – the same audience as 

Banksy’s. Their critique, instead, is that his is an incomplete narrative, one that pivots 

solely on devastation and evacuates the question of hope entirely, and one that positions 

tourism as a joke instead of a potentiality under different conditions. Here, I am reminded 

of the words of an international tour guide I interviewed as we sat in a café in Beit 

Sahour: “you know, Palestinians, they have a right to tourism.” 

  Elsewhere, Banksy chronicles being told by an old Palestinian man that his art on 

the Wall in Bethlehem was beautiful; Banksy thanked him, but the man corrected him: 

                                                
25 Ibid. 
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“We don’t want it to be beautiful, we hate this wall. Go home.”26 Without positioning this 

man as a synecdoche for all of Palestine, treating his critique seriously alongside that of 

the Gaza Parkour Team enables us to ask what it means to both invite tourists to Palestine 

and simultaneously tell them to go home. In this dissertation, I have explored what this 

conditional invitation to Palestine means. I have asked: what does it tell us about the 

success and failure of political movements? What does it tell us about the strategies 

available under military occupation? What does it tell us about the materialities of settler 

colonialism, shifting modes of anti-colonial labor, and the contradictions that inhere in 

between? And what does it tell us about the processes of imagining futurity under 

conditions that are meant to render one futureless?  

 The story of solidarity tourism is one that is centrally about transactions: about 

buying and selling, not only bracelets and tour packages, but also narratives. It is a story 

about contractual agreements between guest and host, with the host working to re-

package Palestine, to re-brand it, to take back the narrative, with the guest working to buy 

what is being sold. But this “buying” itself is multilayered; tourists not only buy their pre-

packaged trip, but their time in Palestine is also – often – about working to reject the 

narrative they have already bought about Palestine, a narrative animated by a benevolent 

United States broker, ungrateful Palestinians, and war-weary Israelis eager for peace. 

Tourism matters, in the context of Palestine, because, as Israel has expropriated land, it 

has also expropriated Palestinian narratives. And, as my interlocutors were quick to point 

                                                
26 Nigel Parry, “Well known UK graffiti artist Banksy hacks the wall,” Electronic Intifada, September 2, 
2005, accessed March 20, 2015, http://electronicintifada.net/content/well-known-uk-graffiti-artist-banksy-
hacks-wall/5733.  
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out, it has expropriated Palestinian land and Palestinian narratives through tourism. 

Correspondingly, the formula that tourists traffic in – from shock and disbelief to outrage 

– is almost always coupled with descriptions of how impossible it was to prepare for 

what they saw. No matter how many books they read, how much news coverage they 

saw, how knowledgeable they were about Palestine, they could never have prepared for 

what they witnessed. In this dissertation, I have sought to ask why that is: why tourists 

cannot believe it until they see it; why working in solidarity with Palestine and against the 

occupation has become so sutured to witnessing its effects.  

This reticence to believe is more than just that the occupation is so egregious, it 

has to be seen to be believed. This reticence to believe is also about when and how 

international audiences have failed to see Palestinians as truth-telling subjects. In many 

ways, then, solidarity tourism is about failure: on the part of guides, a last-ditch attempt 

to “get through” to internationals when other attempts have failed and, on the part of 

international audiences, a failure to believe what they read, a refusal to believe until they, 

themselves, witness. This witnessing is meant to then catalyze, in Ann Stoler’s words, a 

shock of recognition they can no longer deny or ignore. This “recognition” can also 

constitute a failure of its own: whether or not tourists recognize the racialized colonial 

rule they see in Israel/Palestine as something also reflected in their own country’s past 

and present. The impulse to deny and ignore, moreover, is a strong one, yet also one that 

is only afforded to those who have the privilege to ignore it. For this reason, solidarity 

tourism has everything to do with privilege: the privilege to ignore, the privilege to 

decide to learn, the privilege to travel, the privilege to move, and the privilege to leave. It 
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is about the privilege of buying or not buying bracelets, gawking at disparity, being 

disappointed when what looks like remnants from a bomb is actually traces of someone 

painting their bed frame. It is about the privilege of not knowing where Palestine is on a 

map, of expecting to see only tents, of describing Israel/Palestine as one’s first 

confrontation with racism. It is also about the privilege of demanding evidentiary weight, 

the privilege of not believing in the first place and not having to. These stark failures of 

solidarity in solidarity tourism make it impossible and irresponsible to romanticize 

solidarity tourism as either an exemplar of resistance or a model for movement-building. 

 At the same time, in “Your Work is Not Here: Solidarity Tourism in Occupied 

Palestine,” I have also refused to dismiss solidarity tourism as merely, or wholly, 

“occupation tourism” – an object we already know and can describe, one worthy of our 

scoffing and derision. I have resisted the assertion that solidarity tourism is inherently 

voyeuristic and exploitative, a process doomed to failure because of the medium in which 

it traffics. To dismiss solidarity tourism as solely “disaster porn” or “occupation tourism” 

is not only to miss the point of how and why this phenomenon has emerged, but also to 

erase the labor of the tour guides and organizers who have thought carefully about their 

anti-colonial tactics and the internationals who have sought to meaningfully interrogate 

their own privilege and complicity in Israel’s occupation of Palestine. To assume we 

already know what solidarity tourism is and does is to miss an analysis of the 

transnational connections both forged and foreclosed in solidarity tourism, the 

possibilities that can inhere in a strategy that is conscious of its failures, and the futurity 

that is imagined in a tourism that ostensibly only “tours” the present. 
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 I have instead asked how solidarity tourism became what it is. I have situated it in 

its historical context, treating it as the profession it was forged into in the wake of the 

Oslo Accords. In the first chapter, I detailed how guides, when faced with the fracturing 

of the West Bank and the emergent possibilities of being tour guides of their own spaces, 

began to formulate a tourism that was wholly invested in ending the occupation, a 

tourism that was – in essence – hoping for its own obsolescence. That it has become a 

profession is not only a testament to their entrepreneurial ingenuity; it is also a testament 

to the escalated pace of the occupation and the unrestrained growth of the settlements. As 

the occupation has continued apace, solidarity tourism has not parlayed into “state 

tourism,” as some initially thought it would, and, unfortunately, has grown beyond any 

expectations of it being a short-lived tactic. As one guide explained, “I would love to not 

do this. If the occupation ended tomorrow, I would do something else. But it hasn’t, so I 

am here.” This simultaneous commitment and resignation recalls Abu Hassan’s sentiment 

that the Palestinian people have tried everything else and solidarity tourism is both the 

“only thing left” and a “strategy now” – that, “if the third intifada happened tomorrow,” 

their strategies would change. In many ways, then, the future haunts solidarity tourism. 

These conditional futures – an ended occupation and a third intifada – animate the “now” 

of solidarity tourism. Tour guides’ work, while it sustains them and provides them with 

income, simultaneously hinges on their own hope that their work would be rendered 

unnecessary, that an ended occupation would enable them to “do something else.” Their 

capacity to “do something else” would simultaneously be punctuated by their ability to 

return to the village their family came from, stare out at the sea, and have the freedom to 
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move. These conditional futures thus render their work necessary in the hopes that it will 

(someday and hopefully someday soon) become irrelevant.  

 In the pages up to now, I have also traced how tour guides position the futurity of 

Palestine as tied to an understanding of the continuity of the past. In the second chapter, I 

showed how guides and organizers have used tourism, in varied forms, to keep 

Palestinians in their homes and on their land, work that is anchored to the potentiality of a 

free Palestine. I showed how tour guides, by inviting tourists to participate, in Bisan 

Kassis’s words, in the culture of resistance of harvesting and planting, work to keep 

Palestinians, even if ever so incrementally, on land that is routinely stolen from them. 

Tourists planted, 300, 400, or 500 saplings at a time, both to help – to “do something” as 

they so often want to do – but also to learn and to understand that what is happening to 

Palestinians and their crops in the West Bank is not anomalous and not about 

“occupation” as circumscribed to a post-1967 and post-1993 terrain, but deeply about a 

settler colonial history of state-sanctioned uprooting that began before 1948. This chapter 

showed that solidarity tourism, while fraught and inadequate, and with multiple narrators 

correcting one another’s narratives, simultaneously functions as a historically grounded 

anti-colonial tactic, confronting histories of uprooting and displacement with narratives 

of presence and promises of futurity. 

 In the same way that the Olive Tree Campaign’s work resists a narrative of 

Palestine as circumscribed to the West Bank, and expands a vision of Palestinian freedom 

that goes beyond (and before) the occupation, in Chapter Three I detailed the labor of the 

Palestinian and Israeli activists and organizers inside Israel and across Israel and the West 
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Bank who are working to reject the colossal barrier that divides them and envision of a 

future of return in Israel/Palestine. I described stolen books and reparations, walking 

tours and elegies to objects, appropriated wealth and memories of displacement. I spoke 

about the role of refugees and their choice to narrate (or not) and the reactions of Israeli 

audiences. I chronicled the work of countermapping and imagining return, and sketched 

the contours of a tourism that narrates the past while blueprinting the future. This chapter 

charted the possibilities of tourism as a liberatory practice at the same time that it showed 

the difficulties of collectively imagining a decolonized future, the luxury and privilege to 

travel and brainstorm, and the colonial condition that has severed Palestinians inside 

Israel from Palestinians in the West Bank, that has attempted to make shared vision 

impossible. 

 I have also shown how solidarity tour guides’ work, finally, is animated by yet 

another conditional future and potential failure – the unstable assessment of what tourists 

do afterward and what change they can possibly effect. I described tourists who had no 

plan for what they would do upon return home, who stumbled across fragments of 

information in Palestine and were still trying to piece them together. I described tourists 

who talked about hanging out, about being bored, about making friends, about feeling 

guilty. I raised questions about the productivity of shame, the mobilizing effect it can 

have, and I talked about the immobilizing feelings of guilt felt by American citizens – 

Palestinian and non-Palestinian alike, albeit in different ways. I showed how the 

“solidarity tourist” is not one figure, and “solidarity tourism” not one thing. Solidarity 

tourists are motivated by different emotions – among them, nostalgia, apathy, curiosity, 



 280 

boredom, guilt, shame, and outrage. They occupy different positions and are differently 

aged, gendered, classed, and raced. Like the Palestinian and Israeli guides they are trying 

to learn from, they sometimes agree and sometimes don’t. They are sharing space they 

probably never would share at home, and are tolerating each other with a generosity that 

perhaps only exists in shared travel. They are in Palestine for substantially different 

purposes, and to significantly different ends. Tour guides know this and their tours are a 

gamble: as several guides explained, “If I have a tour of twenty, and I reach five people, 

or one, I consider that a success.” In this way, solidarity tourism in Palestine is also about 

success: it is about what gets defined as a success in a context wherein “success” is 

impossible to quantify. 

 Though essentially transactional, there are no guarantees in solidarity tourism. The 

daily work of guiding tours, reciting demolitions, narrating dispossessions, and 

explaining fragmentation is haunted by the possibility of failure. The refusal to tell 

tourists what to do or what to think, and to ask tourists to rely on their own ingenuity and 

creativity in constructing ways to contribute to the movement for a free Palestine, is also 

haunted by the possibility that they will, in fact, do nothing. It would seem simple, then, 

to declare the whole project a failure, defined by impossibility. Yet, as Bisan Kassis 

explained, “one small thing will recalibrate you.” For solidarity tour guides, there are 

many ways in which solidarity tourism “works,” many ways in which tiny successes 

recalibrate tour guides and organizers and sustain them in their work. Though some who 

have been on tours to Palestine will do nothing, other tourists will go home and begin 

divestment initiatives at their institutions, they will successfully lobby their organizations 
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to boycott Israeli academic institutions, they will give report-backs wherein they, too, 

hope to reach one, or five, people, and they will bring other people back to Palestine to do 

the same. They will construct working relationships with Palestinians, using Palestinian 

farmers’ olive oil in their company’s beauty products or collaborating with Palestinian 

scholars and archivists.27 Or they will make friendships predicated on reciprocal 

solidarity, on a joint commitment to honor the time spent together and resolve to do the 

work of conscientious alliance.28 At other times, they will do nothing other than talk to 

their friends and families, an act many guides and organizers defined as a success in and 

of itself. In this way, in “Your Work is Not Here,” I have detailed how tour guides 

differently describe their labor and why they have chosen to dedicate their time and 

energy to a movement-building practice and profession whose results are sometimes 

impossible to decipher. I have chronicled the labor Palestinian solidarity tour guides do in 

trying to produce knowledge about Palestine and recalibrate international understandings 

of the occupation and their role in it, and I have detailed the processes through which 

                                                
27 For an example of a company with working relationships with Palestinian farmers that were established 
on tours to Palestine, and particularly on harvesting and planting initiatives, see the Australian company, 
Perfect Potion, which includes Palestinian olive oil in their products and labels their products with the 
words, “From the native olive tree of Palestine” (Perfect Potion, “Fairtrade Organic Nabali Tree Olive Oil,” 
accessed March 31, 2015, http://www.perfectpotion.com.au/shop/Product/9333360022179/fairtrade-
organic-nabali-tree-olive-oil). For an example of working relationships constructed between Palestinian 
archivists and librarians and information workers from the U.S., Canada, Sweden, Trinidad and Tobago, 
and Palestine, see the work of the Librarians and Archivists with Palestine, which began as a delegation to 
Palestine in the summer of 2013. In 2014, they changed their name from Librarians and Archivists to 
Palestine to Librarians and Archivists with Palestine to index that they were “more than a visiting 
delegation” and “are committed to ongoing work on projects of solidarity in support of Palestinian libraries 
and archives” (Librarians and Archivists with Palestine: Information Workers in Solidarity with the 
Palestinian People, “Press Release,” June 2014, accessed March 31, 2015, 
http://librarianswithpalestine.org/publications/press-release-june-2014/.)  
28 For more on the friendships constructed through solidarity delegations and the work of reciprocal 
solidarity, see Sa’ed Atshan and Darnell Moore, “Reciprocal Solidarity: Where the Black and Palestinian 
Queer Struggles Meet,” Biography 37:2 (Spring 2014): 680-705. 
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international, and particularly, U.S. tourists have struggled to assimilate and circulate that 

knowledge and, further, what surfaces in the stories they tell about their time in Palestine. 

Solidarity tourism matters because it tells us something about pedagogy, 

knowledge production, and hope in the context of settler colonialism and military 

occupation. In its rejection of “negotiations,” and its repudiation of Oslo and the fictitious 

two-state solution, solidarity tourism evidences the generative (and hopeful) potential of 

Palestinian cynicism that Lori Allen has described.29 In its exhaustion of narration and 

seeming futility of repetition, it reminds us of the difficulties of quantifying pedagogical 

“success,” the patience required to wait and find out what repeated narratives stick, what 

stories resonate, what accounts catalyze paradigm shifts. In its endlessness even as it 

wishes for obsolescence, solidarity tourism tell us something about the productive 

potential of contradiction, the new forms of organizing that take shape under a politics of 

both hope and despair.30 And, in its willingness to be recalibrated by “1% positive” in a 

sea of “99% negative,” solidarity tourism positions hope, like solidarity itself, as an 

incomplete and sometimes impossible endeavor, yet one that is altogether necessary. 

Solidarity tourism is not meant to last forever. In fact, its organizers hope that it won’t 

and remain haunted by the fear that it might. But, as a shifting and transient strategy now, 

however inadequate, it refuses to treat settler colonialism as intractable and it imagines a 

future under conditions that are meant to render the colonized futureless. In the context of 

                                                
29 Lori Allen, The Rise and Fall of Human Rights: Cynicism and Politics in Occupied Palestine (2011). 
30 In thinking about the potential and danger of hope in the face of despair, I am guided by the work of José 
Muñoz in Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (2009) and Lauren Berlant in Cruel 
Optimism (2011). 
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Israel/Palestine, where “intractable” peppers the vocabulary of the occupation as much as 

“conflict” does, demanding the impossible is a necessary intervention. 
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